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Special Issue: Postcards from Afghanistan
Observations of Carolyn Reicher and Janice Eisenhauer
during their recent visit to Afghanistan. Written by Carolyn.

Mar. 04/04: Postcards from Afghanistan #1

I am sitting in an internet cafe in Kabul, Afghanistan
and having a fantastic time! Janice and I arrived Wednesday
morning and spent the rest of that day relaxing and catching
up on sleep. We don’t seem to have any jet lag. Today we
have been packing in the activities - breakfast meeting in
our apartment with a project partner - smiles and tears all
around. Then we went to see their office and meet the staff.
I’m so impressed with the strength of these Afghan women.
One is studying each morning at the university to become a
doctor, and works in the afternoon at the Afghan Women
Resource Centre.

Then we were off for lunch with another project
partner, meeting her staff and shopping at her gift shop.
Being the experienced shoppers that we are, we now know
how to shop in both US dollars and Afghani (the Afghan
currency). It’s also amazing how we can negotiate prices
despite the fact that we have about 5 words of Dari and they
have about 10 of English.

Then we went to see an artisan exhibit and guess
what? More shopping! Next we are stopping to send email
and then off to pick up a friend and go for dinner. I can’t
believe we’ve only really been here 1-1/2 days. On the one
hand, it’s hard to believe we’re finally here - very surreal. On
the other hand, the realization hits us and the tears begin to

flow, especially as we meet with these Afghan women who
have been our email friends for the past 5 years.

Janice & Carolyn in Kabul

The city is so brown - mud and dirt are the main
components. I’m amazed at how people create a new working
or living space from the wreckage of the bombed and de-
stroyed buildings. In almost every little space, people are
creating a world for themselves. It looks a little depressing,
but it’s encouraging to see how people don’t give up or give
in to their desperate situation. It’s hard, though, to see them
living like that when we’ve been told that the “expensive”
houses rented by aid workers and staff from the UN go for up
to $12,000 US per month. Even an average apartment in the
better areas of town rent for about $4000 - $6000 US per month.

We have
felt very
well
accepted
and
 welcomed
here, and
also well
taken
care of.

Dinner at Palwasha Hassan’s

With Mary in PARSA’s giftshop
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Thirty years ago, Kabul was considered the “Jewel
of Central Asia.” I’ve seen pictures from before the Soviet
invasion. I’ve read about its splendor and culture. I’ve heard
first-hand accounts from Afghan-Canadians about the
richness of its architecture and modernity. But try as hard as
I might, I can’t connect those stories and images to the ruin
that I’ve seen so far. I can’t conjure up in my mind a picture
that is so totally different from the bombed buildings that
remain. I can’t help but think that it must make Afghans sick
in their hearts to see their glamorous “Jewel” reduced to

rubble - literally. As we drove 2 days ago with a friend and
project partner, she kept trying to point out remnants of the
architectural details for which Kabul used to be known -
majestic wooden doors, engraved stone and patterned brick
work. But it was lost on me. She lived here prior to the chaos
and her mind’s eye can still see the Kabul of old. My eyes are
new here and it’s hard to see past the rubble and garbage.

We don’t need an alarm clock as each morning we are
awakened by the calls from travelling vendors (mainly a man
selling eggs, and a boy selling balloons). On two occasions,
we were awakened by the call to prayer. I wish I could capture
the sounds on tape. Amid the chatter of birds and the
rhythmic sweeping of doorways, a chanting is broadcast
from loud speakers. I would have thought it would be
irritating. Instead it’s rather hypnotizing or soothing. It’s like
a background or base for the morning sounds.

Yesterday, we traveled to an orphanage that our group
has supported for the past year. Twenty-one girls stole our
hearts as they hugged and snuggled us as though we were
their own mothers. Our idea of an orphanage is usually a

Mar. 07/04Postcards from Afghanistans #2

I think Kabul is, in some ways, like many large cities,
where the daytime brings a rush of activity - lots of people
on the streets and in the shops. So many (mainly the men)
just sit and talk, or mind their stores and shops, or sit and do
nothing. It’s very open and, for the most part, non-
threatening. But with the evening, there is a distinct change.
After dinner out at a beautiful Iranian restaurant, the women
we were with were anxious to get home. It was 8:15 and the
families of the younger women would be worrying about
their safety. Upon arriving home to our apartment at 8:30, the
front door of the apartment building was locked and we
needed to knock on windows to have someone let us in.
There is no imposed curfew, but a defacto one. A person
wouldn’t want to be stranded somewhere after nightfall.

Electrical power, and running water are not a sure
thing and cut out without warning. We’ve learned to take
advantage of the electricity whenever it’s on. Cell phones
and battery chargers get plugged in and the heater is turned
on. I still haven’t managed to coordinate the timing of my
hairdryer though. Three times, while the power was on, I
decided to wash my hair, only to have the power cut out
before I could dry it. Feels a bit like camping. Somehow, I
don’t think the propane heater we use in the apartment would
be legal in Canada.

Devastation in Kabul

Carolyn & friends filming

Kabul building



Volume #19
February/March 2004

    Women’s Rights in Afghanistan
Calgary Chapter - www.w4wafghan.ca

 Mar. 09/04: Postcards from Afghanistan #3

On Sunday evening, we went to the infamous Inter-
continental Hotel for dinner. Up on a hill, this upscale Western
Hotel, catering to a UN/international clientele, was badly
damaged in the years of war. Now, however, it has been
repaired and offers rooms from $84 US for a single basic, to
over $400 for a deluxe suite. Because of its clientele, it tends
to be seen as a potential target for terrorists. As such, there
is security at the main door, requiring you to pass through a
metal detector and to have your bags searched.

Like any hotel of its type elsewhere, it has the usual
gift shops in the lobby and a large dining room with a very
good buffet dinner. The main course dishes ranged from tra-
ditional Afghan, such as Ashak (my favourite - small dump-
lings filled with green onions and covered in a yogurt and
tomoto/meat sauce), spinach and Palaw (rice), to more West-
ern fare (canneloni and roast beef with potatoes). I made a
small anthropological study by surreptitiously checking out
what the non-Afghans in the room were eating. The table of
Asian men in business suits ate mostly rice with other things
added. The American\Canadian\British ones had lots of
canneloni, and Janice and I stuck to Afghan dishes.

A traditional 3-piece musical group played beside us
and my attention was drawn to an instrument that looked to
be related to the guitar. One of the things I had wanted to
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dreary one, but this children’s centre is a real home and there
was no doubting the joy in these children’s faces. They
laughed and joked, recited poetry, sang a song, and
convinced us to take LOTS of pictures and LOTS of video.
While it’s hard to think that there are so many kids in
Afghanistan that need this kind of support and don’t get it,
it’s also encouraging to think that these twenty-one have a
real chance at a healthy and happy future. I was completely
overwhelmed by their affection towards us.

We also stopped at a small fabric shop to buy material
and I caused quite a gathering as I started taking pictures.
Rather than being offended by my boldness, I found that
more and more passersby wanted their picture taken. After
gathering about 15 (all men except one small girl), and
receiving our first “I love you!” (often called to foreign women
by Afghan men,
we’ve learned), we
handed out a few
Canadian flag lapel
pins and retreated
to the minimal
privacy of the
shop. It took
another 10 minutes
for the crowd to
disperse. I thought
the shop owner
would be angry
with me for causing
such a stir, but
instead, he asked if
I could take his
picture as well!

Despite our efforts not to stereotype the “burqa-clad”
women of Afghanistan as faceless, nameless and powerless
victims, I realize that I continue to do so. At the orphanage,
we met the staff, including the teacher, a lovely older woman
and her grown daughter. The teacher is university-trained,
speaks some English and is obviously loved and respected
by the children. After meeting and interacting with her and
the others, it came time for us to go and she and her daughter
pulled on burqas for the walk down the road. It struck me as
so odd. I thought, “Why do you have that thing? That
doesn’t fit with my image of you.” I didn’t think that I still
needed the reminder these are real women under the burqa,
with individual personalities, strengths and skills, but I guess
I did. It struck me again that if I see the burqa first, before I
know the woman inside, I may make a judgement or
assumption about her or her life. And in the process, I run
the risk of missing the reality of who she really is. On the
other hand, on the drive home, a woman clad in the burqa sat
begging with a young boy. What was striking was that they
sat smack in the middle of the road. Cars roared by them on
either side. Why was she there? To be more visible. The

Woman and child

Fabric vendor of Kabul

desperation of her situation drove any thought from my mind
as to who she really was and what her life really is. All I
could see was her poverty and desperation.

I must say that we are still having an amazing time -
full of meetings, paperwork (that was Saturday), and FOOD!
(Definitely not losing weight on this trip) I look forward to
when we can go walking around Chicken Street and Flower
Street (famous for their wares). Thus far, our time has been
devoted to meeting with 6 different groups and only about
another 20 to go!



Volume #19
February/March 2004

    Women’s Rights in Afghanistan
Calgary Chapter - www.w4wafghan.ca

bring back was a musical instrument, and I was told by our
colleagues around the table that the one I was seeing was a
robab – a very traditional Afghan instrument that a friend in
Calgary had recommended to me. The problem was, where
would a person get one? No one knew. At the end of the
meal, I brazenly suggested we ask the musician playing it.
Our friends accommodated with translation services and he
informed us he sold them himself! Wow, I was excited - that
is, until he said they average $700 US each! Hmmmmm...okay
maybe not. We’ll see what Chicken Street has to offer.

Dust, dust and more dust. I didn’t notice it so much
when we first got here, but since Sunday, it has been
everywhere - blowing through the open windows of the car,
clogging our noses and wreaking havoc with our contact
lenses. I ride in the taxis mostly with my eyes 3/4 shut to
avoid it - probably a good thing considering the rather
haphazard approach to lane recognition here.

Sunday was an interesting “traffic” day all around. It
started with a taxi ride in the morning with a driver who spoke
no English, but did speak Dutch - lucky us! With the help of
some young gents nearby, he was informed of our destina-
tion and we set off. Luckily (as we found out later), we picked
up a 15 year old Afghan school girl who was going in the
same direction as us. It turned out she spoke English quite
well. After inching along (or not) in the heavy rush hour
traffic (Sunday is the first day of the work week), it became
readily apparent that the driver truly didn’t know where to
go, although the girl did. It was interesting to see the way
she subtly maneuvered him in the correct direction without
him losing face in front of us. After trying (unsuccessfully)
his choice of routes a couple of times, her suggestions got
us where we needed to be.

The other mini driving adventure came at the end of
the day as we road home from the dinner at the Interconti-
nental by way of a van and driver provided by a project
partner of ours. Twice, the van’s engine died (once in a rather
forlorn spot) and the driver and his assistant had to hop out

and push the van along the road, jumping in at the right
moment to turn the key. I think the drivers here likely have
more than a rudimentary knowledge of engines. Given the
beating the vehicles take, it’s amazing how they keep running.

Our International Women’s Day (March 8th) in Kabul
was a string of activities and celebrations like no other I’ve
been part of. First, we went to the major event sponsored by
the Ministry of Women’s Affairs. Hundreds of women packed
a large tent on the university campus (same location as the
Loya Jirga in December/January) to hear speeches and for-
mally celebrate IWD. Security was extremely tight with ISAF
forces everywhere, including some friendly gents from Que-
bec with whom we chatted. They are part of the new contin-
gent of Canadian forces serving with ISAF in Afghanistan
and they were happy to let us videotape them and snap
some pictures. One even asked for our business cards so
that he could pass on info about our group to his friends
back in Quebec. (Hey, Lauryn, you might get a call!) We were
asked to show our coveted invitations at about 6 locations
and our bags were searched. We also needed to show that
all electronic equipment functioned as it should. No doubt
the main cause of the security concern was due to the guest
of honour - President Hamid Karzai. That’s right! And we
were 8 rows from the front of a 80-row auditorium! Of course,
I couldn’t understand what he said in his speech, as it was
all in Dari, but I video-taped it all anyway. I have to admit I
was more emotional than I thought I would be. The neatest
part of his speech was when he asked the women how many
had registered to vote in the upcoming elections, and
women’s hands shot up around the room. Then he asked
why the others hadn’t registered. What followed was
impassioned comments by 3 or 4 women in the audience -
shouting to be heard by the hundreds in attendance. Then,
his answers back to them one by one. They told him that
they had not registered because their husbands would not
let them. He answered that they should tell their husbands
that he would phone them to say that the men should not

Musicians at the Intercontinental Hotel

Carolyn & Janice with Canadian ISAF forces
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interfere with their wives’ registrations. Not only have I never
been present as the head of a country spoke in person, but
certainly I have also never known such a figure to invite
interraction from the audience. It was amazing, and for me,
an emotionally pivotal point in my time here thus far.

Then, we were whisked across town to another event
sponsored by a potential new partner organization of ours.
We arrived after the first set of speeches (whew), just in time
for lunch (mmmmmm) and made our apologies for an early
exit before the next set of speeches (getting good at this!).
Off we went again to the home/office of our dear friend and
partner, Mary. She had invited dozens of women to celebrate
IWD. It was incredible. About 40-50 women crammed into
one room, and while two young musicians played, the women
took turns dancing. The energy and joy in the room drenched
us through and through. They clapped and laughed and
danced, and when that was done, they talked and drank tea
together. Then they danced some more. Old friends and new
melted into one, and I left feeling that as honoured as I had
been to sit and hear President Karzai, I was equally moved to
share the informal and personal celebration with Afghan
women themselves.

At the end of the celebration, we met with our host to
discuss business for an hour and a half, and she (an indomi-
table woman of 74 years) gave us a ride home. We wanted to
just take a taxi, but she insisted she needed to go to an
internet cafe anyway. Wow - I hope I have that kind of en-
ergy when I’m her age.

A couple of other notes:
-I’ve been asked twice already about my mascara (?!?!?).
-The colour of eggs here is bright red - I’ve been trying to
snap a photo of the guy who comes through our
neighbourhood in the morning selling them, but thus far he
has eluded me.
-On IWD here, people (including men) say, “I wish you
congratulations on International Women’s Day.”
-An evening drive reveals hundreds and hundreds of men
on the sides of the streets - everywhere, kind of just hanging
around. But, as you would expect, not a woman in sight.

I.W.D. celebrations at PARSA

Mar. 10/04: Postcards from Afghanistan #4

In a meeting with a project partner, we drove from the
project site (a library that was funded by Canadian donors)
in a very damaged area of the city to the office of the
organization. Along the way, our friend Jamila told us about
how all the buildings of the area had been rebuilt since the
fall of the Taliban (parks, schools, homes, etc.). Nothing had
remained standing from those years and no one lived in that
area during the Taliban’s rule. She showed us a school and
said, “Under the Taliban, that school building was used for
the butchery of humans. Now it is a school again.” I have no
words to describe how I felt driving along that street. “It’s
coming back to life,” she said. “It’s being built again from
nothing, and it’s the people themselves that are doing it.”

Here, International Women’s Day (IWD) is not just
celebrated on one day, but activities go on throughout the
week. On Tuesday morning, Janice and I participated in a
Women’s Peace march. We gathered to walk with banners
and flags about 30 minutes through the streets of Kabul to

Janice in I.W.D. Peace March

Janice films at IWD event hosted by Ministry of Women’s Affairs
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the Women’s Garden. Prior to the 90’s this Garden was a
place where women would gather to visit and spend time
with each other and their children. Of course, under the
Taliban, it was
completely
destroyed. Now it is
being rebuilt. It con-
sists of a large, walled
compound with a
security gate at the
front. There is a small
playground with
swings for the chil-
dren, a cantina to
buy refreshments,
and large sections
with fledgling trees.
One of the Taliban’s
favourite activities
was to cut and burn
the huge old trees, and not many remain in the city. As the
Garden gets more funding, they will continue to plant flowers
and other shrubs to create a welcoming place for women to
gather.

Prior to the march, I have to admit I was a bit nervous,
wondering about security. It didn’t help that when we took a
taxi in the morning to get to the event, there seemed to be
roadblocks in “our” neighbourhood. When I think of road-
blocks, I think of security risks, but apparently it was because
the ISAF forces were conducting some kind of exercises in
the area. At least, that’s what we understood from the taxi
driver.

Once we started the march, I didn’t give any thought
to security.  What an exhilarating feeling to walk with 300
Afghan women (and men) through the streets, carrying signs
and banners that read: “We have the right to choose our
president” and, “No more rule by guns” and, “Freedom and
peace for Afghan women.” The streets were lined with the
local population, some even cheering us on. It was an em-
powering experience, and I couldn’t help but think how ironic
it is that I needed to travel halfway around the world to
participate in my first-ever peace march.

Other tidbits:
-The vehicle of choice here is the Toyota - almost every car
is a Toyota, while many of the big trucks are Mercedes.
-Janice remarked one day as we were bemoaning the fact
that we didn’t feel brave enough to wander the streets on
our own, that if we had burqas, we could go where we wanted
with more ease. Of course, I said, “But then we wouldn’t be
able to take pictures and video!” Our one camera and two
video cameras have become like extensions of ourselves.
-There is a huge picture/mural of President Karzai in the cen-
tre of town that I filmed. But the real hero is Massoud. There
are pictures of him on many walls (including one large mural

close to Karzai’s) and many of the taxi drivers have pictures
of him on their visors.
-We always knew about the famous Afghan hospitality, but
are still blown away by the gracious ways of our hosts. We
are SO well taken care of, and have been passing along the
love and support of our fellow Canadians to all
the Afghans we meet.

Afghan children in traditional dress

Mar. 14/04: Postcards From Afghanistan #5, final

Our days have continued to be incredibly full with
meeting many groups and individuals. People keep asking
us, “What have you seen of Kabul so far?” and we reply,
“Only what we see from car windows as we drive from meeting
to meeting!” We haven’t done much in the way of
“sightseeing” thus far, although a friend has promised to
take us to Chicken Street for shopping.

On Thursday, we had a two-hour meeting with the
Canadian Ambassador, which was very helpful. He said, “The
women’s issues are the crux of everything we do here in
Afghanistan.” He told us that the strategy for Canada’s
support to Afghanistan (outside of our troops in ISAF)
include the areas of:
-Social Protection and Rural Development
-Security Law Enforcement/Justice System
-Democratic Development
-National Resources Management (environment - irriga-
tion).
He also said that the biggest long-term challenge in Afghani-
stan is the gap between the national income that is needed
to rebuild the country and what the GDP really is. The only
things that Afghanistan is exporting are precious stones,
carpets, a bit of agricultural products and drugs (obviously
not something to be increased!). So much money flows out
of the country and very little flows in, except in the form of
aid and foreign support, which is obviously not sustainable
over the long run. Also, he commented that most people
recognize that while there has been less war in Afghanistan

Afghan girl at IWD celebrations
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in the last two years, there is more crime at the community
level. Although we hear, at times, more information about
these crimes and problems, we should also recognize that it
is because Afghanistan is no longer under a totalitarian re-
gime that those stories can get out in the first place. Cer-
tainly, from everything we’ve heard and seen, Canada is rec-
ognized as one of the countries that is contributing at a
higher level to the reconstruction of Afghanistan.

I think I’m going through dairy withdrawal.
Apparently, milk is quite an expensive commodity here, and
people consider it a luxury. They serve it (hot and sweetened
with sugar) as a special treat for guests or at celebrations. I
haven’t had a full glass since I got here, but I’ve drunk enough
tea to drown a city.

Another typical (and frustrating) aspect of life in
Kabul is the ambiguity of addresses. Most streets either
don’t have names, or if they do, people don’t know the names.
Houses often don’t have numbers. Therefore, a typical
address sounds something like: “Karak Sey (area of the city),
across from the “X” mosque, near the FedEx office, with a
blue door and a broken sign on the corner.” Needless to say,
it’s a challenge to convey all this to taxi drivers. However, we
are getting somewhat of a feel for the city and recognize
many of the major arteries and intersections. We are still in
quest of a good map, and will likely track it down a day
before we leave! Where is that public library when you need
it??

Between the sidewalks and the streets run “gutters”
that are 2 to 3 feet deep. I don’t want to know everything that
flows within. The smell makes itself evident anyway. There
are narrow, concrete “bridges” that are built across the rancid
abyss so that cars can cross over into driveways. Some ar-
eas of the city look relatively clean (emphasis on the word
“relatively”), while in other areas, refuse is piled high along
the roadway and next to peoples’ homes.

Janice and I went to see some widows’ gardens that
were in a very poor area where all the houses are made of

mud. We were practically mobbed by the young children as
we threaded our way through the smelly, narrow passage-
ways. Each woman we met graciously invited us in for tea,
which we needed to decline, as it was already dusk by that
time. While our guide (remember the indomitable 74 year old
woman I told you about?) seemed unconcerned by the ap-
proaching darkness, I’ve developed an instinctive unease at
being out and about on foot after the sun sets. Later, as we
ate dinner (in my case, my first pizza in Kabul - mmmmmm,
VERY good!) the Canadian Ambassador coincidentally dined
at the table next to us. What is it we say about “small world”?

Only a few years ago, the population of Kabul was estimated
to be 1 million. Now, it is 2-1/2 million. Cars and bicycles,
donkey-drawn wagons and hand-pulled/pushed carts all
jostle for space. Honking isn’t considered rude, but is a form
of communication, like: “Coming up on your left” (so as not
to wipe out the family on the bike), or “You better back off,
because I’m going first here.” We had our first (and hopefully
only) “accident” on the way to do some shopping. The on-

Carolyn with children of the Widow’s Garden

Streets of Kabul

Adeena Niazi (AWO) with girls from orphanage
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coming car was just a bit too close and rubbed all along the
left side of our car. Of course, they didn’t stop and with a few
“words” from our driver, we didn’t either.

The other new thing for me (but obviously not new
here) was a couple of earthquake tremors. The first happened
as we were out for dinner a few evenings ago. I noticed the
ground sort of vibrating, the way an overpass in Calgary will
vibrate when a heavy truck goes by. My first thought was,
“That feels like an earthquake,” as if I’d actually know, hav-
ing not experienced one before! Engrossed in conversation,
the other customers didn’t seem to notice or care, and I
chocked it up to my imagination. However, yesterday morn-
ing, Janice informed me there had been another in the middle
of the night that was strong enough to wake her from a dead
sleep. I guess I can now truthfully say that I sleep soundly
enough to miss  an earthquake!! Of course, if I had had
immediate access to internet, I would have been checking
the news sites to see where the centre of the quake was and
how strong it was.

It’s a day later now, and we have done our major
shopping in the shops along Chicken Street. Poor Janice,
she had no idea what she was getting into by going shopping
with me! Particularly when the custom is to barter prices
down by at least half. Good thing I brought an extra duffle
bag with me!

Traveling salesmen are routine here and each day we
have:
-the egg seller - he comes first at about 6:30, calling up to the
apartments,
-the aluminum pot seller with a sharp nasal voice,
-the plasticware salesman who never calls out until he’s past
our apartment building, so I haven’t been able to snap his
photo,
-the balloon boy, who graciously consented to a photograph.
Sometimes we also have carts of fruit or popcorn going by.

Well, that is it for my Postcards from Afghanistan.

Balloon boy

Our almost 2 weeks here have been a whirlwind tour, and we
are beginning to turn our thoughts to home. We look forward
to seeing and sharing with each of you, more of our “adven-
ture” in Kabul.

Partwamina & Shaima of AWRC

Carolyn & Janice with new friend,
Golpery

Fruit vendor in Kabul



Volume #19
February/March 2004

    Women’s Rights in Afghanistan
Calgary Chapter - www.w4wafghan.ca

W4WAfghan, P.O. Box 32014 Bankview, Calgary, AB T2T 5X6 (403) 244-5625

STAY INFORMED!! Be sure to check our website
www.w4wafghan.ca for regular updates and/or
join our news listserve at: http://
groups.yahoo.com/group/w4wafghan/

The future of Afghanistan

Carolyn and Janice
with old friend,
Zohra Rasekh

Janice, Adeena and Carolyn
visit with Dr. Sima Samar

Looking for a way
 to get involved?

W4WA has many volunteer opportunities waiting
for YOU!  Please call 244-5625 or email Judy at
gkitchen@telusplanet.net  for more information.


