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WITH ROD & REEL IN AFGHANISTAN
Lester M. Viniar

“Why don't you go fshing?” suggested the US. Army Attaché in

Kabul. We oansideredhisprgposal.dedded&mtitwuagoodm
R RN PRy

and proceeded to take kis advice.”
We were the four-man Singapore

‘ ugh the Khyber Pus, ]alalabad. and the Sarobi Gorge.g We were
now looking for other opportunities, end we found them to the north
of Kabul, in & new Scviet road project to run from the capital over
the Hindu Kush to the Soviet border. The section under

. construction at the ime ran from Charikar, some 40 miles north of

Kabul, through the Salang Pass to Doshi, 50 miles farther as the crow
flies. When completed it would eliminate 100 miles of marginal road
then being used, or misused, to bring goods (including heavy equip-
ment) down from the north.?

Inquiries at the Embassy turned up the only American who had
been through the Salang Pass Project. He had gone through with a
hunting party of officials from the Afghan Ministry of Public Works

but had been unable to £ill many of the US. information require-

ments respecting it. His standing with the Ministry would be helpful

in getting from it a permit for us to travel and £ish in the area.
First Hurdles

While waiting for the arrival of the permit we borrowed a Willys

Jeepster from the Army Attaché, along with all the necessary camping

* Ixvestiya later (13 November 108) poctically described # thas:
“After bursting out of the subusbe of Ksbal, the road roshed north. It
mmcr&ﬂcy,dhnhs_mﬂaemwm!ﬂmnygmﬂcsp&dmd,
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equipment—tent, stove, water cans, gasoline cans, clothing, and last
but not least fshing rods. When the permit finally srrived, it merely
stated that we had the right to travel and fish cutside of Kabul as

The road north to Charikar is & paved two-lane highway, in good
condition, After crossing a ridge on the outskirts of Kabul & runs
the entire 40 mfles through a broed, shallow valley, past fertfle oc-
chards snd fields of grain, as well &5 the Bagram Alr Base.

At Charikar we entered the Sslsng Pass Project, Several Klometers
up the road we encountered cur fr3t checkpoint—a guard hut and
a bar across the road. The guard, like all the road workers, was a
member of the Afghan Labor Corps. His ragged uniform, originally
blue-grey, was now earth-colored from years of sccumulated grime.
He motioned to us to turn around snd go back. Racing the en
we flourished our pass under his nose. He looked at it with interest,
but it was obvious that he couldn’t read. Shaking his head from side
to side in a puzzled manner, he looked up at last and said, "Engi-
neers?” “Yes, yes,” we agreed, “engineers.”

The road into the Pass followed the river upward past the anclent
caravanserai at Ahingaran and on through a high arid valley in a
last straight stretch before beginning its hairpin turns over the Hinda'
Kush. While its course was in general that of the old porth-south
caravan trail, modern equipment and construction methods had turned
it into an all-weather road. It tended to ride along the flank of the
mountains high encugh to aveild the spring torrents released by melt-
ing mowd but low enough to be sheltered from the high winds that
sweep the exposed ridges.

At 10,000 fect, after meking & number of steep curves and grinding
in low gear around & rock spur, we came to another barrler across the
road. We bhad amived at the mafn constructicn camp. -Two rather
scruffy billmen appeared from a sentry hut and pointed
long tum-of-the-century Mausers at us. We blew the born sand waved
our travel permit vigorously, The rifle barrels didat waver. Finally
_ one of the guards jerked bis gun in the direction of & group of low
- 7 stone buildings; end two of vs got out of the jeep snd walked toward
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them. No louger covering us with their rifles but still holding them
ready, the guards led us into an office.

Fish and Tea

The room was furnished with a faded burlap rug, two or three
crudely made annchairs, #nd a desk and chafr that seemed service-
able in spite of having been fashiooed from random boards. The
fnevitsble single bulb hung from a wire o the center of the room.
Plaster was breaking away from the stone walls, graced by one uni-
dentificd framed photograph. A single small set in the wall .
jast under the roof line did not mater{ally to the poor Hghting.

A small cost-fron stove with its pipe through the roof completed the
soene.

We sat down in the chalrs, snd in & few minutes one of the camp
functionaries arrived through a door leading into the room from
- behind the desk. He was Russian, about § 107, well set up, with
black curly hair and generally alert-looking Slavic features. He also
had a pleasant manner which I immediately attempted to capitalize
on. Even as he was entering the room, in fact, I rose and said,
vecher,” and stuck out my hand. He took it with a friendly smile.

“Ah,” he exclaimed, “You are visitorsl Are you from Kabul?” This
was getting to be too much for my Russian, but my companion at-
tempted to reply in his Polish-Russian (which I privately suspect is
only Polish spoken with a Russian accent). Here we bogged down,
and the man seemed to be cooling off a bit. We could understand
most of what he said but apparently could not get through to him.
I tred French to no avail, but then Cerman made contact, and we
began communicating again. '

I explained that we had been given a travel permit and proceeded
to show it to him. It was obvious that he could not read the Pashto,
I then began an animated description of the roadbed over which we
had traveled so far. He interrupted and asked, “But why are you
bere? ® This was cue for our cover story: we had beard from Afghan
friends in Kabul that the fishing in the north was unbelievably good,

end we bad prevafled upon them to get us a travel permit so that
we could try out some of the streams.

His face lit up with & broad smile. We had found a Russian fisher-
man, He called for refreshments, brought his chair around from
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The tea amrived in glasses, and as we sipped and chatted the atmos-
phere thawed completely and the guards were dismissed. For me,
though, the conversation was very trying. [ had ot been fshing for
over 20 years, and to be relaxed and expansive in a langusge not my
own sbout a subject of which I knew nothing took on the aspect of
& nightmare.- After a few minutes, however, I noticed that he was
repeating phrases I used and pot introducing any himself. I then
realized that his Cerman was less fluent than mine and that I was
leading the couversation.

Whea at last we fnished the tea, [stood up and seid we had b0

be oa cur way, since we wanted to getoveﬂbcpas before ni;

We shook hands  gei, and he sccompsnied us part of the way back
to the jeep. He said we should have telephoned from Kabul‘ybdore
coming; since it was Friday, the Moslem sabbath, the engineer in
charge and most of his associates had gone to Kabul. In parting, he

offered to telephone ahead so we would not have trouble with the
other checkpoints. This he undoubtedly did, for thereafter the
barriers swung open with welcome regularity as we approached.

Over the Top -

Always climbing, we proceeded through the construction camp
along & road that was for the most part cut into the side of the moun-
tain. Because of avalanches and rockfalls in the area, thousands of
feet of reinforced concrete snowsheds had been constructed. They
had slanted roofs that followed the slope of the mountain, very similar
to those found in the bigh passes of the European Alps. '

At 12,000 feet we came suddenly to a tunnel mouth. The old cara-
van trail continued on to the summit 2,000 feet above, but the slope
here was so steep and the possibilities for building & successful road
so few that it had been decided to tunnel under, assuring an all-season
road through the pass.? The tunnel was being driven from both sides
simultanecusly, but the two shafts had not yet met. An armed and
resolute guard prevented us from entering the tunnel, so we back-
tracked and found the caravan trail.  Shifting the jeepster into four-
wheel drive, low range, we began the precipitous ascent to the summit.

It was spparent that jeeps, undoubtedly Soviet GA209's, were the
only vehicles that had ever traversed the trail. A trip that would have
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taken perhaps 10 minutes on a reasonable road, even at that altitude,
took us almost two hours. The passengers got out and climbed afoot.
The road was so narrow that at each corner it was necessary to back
snd fill to get around. The rear end of the Jeepst
cdge,tbcnosepomtedb!ghadamiodcgwe:,and&xecngmemned
regularly at each turn because of the sltitude. All the while we were
coatinually blinded by swirling clouds and buffeted by freezing winds,
sleet,

$DOW,

At last we reached a relatively straight stretch of tradl, and we who
had been climbing alongside the ], Whto&mdmdc_
the last 100 feet to the summit, glant rocks cn’ either side
formed pfllars, lesving fust mghrmtnsqmmtbe]eepstetbe-
tween them. The wind and ted fog and clouds whistling
through this cleft left a thick deposit of hoar-frost over the sres, a
venturl effect on a grand scale. The wind, shrieking up and down
the frequency range, rocked our vehicdde. It was fmpossible to face
into it. We tried to get some pictures, then clambered aboard and
beadednorthtoDcshithxmghmmnytbemeldndofterﬂin

 that lay behind us.

During the next two days we photograp bed the road in varfous
stages of construction, important air-interdictable points along it, fts
bridges and culverts, and the condition of the roadbed. We also
shot panoramas of open range, the approaches to villages and towns,
their main streets, andanynaturﬂ artificial f,

topmvemmﬁdinlaterhiys&mu@o&xap&xtofﬁwommky
Inspectors from Kabul

We found that the best time to work was during hunch bresk or
siesta hour; and if the target was more seasitive than usual the mid-
dsy hours on Friday, the sabbath, gave the most promise of success.
We learned to become actors, and we used the Stanislavsky method
affmmmgourselmhtbem!cw&epo&twbae we were shocked
end angry if anyone questioned cur righ
technique was effective through the
mama,m:bontaﬁve

fmpression made lmd '
bmmgandd@dﬁvmuponthe%&aﬂe@nt
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At worst, the play so acted made the man (RIS Y
cautious about taking action against us. He had teceived bo orders
conoemmgus,;ndpahpswewehdeedvisxhngdignm

’ eyes
vom eotmfeetaway Ommedmwdzk&eﬁmﬁmemm
!nshnctveoneqoﬁmemdgmintothod!stmee. Thereafter we

thou@ we can preseat no uphmtkun sscept tha
taketdoanotfuﬂyamhn.hedwtysdwedh!sey«:gﬁnmdmt
back to sleep.

If sn operator was aweke SRS SNENE] '
wnu!ddrawupmthasawchofbmka,jmnpwt.mvcnhxm,md
approach confidently with a large smile. We would grab his hand
and shake it, put an arm arcund his shoulders, and proceed to talk to
him in a mixture of Russian, Polish, and English. If he looked be-
wildered, and most of the time he did, we would lace our conversa-
tion liberally with the magic word “engineer”—a title fraught with
learning and position which seems to be the one acceptable reason
fosr:forcignertobetntbemmmotemundathemostbimm
circumstances. We would proceed (IR and then pose
with the operator for a picture—a momcnt of pndo for him. With

aﬁnalclaponthebad:mdhmdshakewedcpaﬂed.hmghim
delighted that he, A ’

L wouldﬁxstchecktoseexfthehvmg
qusxtenwereonlytenb.nwoodenshedfndiaﬁeddm&thengx-
neers were present, 2nd we felt it best to avoid them if possible. We
2150 avoided open approaches to any group of tents that had a tele-
phanelheleadingtoit.fordzesﬁnp!cmmtbatthigbaedﬂm
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If the open approach seemed called for, the Jeepster was driven
close to the tents,andtwoofus.exudmgnnk. fishing rods at the
ready, met the occupants. Through sign language we asked if the
stream had been fished (in this area there are usually rivers in the
mountain valleys, roads sre constructed alongside, and of course the
canps are placed close to the streams), and sometimes we would be
invited to have a glass of tea. We, fn tum, would pass around ciga-
rettes and candy. After observing these smenities—end getting across
the term “engineers™—we would stroll down to the stream, cast our
Lines end, indeed, try ’}Eomhchﬁsh. Most of the in the camp

would come with us, out of thelf natural dirlosity sbout strangers and

wonder at our gear, mdxumostofthemhadncmseenbém

there watching they could o by one of the pair taking pic-
tures and generally entertaining them while the other gradually
moved away until he was out of nght and could go to work.

Challenge
On!y once did a Soviet construction worke: evmce a certain amount
of ill will toward us. We came upon san@S=2agRRY repair yard dur-

erdUUH.  Deeing no one in the
We were about half way through when we
noticed & watchman keeping us under surveillance from the window
of what was obvicusly an office and toolroom. We further noticed
a telephone wire leading away from the wooden shack. We had inad-
vertently, through overconfidence or because the heat and the sabbath
bxdhﬂedoursusp:dons.mhmdhvoo&our{mpomntground
rules—stay away from a.ﬂ pe:

s e T v b‘ng at the situation in
we should have left immediately.
We had only just finished when a truck drew up and ten Afghans

and a real Soviet engineer got out. The engineer, a shot, slight
person with Mongoloid features, clearly a Kazakh, harangued the

_watchman, then approached us. . Wo_ were sitting in the Jeepster =

" <.enjoying @ tan of beer from our iocbox. - The groap, glowesing

-
~ . r
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Bercely, gathered around the Jeepster. We tried to look bland and
mildly surprised.

The Kazakh engineer remonstrated with us for a while in Afghan,
Pashto. When we looked puzzled he asked, “Do you understand
Parsi?® We shook our heads no. I then asked—and the Afghans
around the engincer hung onto every word, though they understood
nomofit——-"SprechaaStedemschP' The engineer shook his head.
“Habla Vd. espaﬁol?' The engineer shook his head. “Parlato
italiano? ® The engincer shook his head. “Do you speak English? "

The engincer shook his head.  With an exaggerated look of “Abal

Now I have it,” T asked, “Covorite po russki? ™ The engineer sla

and it scemed regretfully, but pabaps my mauling of the Russian
prosunciation confused him—shock his head.

Tuming to the surrounding Afghans, I gave the classic mime for
“What shall I do now? “—shrugged shoulders, questioning look, arms
thrown wide. The Afghans roared with laughter. The engineer
stamped away in a rage to the shack, a rage against his own men, I
think, because they had witnessed his losing the initiative and con-
sequent humiliation. We engaged the clutch, the Afghans moved
aside still laughing, and we rode off, waving to them as they disap-
peared around a curve in the road. We did take the precaution of
returning the way we had come—away from the telephone lines. We
stopped a few miles down the road, had a meal, and later in the day

continued back past the repair yard and the main encampment with-
out incident. '

It was slso determined that each Soviet project ka Afghanistan
beganvdthbrandmequgmaﬂmdﬂxmmmagmlud:hﬁﬁng




M Afghanistan

of equipment from one project to another. It became apparent that
a central planning group had estimated the manpower and equip-

ment each project would require in order to operate autonomously
and allocated it these for its exclusive use.



