
Chapter Eleven

Magic Carpets

Steppenwolf: Magic Carpet Ride  > Lyrics

Brian was unusual by Kabul standards. He was clean-cut, intellec-
tual, and only smoked a little hash. His outward interest was glmin/ 
a KabulAxf/hani eIperience. He had a Sony Beta recorder, which was 
analo/ and recorded on tapes but was considered state of the art. vt took 
a considerable amount of e—ort to cong/ure it properly and achieOe 
decent Oideo and sound, and at least two people were needed’one on 
the camera and one on the tape deck to monitor the sound.

But what really fascinated me were his shoes. He had desi/ned and 
oOerseen the handcraftin/ of a three-eye lace-up loafer made from Uri-
ental carpets. vqd seen nothin/ like them before. WniCue and awesome, 
they were distinctiOe’like his personality. Re learned later that he paid 
as much attention to the details in his xf/han business as he did in 
desi/nin/ and craftin/ shoes from ru/s. Heqs one of those who drifted 
into our sphere of inMuence, gltered throu/h the Dredo of the Eoad.

Brian and his traOelin/ friend Tark attended one of the liOe music 
ni/hts at our hotel. Uur chillum cau/ht their attention at the small /ath-
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erin/. 1either Brian nor Tark had obOious traits that marked them as 
a particular nationality, but v noticed somethin/ that Qo//ed my mental 
notepad for further inOesti/ation. Some lau/hter and Qokin/ opened the 
door to another chillum, which Brian o—ered to load up. He pulled out 
some handpressed xf/hani, which was eIcellent. Right. We’re on equal 
terms. 

Ghrou/h casual dialo/ue, we established Brian was most likely a 
Danadian, and Tark a Brit. Both had si/nigcant road dust on them after 
some months in xf/hanistan. Brian, of course, had those eIceptional 
shoes, which were a conOersation starter. Damaraderie ensued, and they 
wandered into our hotel courtyard re/ularly. 1o inOitation needed.

Tark was Brianqs /o-to /uy as the subQect of his Oideos. Uur courtyard 
became a location shoot for the transition se/ments of the Kabul scenes. 
vt was a /ood time, and we deOeloped as friends. ”ots of smoke, Qokin/, 
and bullshittin/, and a lot of respect. Brian was circumspect about his 
eItracurricular actiOities, and we respected that. ”ynyrd Skynyrdqs son/ 
PNonqt xsk Te 1o 3uestions, v wonqt Gell 4ou 1o ”ies( writ lar/e. 
Scott and v became cameraman and sound /uy. NaOe was the master of 
ceremonies, oOerseein/ actiOities with his si/nature /rin, reMectin/ a calm 
consideration of eOents, and assurin/ a chillum was at hand at a mo-
mentqs notice. xs my grst Oenture beyond photo/raphy, Oideo captured 
my ima/ination and reared its head much later in my life. vt also /arnered 
a lot of unwanted attention from the locals, althou/h v donqt think it 
amounted to any kind of threat to whateOer we all were up to.

Brian had the deportment of an intellectual who knew how to cloak it 
in conOiOial conOersation and deprecatin/ humor’a mark of a seasoned 
professional. He was /ood fun and proOided us with a wealth of insi/ht 
and useful local intel. He had eItensiOe knowled/e about Uriental car-
pets, which piCued our interest. vn fact, he turned us on to one of his 
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sources. vt was a key deOelopment and cemented the position of Brian as 
a Not in my life.

Ghe carpet contact was 1oor, proprietor of a well-established busi-
ness of Uriental carpet importin/ and distribution, and a retail store with 
a focus on authentic xf/han carpets, handicrafts, antiCues, and Qewelry. 
His store was alon/ the route of our Kabul walkabouts. Re were stoked 
at this bit of /ood fortune, especially the fact that Brian recommended 
him.

DollectiOely, we knew neIt to nothin/ about carpets !beyond that which 
we /leaned by Cuestionin/ BrianF. vn addition, we had ?ero eIperience in 
le/al importation to the WS and had not identiged our customers. Ghose 
facts were not a deterrent to our plan. xctually, we didnqt eOen haOe a 
plan, but it felt like a /ood idea, and we proceeded’and drank more chai 
!teaF than we thou/ht possible5

;indin/ carpets for sale in Kabul was as easy as gndin/ seI shops in 
xmsterdamqs Eed ”i/ht Nistrict’no shorta/e of aOailability, but the 
Cuality of the /oods Oaried dramatically. ;ondlin/ the merchandise in 
xmsterdam before you paid was frowned upon, but itqs essential with 
carpets.

Re channeled Brianqs eIperienced counsel to us as follows: Pvtqs a 
hands-on proposition’in fact, the grst thin/ you do is turn it on its back 
and slowly caress the surface. 4ou feel the teIture, sti—ness, materials, 
and look at the knots’the smaller the better, and the more per sCuare 
centimeter the better. Gurn it back oOer and look closely at both ed/es 
and both ends: Dotton warp or wool9 vs the pattern familiar9 xre the 
colors bri/ht, or do they haOe a patina9 vs the pile hei/ht mostly uni-
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form9 Unly eIpertise and eIperience can delOe into the more degnin/ 
details like the dye used, the Cuality and type of wool, the proOenance of 
manufacture, and the tribal a0liation’nomadic or re/ional. Ghere is so 
much to know that accurate and reliable information is di0cult to come 
by.(

Re appreciated Brianqs patient and insi/htful /uidance, but Scott, 
NaOe, and v felt we had reached the limit of seekin/ any additional input 
from him without oOerstayin/ our welcome. Re had to rely on 1oor 
from that point forward. Hence the need to be comfortable and cong-
dent in his knowled/e. 1ot haOin/ eIpertise or knowin/ our customer 
demo/raphics in the WS made it imperatiOe that we /ot the best we could 
gnd and a—ord. Screenin/ 1oor /ot underway oOer chai’/reen or black 
tea. xnd lots of it5

1oor was a challen/e to understand. x merchant in xf/hanistan 
occupies a respectable place in the scheme of thin/s, and must be a master 
of lan/ua/es and forei/n cultures. He must also skillfully maneuOer 
amon/ cultural and tribal realities while naOi/atin/ third world bureau-
cratic obstacles. xll of that while maintainin/ the liCuidity to purchase 
product, keep the doors open, and coOer eIpenses for and importin/ 
and eIportin/ /oods. x merchant capable of successfully eIecutin/ those 
essentials demonstrates an admirable set of ne/otiation skills and appli-
cation of cleOer thinkin/. Such a person is a hi/hly /ifted and intelli/ent 
human bein/.

But that doesnqt mean they think the same as you. 2ainin/ insi/ht into 
what makes a person like that tick is important. 1ot only to ne/otiate 
for the best price, but to gnd out if he is playin/ it strai/ht with you. 
x recommendation from Brian was Oaluable, but we had in mind to 
purchase a lot of carpets and accoutrements like donkey ba/s, camel 
collars, and a few other odds and ends. Ghis si?able inOestment needed 
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to  be  handpicked one  carpet  and item at  a  time,  and that  was 
only the basic proposition. 2oods needed to be bundled, wrapped, 
and transported6 customs formalities prearran/ed, fees handled, and 
other details attended to. xny errors or omissions alon/ the way 
could Qeopardi?e the shipment.

Tost days, we could gnd 1oor in his store loun/in/ on a stack 
of Uriental carpets. He smoked Restern ci/arettes, and thou/h we 
neOer smoked hash with him, vqd bet he would haOe a/reed if it meant 
a sale. He was a portly man, always wearin/ a tailored suit, a dress 
shirt’but no tie’and stylish loafers. He sported a closely cropped 
full beard and black hair combed strai/ht back’the style worn in 
Hollywood moOies from the j7V8s. …ery un-xf/han5 His accent 
in Yn/lish was hard to place. Dertainly not British or xmerican. 
vtqs likely he was educated in Yurope as he spoke many lan/ua/es, 
includin/ Eussian and Dhinese, with a well-honed ability to speak 
and understand Yn/lish.

He was a Oery a—able /uy and interestin/ to en/a/e in conOersa-
tion. Re needed, or at least wanted, to haOe a deeper understandin/ 
of his motiOations. vt was a challen/e to naOi/ate the fundamental 
cultural di—erences, especially without eIperience. ;ortunately, it 
solOed itself by us lettin/ /o of a determined e—ort and Qust en/a/in/ 
with and obserOin/ him.

vma/ine walkin/ toward the sound of music comin/ from a band 
playin/ in a park. 4ou canqt see them and didnqt know there was 
a concert.  xt grst you hear the drums, then the bass.  xs you /et 
closer, you can make out the mid tones, then pick up the Oocals. 
Before you can discern the son/ lyrics, you reco/ni?e the music’of 
course, thatqs …an Torrison5 xll the information comes to/ether, 
reco/ni?in/ the son/ as Pvnto the Tystic( by …an Torrison.
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Ghatqs the way it went down with understandin/ 1oor, and he proOed 
to be pretty much what we saw from the be/innin/. He was a prime 
eIample of a Not that emer/es in sta/es, whose subtle pro/ression of 
importance belies the depth of its si/nigcance.

1oor schooled us in more than Uriental carpets. His knowled/e and 
eIperience of doin/ business in xf/han style was inOaluable. Dultural 
insi/hts, historical perspectiOe, local customs, and skirtin/ bureaucracies 
surfaced as a swimmer takes breaths between strokes. vnOestin/ seOeral 
hours a day oOer some months was fun, enli/htenin/, and put us in 
business. Yasy/oin/, as honest as an xf/han carpet seller can be, and 
competent. Re doubted we could do better. So, 1oor it was, and we /ot 
serious about selectin/ carpets to ship back to the States.

Ralk inside a carpet store and it immerses you in sensory deli/hts. Wsual-
ly in stacks, the indiOidual carpets Mow into each other, but you can sense 
each one as a uniCue piece of art, handwoOen in a professional tradition 
that has passed from one /eneration to the neIt. Ghe air carries a musty 
scent of history and the ineOitable passa/e of time, and a deep or/anic 
aroma, rich and compleI, emanates from the wool. Ghe blend of sensory 
pleasures creates a feelin/ of bein/ /rounded, much like a concert piece 
that relaIes you into your faOorite sofa at home. ”ike the /hostly gn/er 
in early G… childrenqs cartoons, the waftin/ of aromas drifts throu/h 
the air, lifts your body into a prone position, carries you oOer to a pile of 
carpets, and beckons you to relaI in their splendor.

HandwoOen carpets are ma/ical, a powerful touchstone for history 
and tradition, representin/ a herita/e woOen into pieces of art. Ghey are 
essential elements found in eOery tribal tent or home. 
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vt takes eIceptional talent and sore muscles to weaOe no more than j8 
cm !L inF of ru/ in a day. Nependin/ on the si?e, a carpet can take as lon/ 
as siI months to complete. YOen a small prayer ru/ can take a month. vtqs 
tirin/, repetitiOe labor, toilin/ day after day.

Dompanies built lar/e industrial looms to increase the speed of pro-
duction, makin/ lar/er ru/ si?es possible. HoweOer, companies priori-
ti?ed meetin/ market demands by sacrigcin/ creatiOity for Oolume. Ghe 
best carpets are made by hand. Ghe inconsistencies in si?e, pile hei/ht, 
and color are proof of a masterpiece, far superior to machine-made items.

Oriental carpets is a term often used for handwoOen carpets like those 
made in xf/hanistan. xs are many thin/s in this part of the world, the 
phrase is steeped in historical alle/ory and biased by a Restern point of 
Oiew. Ghe term Oriental comes from Poriente( and refers to lands in 
the PYast,( relatiOe to Yurope. Ghe two prominent types of carpets in 
xf/hanistan are Gurkmen and Baluch. Gurkmen are /enerally of hi/her 
Cuality. Ghe Gurkmen ru/ desi/ns are specigc to tribal /roups in the 
same Oein that Scottish kilts Oary by clan.

vnitially, enterin/ 1oorqs carpet store felt like a mystical eIperience’a 
sanctuary embodyin/ human eIpectations, hope, sorrow, tra/edies, and 
success. xf/han carpets, a cultural icon, are an eIpression of the collectiOe 
beliefs, aspirations, and Oalues of a people’sometimes a tribal or family 
patrimony.

1oor would entertain us with stories of carpet hunters who braOed 
treacherous mountain trails, bandits, wolOes and, worse’/oOernment 
a/ents’while pursuin/ authentic antiCue carpets. Some of which, nat-
urally, were in that carpet stack ri/ht oOer there5 Ghe truth was that 1oor 
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supplied the wool and other necessary materials to small /roups of people 
in tribal areas, and eOen a few nomadic /roups, so they would weaOe car-
pets eIclusiOely for him. Tany of these small carpet weaOin/ operations 
used hori?ontal frames, with women and children doin/ most of the 
weaOin/.

Re freCuented 1oorqs store with re/ularity and soon a Mow deOel-
oped. 2reetin/s, followed by casual chat, includin/ local /ossip updates 
from 1oor, all friendly and en/a/in/. His well-honed social and business 
acumen promoted a rapport of congdence and trust. vn some cases, with 
some indiOiduals, it would be an intentional /roomin/ process. vt didnqt 
feel like that with 1oor and we liked him, so we let it ride, and it /aOe us 
access to better ru/s.

Re spent time and e—ort to /ain enou/h knowled/e to determine 
what kind of carpet was best suited for our tar/et market in the States. 
vt was a tactile actiOity, inOolOin/ full body contact. Re crawled around 
on hundreds of carpets, like a cat turnin/ around in a circle after circle 
before settlin/ down on one in particular. Re /rasped the reason for 
always gndin/ 1oor relaIin/ on top of a pile of carpets. vt felt /ood. vt 
was an embodiment of comfort’physical and emotional.

1oor kept a casual eye on us as his store assistant brou/ht oOer one 
carpet at a time, layin/ it on the Moor for us to eIamine. Re applied 
all that we had learned from Brian and 1oor, carefully inspectin/ the 
desi/n, dye, colors, cotton or wool, ed/es, and both ends. Re Mipped the 
carpet, analy?in/ the warp, weft, and si?e of the knots. By now, 1oor 
knew what we were lookin/ for and why. vf we choose the carpet, it 
was left in place and another carpet was brou/ht out and laid on top. 
vf we hesitated oOer a carpet, 1oor tactfully pointed out somethin/ we 
oOerlooked. vn doin/ so, he added to our knowled/e without causin/ us 
to lose face. Ghat carpet was taken away.
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1oorqs carpet store was like a cluttered, oOerstu—ed museum. Gakin/ 
a break between carpet selection, we drank chai. Uneqs attention mi/ht 
be drawn to somethin/ that had escaped attention before. Une of his 
assistants stood at the ready to scurry oOer and climb, di/ around, or 
Qump to /et the item spotted and brin/ it oOer for consideration. Ghatqs 
how we accumulated the tchotchkes we thou/ht would be cool and, we 
hoped, would sell.

v likened the friendly atmosphere of 1oorqs store to the nei/hbor-
hood bakery in xmsterdam near …an Ye/henstraat, two blocks from the 
…ondelpark. Ghat was my nei/hborhood, and v liked to shop in the small 
family-owned stores. Tost had a strict re/ime of closin/ on Saturday at 
j[88 hrs, not reopenin/ until Tonday at jz88 hrs. vf you didnqt /et your 
bread on Saturday, you were out of luck5 v often stood in line with the 
nei/hborhood huisvrouwen !housewiOesF in their blue aprons oOer their 
house dresses, some eOen wearin/ wooden clo/s. Ghey met my e—orts to 
learn Nutch with a miI of patient responses and eIasperation. v habit-
ually bou/ht a particular brown bread’you had to ask to haOe it sliced. 
xfter reachin/ the front of an unusually lon/ waitin/ line, and haOin/ 
/ained some congdence with my Nutch, v uttered, PEen stuck bruin 
brood besneden.( v was the only /uy in the shop. Ghe bakery broke into 
an uproar of lau/hter. Ghere v stood, cha/rined and confused, waitin/ 
for it to Cuiet down and hopefully receiOe my sliced bread. xfter she had 
stopped lau/hin/ enou/h to speak, the woman behind the counter said 
earnestly in Yn/lish, punctuated with a smile, that v had Qust ordered a 
loaf of circumcised brown bread. v learned two new Nutch words: sliced 
is gesneden and circumcised is besneden.

xfter that, the shopkeepers /reeted me with special re/ard, alon/ with 
smiles from the huisvrouwen. v also receiOed fresh bread from the back 
room instead of the front display counter.



NYSGv14 EvNYS SHUG2W1jV8

HaOin/ deOeloped a trusted relationship with us, 1oor shared his in-
si/hts into xf/hanistan and its people. Tore accurately, its tribes. 
xf/hanistan remains a reco/ni?ed country in the Wnited 1ations and 
by eOeryday people. But the desi/nated borders are utterly meanin/less 
to its inhabitants. 1oor eIplained he was a )ashtun, one of the maQor 
tribal /roups, alon/ with GaQik, W?bek, and Ha?ara. Tany tribes and 
subtribes eIist in the Dentral xsian countries of the Pstans(’W?bek-
istan, GaQikistan, Gurkmenistan, Kyr/y?stan, )akistan, and xf/hanistan. 
Ghe political borders are porous6 the Oarious tribal members /o about 
their liOes based on tribal customs. xll haOe a Oery interestin/ history and 
haOe eIisted sinceJ Rell, almost foreOer, as far humans are concerned. 
1aturally, the tribe of most interest to us was )ashtun. Ghey accounted 
for nearly half of the xf/han population and maintained a strict code of 
conduct called Pashtunwali. Gheir appearance made them easy to spot 
on the street. Ghey wore what appeared to be paQamas’shalwar kameez 
in the local lin/o’ and white pillboI hats, and had beards. Ghey also 
inhabited parts of )akistan and throu/hout the Hindu Kush.

1oor mostly described the tenets of )ashtunwali as a strict reCuire-
ment to treat /uests as royalty. Ghey had to proOide /uests with the best 
that a host could o—er, and they considered /uests to be under the hostqs 
care and protection. Ghat helped to eIplain the considerable /racious-
ness that we eIperienced once we entered xf/hanistan, particularly the 
Not who appeared at the scene of our car accident between Kandahar 
and Kabul.

Ghe hospitality 1oor eItended to us went far beyond customer care 
in Restern habits. HoweOer, other tenets in )ashtunwali are not so 
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friendly. v only learned of those in later years. Sir Rinston Dhurchill, 
who was stationed in the )ashtun areas of northern vndia and )akistan 
in the early twentieth century, proOides an insi/htful description in his 
book, My Early Days: PJthe columns crawl throu/h a ma?e of /iant 
corridors down which gerce snow-fed torrents foam under skies of brass. 
xmid these scenes of saOa/e brilliancy, there dwells a race whose Cuali-
ties seem to harmoni?e with their enOironment. YIcept at harOest-time, 
when self-preserOation enQoins a temporary truce, the )athan QsicR tribes 
are always en/a/ed in priOate or public war. YOery man is a warrior, a 
politician, and a theolo/ian. YOery lar/e house is a real feudal fortress 
made, it is true, only of sunbaked clay, but with battlements, turrets, 
loopholes, Mankin/ towers, drawbrid/es, etc., complete. YOery Oilla/e has 
its defense. YOery family cultiOates its Oendetta6 eOery clan, its feud. Ghe 
numerous tribes and combinations of tribes all haOe their accounts to 
settle with one another. 1othin/ is eOer for/otten, and Oery few debts are 
left unpaid. ;or the purposes of social life, in addition to the conOention 
about harOest-time, a most elaborate code of honor has been established 
and is on the whole faithfully obserOed. x man who knew it and obserOed 
it faultlessly mi/ht pass unarmed from one end of the frontier to another. 
Ghe sli/htest technical slip would, howeOer, be fatalJ(zj

Rith that description in mind, vqm reminded once a/ain of my /rand-
mother talkin/ about the xmerican Oersion of familial feuds’the Hat-
gelds and TcDoys. Same theory, same closed-mindedness, same pass-
in/ of feudal burdens from /eneration to /eneration. xf/hanistan has 
eIisted as a re/ion of ciOili?ation datin/ back to z888 BDY. vt both 
su—ered and benegted from its location at a crossroads of trade alon/ the 
Silk Eoad. Gribal inMuences were loosely ali/ned for centuries, and still 
preOail. xf/hanistan was a kin/dom when we arriOed. vt had been so for 
half a century before it became a republic durin/ our stay. Ghe kin/ was 
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a )ashtun, Tohammed Sahir Shah, who turned out to be the last 
kin/ of xf/hanistan. vn Tuly j7]z his cousin, 2eneral Tohammed 
Naoud Khan, oOerthrew him with support of the Eussians. xnother 
passin/ of feudal type burdens, with modern oOertones.

Scott and v were constantly takin/ photos. ;or both of us, it was a 
passion and fun. vt could also /et you out of a Qam, which would 
come in handy on one of our treks oOer in )akistan. But thatqs for 
later. Rith carpets, it was fun and part of documentation for the 
future. 1oor became accustomed to us snappin/ Micks in his shop. 
Noin/ so also let us keep track of the carpets we had selected and 
were to be kept aside for us in stacks between our Oisits to the store. 
Go the best of our knowled/e, 1oor kept to his word.

Uur photo/raphy continued out into the street. Uur daily forays 
obserOin/ and photo/raphin/ the mass of humanity, doin/ and act-
in/ as xf/hans are prone to do, was bewilderin/ and enli/htenin/. 
Durious xf/hans were constantly around us, sometimes be//in/ 
for money, often tryin/ to conOince us to /iOe them money, and 
occasionally becomin/ an/ry. Ghe latter was not a result of anythin/ 
a//ressiOe on our part, but i/norance that our appearance was unac-
ceptable to some of them. Ghere were a lot of forei/n traOelers, many 
of whom looked like us. vn the Oiew of those who felt wron/ed, our 
attire was an insult to vslam. ”on/-haired men were not the norm, 
but could be tolerated with a proper cap in place and a beard that 
was lon/ and not trimmed. Re adopted some of the local clothin/, 
but drew the line at the plastic sandals that were worn year-round.
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Ghe truth is, we typically came into contact with a broad ran/e of 
xf/han social classes on a daily basis. xlthou/h not typical business 
traOelers, we still encountered hi/h society, diplomats, bureaucrats, and 
poseurs at the vnterDontinental Hotel, but our interactions were super-
gcial. Had we the opportunity to min/le lon/er with that stratum, we 
would haOe opted in, at least for a while. Uur preference was the street, 
where photo opportunities were abundant and far more interestin/ than 
the lobby of a gOe-star hotel’most of the time. Re had our hands full 
of absorbin/ xf/han behaOior as it was. xf/hanistan is a fascinatin/, 
unruly, tribally dominated re/ion that calls itself a country’at least on 
the international sta/e. v am pained by the dreadful circumstances it has 
endured for the past four decades, full of turmoil, strife, and destruction.


