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PRELUDE 

“KABUL ? You’ve got to be kidding.” Kim, my local grocer, was brandishing the single banana from my pile of groceries as if it were a revolver about to be aimed at my head.

“Yes, I’m leaving for Afghanistan. Next week.” Then, as a dubious consolation, I added, “Via Pakistan.”

Kim stepped back, still holding the banana, her other hand resting on the glass cabinet that housed an assortment of doodads for sale, a pink ceramic unicorn with sugary wings, glass candleholders, miniature cloth flower arrangements, and a merry-go-round with three horses that cranked out a syncopated version of the theme from Love Story. Light from the fluorescent tubes on the ceiling fell on Kim’s long auburn hair, a little gray at the roots, giving her an air of luminosity.

Owner of the French Beach Mini-Mart, less than a mile from my house, Kim was no prude or stay-at-home. As a young woman, she had quit London to see the world, holing up for a spell Down Under. She trained as a dancer, ran a pub, and worked at a variety of jobs before emigrating to Canada. Out here on Vancouver Island, on the edge of the Pacific, where rain is a constant in winter, and fog in summer, and where cougars and black bears frequently cross her gravel parking lot, Kim has eked out a living from a smattering of disorganized hermit-residents like myself and from the seasonal influx of curious tourists heading to Port Renfrew to test their mettle on the West Coast Trail, a suicidal assault course over jagged rocks, slippery moss, rotting logs, and swollen streams on a forlorn but spectacular shoreline known as the Graveyard of the Pacific.

“Afghanistan!” Kim rolled her eyes and gave me a withering look. “Why?” She shook her head as she weighed the perishables, then passed the other items in front of the bar-code reader. Although small—an elf with Rapunzel hair—she is not a person to argue with, having chased a black bear out of the store with a rolling pin, its moist snout quivering at the aroma of early-morning pizza and sausage rolls.

Feeling a little perishable myself, I evaded Kim’s question and its underlying concerns, though she was expressing exactly what family and friends had been telling me for months.

“Why not?” I replied breezily, stepping through the beam of the newly installed security system and setting off the buzzer. As I turned to wave, I noticed for the first time a poster on the wall—a doubly whimsical version of the Mona Lisa, her cheek bulging from the chunk of apple she has bitten and is now holding in her lap. The image of Mona Lisa bore an uncanny likeness to Kim.

As I drove home with my groceries, I wondered why I had not given Kim the true story of my attraction to such a volatile part of the world, where Westerners are not exactly welcome and where dust on the horizon heralds yet another invasion. How to explain my thirty-year fascination with a fifth-century Buddhist monk and his epic peregrinations?

Huishen—his original name in Sanskrit is not known—was a monk from Kabul who fled to China to escape persecution from the Hephthalites, or White Huns, nomads from Central Asia who regularly raided the Afghan area, trashing monasteries and slaughtering the inhabitants. There is no record of his arrival in China. However, he is reported in the Liang Shu, the records of the Liang Dynasty, to have sailed from China to the Americas in AD 458, a distance of twenty thousand li (seven to ten thousand miles), returning in 499 to tell his story to the emperor and the court historian.

My religious education had taught me that forty days and forty nights in the wilderness was an honorable length of time for self-analysis or the testing of one’s mettle; forty-plus years was in another league altogether. If such a journey took place, then our assumption that Europeans were the first outsiders to reach the Americas—that is, after the ancient migrations—was badly in need of revision. This possibility appealed to me greatly as a young man; it still does. The arrogance and ethnocentricity of civilization in the West—evident not only in our writing of history, but also in our attitudes toward the rest of the world—could, it seemed, use a good shaking up.

I was alerted to the story of Huishen in the early 1970s through the writings of historian Harold Griffin, the author of Radical Roots, who gave it a local spin: ”Whether Hoei Shin actually visited what is now British Columbia is a long-disputed point, but his account of the natives and their customs, particularly their use of the bark of a giant tree for textiles and their extraction of oil from a fish which could only be the eulachon, or candlefish, suggests that he may have.” Having grown up on the West Coast, where connections to Asia are very much a part of our consciousness, I was intrigued by this hypothesis. Little is known of Huishen’s journey. Was it motivated by missionary zeal or by a wise assessment of Chinese politics in which the future of Buddhism was, at best, precarious? Most likely, both. Yet here was a man of courage and faith, setting out into the great unknown to cross a perilous ocean in a small vessel, to risk everything for a dream. As a young boy, I had imagined becoming a missionary and doing the same thing, in the opposite direction. That project, and the faith that fueled it, eventually gave way to the equally rigorous dream of art, a different sort of religion and one that promised as little in terms of money or recognition or success. As a writer, I could identify with the renunciation that surrounded Huishen’s remarkable journey into the unknown. Over the years, I became the keeper of the tale. It was incorporated into my social repertoire, a story I told so often that one of my friends used parts of it in a book of poems.

As I discovered, I was not alone in my fascination with the idea of Buddhists sailing from Asia to the Americas long before Columbus and how that possibility radically challenged our perspective on the past. Sporadic accounts had been written on the subject, including several books and a spate of newspaper articles and popular essays. One of those essays appeared in a book called Chinook Days, published in 1926 by the Vancouver poet, lawyer, and bon vivant Tom MacInnes.

I located a signed first edition of Chinook Days in a locked and cobweb-shrouded glass case at the back of McLeod’s bookstore on Denman Street in Vancouver. The slim, leather-bound volume, a collector’s item, was expensive but definitely worth the price. MacInnes added his own coloring to the story of Huishen’s voyage, giving the monk’s ship a name and a specific link with the West Coast. He suggests that Nootka, on the northwest shore of Vancouver Island and now more or less abandoned, was a trading center long before several European nations began to contend for dominance there at the end of the eighteenth century. According to MacInnes, “the devout and courageous visionary, Hoey Sien . . . in his gospel junk the Tai Shan came to Nootka . . . to speak the knowledge of the Lord Buddha and the Mahayana, the Wide Raft of Salvation, among the aborigines. Leaving three monks at Nootka, after having wintered there, he sailed south, seeking a harbor and finding none until he came to Acapulco in Mexico, which land . . . he described under the name of Fusang when he made an official report to the [e]mperor on returning to China.”

Fuller accounts of the Huishen story appear in Edward Vining’s An Inglorious Columbus (1885) and Henriette Mertz’s Pale Ink (1954), interesting and substantial books by two true believers. Vining’s book is a scholarly account of arguments for and against the Huishen voyage, while Mertz’s study attempts to link Huishen’s account of his travels with geographical references found in the four-thousand-year-old Chinese text Classic of Mountains and Seas, a work that is viewed by most Chinese scholars as myth. Mertz, who is more enthusiast than scholar, claims that Huishen was none other than Quetzalcoatl, the plumed serpent of ancient legend in the Americas. Neither skeptic nor convert, journalist Scott Lawrance published a short, whimsical piece in Raincoast Chronicles in the 1970s with the catchy title “Buddhist Columbia,” citing rumors of bronze Chinese coins, a small statue of the Buddha, and an ancient Japanese sword discovered on the coast or inland, and all of unknown or doubtful provenance. Without realizing it, I was becoming initiated into what British sinologist Joseph Needham described as the “lunatic fringe,” that group of amateurs and pseudo-archaeologists given to unscientific practices and shameless speculation.

Still, it was comforting to know that other writers had been captivated by the same story, never mind the liberties they took with the material. Three monks dropped off at Nootka? Having read a translation of the original Chinese text, I knew the Nootka reference was apocryphal; so, too, was the reference to an ancient junk called the Tai Shan. Perhaps MacInnes was anticipating the junk Tai Ping (Great Peace), which would set sail from Shanghai in 1939 under the command of John Anderson, with his wife and a crew of four, to prove the seaworthiness of this ancient workhorse. In October 1939, a month after the outbreak of the war in Europe, the Tai Ping was forced to seek shelter from fierce storms in Quatsino Sound on Vancouver Island. Two weeks later, it was blown north and wrecked on Princess Royal Island, captain and crew saved by a passing fisherman. The wreck was towed to Ocean Falls, where it rotted away. Along with the Tai Ping, there were constant reminders on the West Coast of our connections with Asia, not least of which were the glass fishing floats from Japan that showed up with great regularity on the beaches, bright bubbles of possibility.

Huishen and his story had stayed with me for three decades, like some sort of double or shadow self, an alternative history, a road not taken. Despite its leisurely gestation, I felt a certain urgency to be delivered of this project. The past had broken out in my heart. I was beginning to understand what was meant by the phrase “the ventriloquism of history,” that muffled voice from earlier times, insistent, demanding to be heard, set down. I recalled an image in a book: ventriloquist Edgar Bergen, in a bright Hawaiian shirt and shoes without socks, bending over to remove his monocled and top-hatted dummy, Charlie McCarthy, a pile of clothes in an old suitcase about to be brought to life.

Which one was I, Edgar or the dummy? Was I writing history or was history writing me?

When I left for Afghanistan in early August 2001 to follow the path of Huishen, I could not have imagined how world events would overtake me or how my quest for an obscure Buddhist monk would be framed and informed by war and rebellion, with the Taliban at one end and Zapatistas at the other. Neither could I have anticipated, in the eighteen-month interregnum, surprise after surprise that would be my constant lot as a traveler. My journey took me on a cavalcade of jets, buses, taxis, pickup trucks, trains, donkeys, camels, and ferries, a container ship, and several small river launches, through twelve countries and through war zones, desert, jungle, mountain passes, muskeg (bog), ancient ruins, floods, and a chicken sacrifice.

And all this against the wise counsel of shopkeepers and ancient philosophers who insist: the farther you go, the less you know.













What surrounds us, here and now, is not guaranteed. It could just as well not exist—and so man constructs poetry out of the remnants found in ruins.



Czeslaw Milosz, The Witness of Poetry





If a traveller does not meet with one who is his better, or his equal, let him firmly keep to his solitary journey; there is no companionship with a fool.



The Dhammapada,
trans. F. Max Muller
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ONE 

SHORTLY AFTER the plane from London touched down in Islamabad, Pakistan, at 5 :00 a.m. on August 9 , 2001 , I spotted in the terminal an employee of the Pearl Guest House B&B with a sign for a MR. GALI GUESS , which was close enough to my name to inspire confidence. A prescient misspelling, I thought, given the questions and uncertainties surrounding my journey. I bade farewell to Akhtab Khan, the charming Pakistani businessman who had sat next to me on British Airways flight 129 and who had offered to help expedite my visa to Afghanistan if I encountered difficulties.

Earlier, as the plane passed south of Vilnius then Moscow, I noticed we had left behind the North Atlantic cloud cover and the random helter-skelter of pack ice. Akhtab had been telling me about his thirty-one years in business. He lived in England but traveled widely and spent at least four separate weeks each year in Pakistan, some of them accompanied by his family. I was grateful for the conversation but more than a little distracted, wondering what awaited me on the ground. On the port side, I saw the lights of Samarkand as we lost altitude and began our descent toward the western extremities of the Hindu Kush, a rugged mountain range that is a southwesterly extension of the Pamirs and Himalayas and that, across the border, dominates the landscape of Afghanistan. Each name carried its own exotic associations and produced a rush of excited thoughts: the crossroads of history, where the Persian conqueror Darius I had built a highway in the fifth century BC to facilitate trade in silks and lapis lazuli, and whose lush grazing and agricultural lands came to be known as the Gardens of Asia, or the Granary of the East. Armies of Greeks, Huns, Arabs, Ghaznavids, Ghorids, Mongols, Timurids, Uzbeks, Safavids, Moguls, and Persians had swept back and forth across these same mountains and territories, leaving in their wake devastation, new religions, languages, art, architecture—all the remnants of culture—and, of course, an altered gene pool.

Like the constantly shifting political and ethnic map of Central Asia, this trip, I knew, would be about change, dislocation. Change had been subtly evident as early as the flight from Vancouver to London, on which I drank Schweppes Indian Tonic Water and listened to a Danish steward speak six languages and talk intelligently about Arundhati Roy’s novel, The God of Small Things. Security was tighter at Heathrow Airport than in Vancouver, the X-ray monitors picking up my folding fish knife with a five-inch blade. When I explained its domestic use, I was allowed to keep it in my hand luggage. Complexions were darker, and a faint smell of curry from unpacked catering hung in the air. Even the first-class seats looked different, facing forward and aft in a reclining position, like dueling dental chairs. With no Dari, Pashto, or Urdu, and with very little Chinese, I would be at the mercy of my various hosts, including the gods of things both large and small.

Unlike the ancient cities with their topsy-turvy patterns, Islamabad, a recently built capital, was laid out in a grid pattern, each district or zone numbered—not that this made things easy to find. After toast and tea at the Pearl Guest House in Sector 7 /A , I flagged down a taxi driver who spoke no English but assured me he knew exactly where I wanted to go, nodding his head to all my questions. As we plunged pell-mell through Islamabad traffic without seat belts, with a CD-ROM disk that contained verses of the Quran swinging back and forth from the rearview mirror, the driver ignored my futile jabs at the map. He not only spoke no English, he was also illiterate. He stopped half a dozen times to ask directions in Urdu of passersby and other drivers. It would take several days before I learned to hire only the local yellow cabs, not the black ones belonging to drivers from nearby Rawalpindi, who were less than familiar with the streets of the capital.

By trial and error, we approached the Blue Zone, which is not, as it sounds, a haven of illicit delights, but a comparatively trendy area of hotels and shops in downtown Islamabad catering to a crowd of well-heeled civil servants and diplomats. Two blocks south of the Blue Zone, we turned into a small lane, where a huge crowd of hopefuls was lined up outside the visa office of the Danish embassy. A hundred yards farther along was the compound of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, with an armed guard and two assistants out front who directed me down a narrow, overgrown path between two converging plaster walls. Through a door on the right, I approached what looked like a cowshed, a small whitewashed structure with a corrugated roof that extended to protect petitioners from heat and rain, the latter now beating a gentle rhythm on the metal. A dozen men and two small boys, all wearing white Muslim caps and shalwar kameez, sat on benches waiting for the visa window to open. Their matching knee-length cotton shirts and pajama-like baggy trousers made much more sense than my tight-fitting getup, though I’d already stripped down considerably because of the heat. The only other foreigner was a Belgian hoping to get from Pakistan into Afghanistan on a tourist visa. We nodded, exchanged a few words, but quickly fell silent, conscious of the possibility that there might well be a limit on the number of Westerners admitted this week.

A thin young man in a black turban emerged, asked me in English what I wanted, then disappeared back into the shed.

Eventually, a better-fed specimen in a white turban came out to ask the same questions. Neither introduced himself.

I’m a writer and teacher, I said, and then, as an afterthought, I mentioned I was also a journalist, feeling my nose grow several inches. A young Spaniard I’d been in touch with by e-mail had warned me that tourist visas were not being granted—his own request had been refused—but that journalists still seemed to be getting into Afghanistan despite the bad press they continued to generate for the Taliban, their fundamentalist hosts.

“Show me your passport and journalist’s card,” White Turban said, managing to look both bored and impatient.

“I don’t work for a single newspaper, so I don’t have a union card. I’m a freelance writer and journalist.”

I knew this sounded fishy and unconvincing, so I pulled out a string of membership cards I’d taped together from various organizations—the Writers’ Union of Canada, the League of Canadian Poets, the Playwrights Union of Canada—and offered them as proof, however dubious, of my professional status. I also produced from my canvas bookbag letters from the editors of two major Canadian dailies, indicating they would be happy to consider any stories I might wish to submit.

“What do you want to do in Afghanistan?”

The dynamic of power was quickly established. I was the supplicant here, wanting something, anxious to find words that would enable me to get it. My interrogator’s task was to assess my credibility, weigh my potential for trouble. I muttered something about medical and relief facilities in Kabul, Herat, and Mazar-i-Sharif. “Canadians are very interested in knowing the situation in your country,” I added, feeling my nose grow another inch. Before I could explain that I had several friends who worked for aid agencies in Afghanistan, White Turban directed me to a chair and disappeared back into his office.

As soon as the cooling rain stopped, the blast furnace took over. Black Turban sat on a chair and leaned back against the wall, eyes closed. He looked decidedly friendlier than his boss, a curious reversal of the good cop/bad cop routine. I hadn’t said a word about the monk Huishen, the object of my Afghan quest, and certainly had no intention of wearing a scarlet letter B, for Buddhist, on my forehead. To add to my concerns about religious intolerance, already heightened by the Taliban’s recent destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas, the world’s largest and most famous sculptures of the Buddha, I’d just read a report in the morning paper at the Pearl Guest House suggesting that the few Sikhs remaining in Afghanistan might soon be required, like the Jews in another era, to wear identification patches.

After fifteen minutes, White Turban returned with an application form and a sheet of paper on which I was to write out the reasons for my visit. I had extra photographs, but I’d forgotten to make photocopies of my passport and supporting documents, which entailed a quick walk through mud and wet grass to the Blue Zone. When I returned, the young Belgian, who had written his “rationale” on a sheet of lined paper he tore from a ring binder, was asked to rewrite it on the white sheets provided. I was instructed to redo my carefully printed letter as well—I didn’t need to explain why I should be admitted to the country, only what I wished to do there. I was being politely put in my place. I did not mind the attempt at intimidation, only the growing conviction that they’d assessed me as a total fraud, despite my identification papers and carefully cultivated beard, still a couple of inches too short to meet Taliban standards.

White Turban skimmed the revision, then slipped it into the folder of photocopies I’d given him. Before he turned on his heel, he looked me in the eye, and with the faintest hint of a smile, told me to come back in two weeks, which I took to mean “You’ve got to be kidding.”

I now had time to explore bits of the Punjab and of the North-West Frontier Province, the two volatile northern Pakistani provinces bordered by Afghanistan and the disputed Kashmir region in India. But first I needed to make some contacts in the aid agencies. On my way back from a fruitless visit to the Canadian embassy, I noticed the bloated corpse of a tabby cat on what passes for a sidewalk in Islamabad. Its four ramrod legs pointed up to a sign for the United Nations Information Centre. Since the scorching midday sun was quickly sucking up every drop of moisture in the streets and in my body, I took the sign and the dead cat as omens and ducked into the air-conditioned offices, where I was ushered upstairs to meet Iftikhar H. Shah, head of information. I was glad to escape the smells, the noise, and that other sleek animal—a weasel, most likely—I’d seen slithering through the bush where a man and two children were foraging in a garbage-laden drainage ditch.

Iftikhar H. Shah—a presence, an emanation—sat on his throne before a cluttered desk and a huge computer monitor, his personal eye on the universe. This deputy divinity wore a brightly colored tropical shirt and sported the most amazing corona of reddish-orange hennaed hair that linked him at once in my mind with the fiercely comic deities of Indian mythology. I must have been standing with my mouth open, as he rapped on the desk with his knuckles. I explained that I needed the names and addresses of contacts in several aid agencies. He was neither pleased with my unannounced intrusion into the thought-control center nor amused by my offhand remark that I was a poet and retired academic traveling in disguise as a journalist. He rolled his eyes, peered at me over the top of his reading glasses, and then rang a colleague downstairs on the phone.

“Give this gentleman a catalog that he can study in the Reading Room.”

That was it—short shrift, audience over. I thanked this high priest of information, abandoned the questions I’d intended to ask him, and took a last glance at the piles of unanswered petitions on his desk. As I removed myself from his exalted presence, I could only imagine what demonic, or wildly erotic, shapes might be cavorting across the screen of his computer monitor. Perhaps it was nothing more than a jigsaw puzzle, the successful completion of which would restore order to the universe or at least pacify the warring factions in Asia.

Fortunately, the lesser deities whose names and telephone numbers I copied from the catalog proved more approachable. Letizia Rossano, field operations officer for the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), (Afghanistan), explained that her organization was trying to strike a balance between general humanitarian assistance and specific developmental programs. With seven agencies on the ground, this was no easy task. She worked closely with the World Food Bank, overseeing implementation and matching grants. “You had to juggle food for work, food for seed, food for asset creation; and you could not,” she added as I took notes, “expect children to study on empty stomachs.”

There were five thousand Afghans employed in the Mine Action Program, chipping away at (or, more likely, delicately probing) the twenty million land mines in Afghanistan. I asked her about donors, whether nations were giving as much as usual. And if not, why?

“Perception,” she said, leaning back in her chair in the semi-gloom of the small glass-walled conference room with its oval conference table. “We call it the ‘OBL’ syndrome.”

I stopped writing briefly and looked up from my notebook, eyebrows raised. I could see a man and a woman conversing outside the glass doors. The woman placed the fingers of one hand lightly on the man’s forearm. They could be setting up a rendezvous, deciding what to have for supper, or closing a deal that would affect tens of thousands of lives. Letizia’s voice was barely audible over the hum of the air conditioner.

“OBL: Osama bin Laden. Afghanistan’s stocks have gone down since the Taliban gave shelter to bin Laden. It’s a major problem. People say that in the post-Soviet period, the West has forgotten Afghanistan. That’s not true—it’s one of the UN’s major priorities—but aid distribution seems less important to some countries these days than information-gathering.” I assumed she was alluding to the United States.

Samantha Reynolds, who worked for the United Nations Human Settlements Program (UNCHS Habitat)—was convinced the funding problem was racist in origin. She told me she’d had personal experience with anti-Islamic sentiment in the West, because her husband was a Muslim. She had experienced racism in airports where customs officials gave her the raised eyebrow and a once-over when she mentioned her husband’s name. And she believed aid to Muslim countries had a lower priority in the minds of Westerners. I told her I’d heard from several sources that less than 2 percent of the moneys given for foreign aid through the UN actually gets to those on the ground who need it. I did not mention I’d also been told that many UN employees are overpaid, underqualified, and get a new car every year.

“That’s ridiculous,” she insisted. “The cost of administration, including salaries, et cetera, averages between 5 and 13 percent. Another 13 percent goes to the implementing partners—truckers, contractors, people delivering the aid. You do the math. Beyond that, there is the cost of food, tents, buildings, et cetera.” I also wanted to ask Samantha about the reliability of UN staffers and about the stories I’d heard of private contracting, small fortunes being made on the side by UN employees, which involved exploiting child labor in the weaving trade. However, it seemed impertinent and somewhat disloyal to focus on rumors at a time when there was such stiff competition for donor moneys and when public perception was all-important.

My third taxi ride across Islamabad brought me to Denise Brown, a Canadian employee of the World Food Program. “Canada provides a pittance,” she said, with a gesture of dismissal. “The $78 million in aid we administer is mostly American.” One of Denise’s responsibilities was to produce a diversified food basket for people, including lentils, oil, and blended foods. She talked about the problem of breastfeeding when there is too low a caloric intake. While acknowledging a high-stress factor in her job, she seemed more concerned about the different “degrees of desperation” among Afghans and about the fierce competition for resources. I learned a lot from Denise. She told me that the average size of an Afghan family, including adults, is 6 .5 ; she recommended two books by political historian Barnett Rubin, The Search for Peace in Afghanistan and The Fragmentation of Afghanistan. Denise was passionate about her work. She not only had at her fingertips all the nitty-gritty, including the exact cost of buying and shipping a metric ton of wheat flour to Afghanistan—US$318 —but also could wax rhapsodic about a family of nomadic Kuchi—an Afghan equivalent of the Bedouins—and their string of several hundred camels she’d seen descending a narrow trail from the mountains.

“Try to locate David Finkel’s articles in the Washington Post,” she said as I stood up to leave. “He followed an Afghan family and wrote about them in a very personal way.” After telling me about the internally displaced persons (IDP) problem, with forty-five thousand people fleeing conflict and drought in the Herat region, she wrote on the back of a business card the name of a British journalist who had visited madrassas in Pakistan—fundamentalist Muslim schools for boys, mostly orphans—and written about their influence in recruiting and shaping the minds of young Taliban. I lost the card during the taxi ride back to the Pearl Guest House.

I’d been reading and talking to enough people to realize it was not just the “OBL problem” or anti-Muslim sentiment that was slowing down aid to Afghanistan. The burka was competing for the world’s attention. This sacklike covering that the Taliban obliged Afghan women to wear, with its peephole netting resembling a cage, was the perfect symbol for Western feminists, who saw it as a stark reminder of the universal oppression and confinement of women. With international media focused on Afghan girls denied education and on women forced to remain at home, the mood of foreigners had shifted from sympathy to rage. However, drought and civil war had brought Afghanistan to its knees, destroying crops and infrastructure alike. The woman inside the burka, who might well be trained in one of the professions but not allowed to work and who had children to feed and educate, had been displaced by a symbol. I thought of the discussion I’d had a few days before my departure with my Afghan friend Gulalai Habib, who had recently emigrated with her family to Vancouver.

“Women in Afghanistan have been covering their heads in one form or another for twelve hundred years,” Gulalai insisted as I sat with her and her husband sharing some food in their living room. “The burka is not the major issue. Food is the major issue and jobs to earn money for food.”

Having arrived early for my first meeting with this Afghan couple, I had parked a few blocks away, beneath the concrete supports of the Greater Vancouver’s light rapid transit line. While I looked over some notes and questions, an attractive dark-skinned man in a blue T-shirt glanced at me as he passed. I remembered having read that bare arms were impolite in Muslim society, so I quickly changed into a shirt with full sleeves. When I arrived at their door, the same man in the T-shirt welcomed me and introduced himself by his surname, as Habib. He had a master’s degree in engineering, he told me, but had been unable to find employment in his field in Canada. He now worked renting bicycles near Stanley Park. His wife, Gulalai, wore neither a burka nor any sort of head covering, though she was a devout Muslim. She, too, had a master’s degree. They had been forced to flee Kabul to Peshawar in Pakistan when rival mujahideen factions started fighting for control of the city after the Soviets decamped. They had lost everything, only to find that they were not welcome in Pakistan. Work at the UN had helped them survive, but the future offered little hope for their children. They jumped at the offer of Canadian visas. These witty, elegant people were grateful for the refuge Canada provided, but their hope of employment in their professions had been disappointed. They were amused to learn of my pursuit of an Afghan Buddhist monk but not half so amused as when I confessed that I’d changed into a long-sleeved shirt in the car in case they were strict Muslims.

I gathered my papers and said good-bye to Denise Brown. I was humbled by the scope and immensity of the task faced by aid workers and conscious too of the apparent insignificance and self-indulgence of my own peregrinations. I would not have lasted a week at Denise’s job without shouting about deadlines.

Afghanistan and the area it shares with the North-West Frontier Province of Pakistan have constantly paid the price of being at the crossroads of history. When the Hephthalites invaded Bactria, as it was then called, and, pushing south of the Hindu Kush, started their long slaughter of Buddhists and sacking of holy places in the first half of the fifth century, Huishen and his associates would have wasted no time embarking on their long journey east toward China, where the religious climate was reportedly more favorable. They would have gone in disguise, traveling by night or joining a caravan, and taking nothing that might identify or incriminate them. Peshawar, once known as Purushapura, the City of Flowers, would have been a first stop along the way, where traders paused to recuperate and exchange a wide array of goods, and where fresh news of empire was of major import.

Feeling the weight of bureaucracy and officialdom and anxious to experience the older, less sanitized Pakistan, I made my way to Karachi Company, the western terminal in Islamabad, and caught the first bus northwest to Peshawar, which cost less than a dollar for the four-hour trip. When I boarded the small van, it was almost empty, so I assumed there would be plenty of room to sprawl, even in the tightly spaced seats. The illusion was short lived. Women and children piled in beside the driver and in the first full row of seats behind him. A small boy and his blind grandfather occupied seats across the aisle from me; a man with a rooster under his arm plunked himself directly in front. In fact, even the aisle disappeared as spare seats were folded down. Two people squeezed into the single seat next to me, forcing me to keep my legs—at least six inches too long—jammed into the backrest of the seat in front of me, to the dismay and discomfort of both man and rooster.

Yet the atmosphere was congenial. In fact, I’d found Pakistanis to be extremely gracious. Rather than argue about prices, taxi drivers were just as likely to respond to enquiries about price with the disconcertingly polite phrase, “As you wish.” In a gesture of goodwill, Khawar Medhi, a “fixer” recommended to me by the UN, came to meet me at the Pearl Guest House at 10 :30 p.m. to discuss my visa problem, but we spent an hour talking instead about art and Pakistani politics. I don’t know what I’d expected, perhaps some sort of sleazy undercover type from a Graham Greene novel, but Khawar was nothing of the sort. He was bright, urbane, and engaged and called himself a digital nomad—someone caught up in the new technologies of film and mass media. Khawar favored a quiet, nonviolent socialist revolution, which he called the “real” Marxist kind. He’d never been married but claimed to be interested in the idea of a “relationship under contract. ”Meanwhile, he plied his various trades. He’d just finished working with a French filmmaker on a documentary about Afghan women, about their strength and quiet subversion in the home. With the film already “in the can,” he was needed in Paris for the editing phase and would be catching a flight in several hours. He gave me his associate’s name and phone number in Peshawar, in case I still needed help in securing an Afghan visa.

Traveling by bus in Pakistan, which requires no more than a death wish and a handful of rupees, is never dull. Although listed as a superhighway, the road between Islamabad and Peshawar has to accommodate every sort of vehicle, including donkey carts transporting fifty-gallon drums of gasoline and cyclists with huge bundles of plastic gizmos on their backs and a small refrigerator balanced over the rear wheel. At any given moment, a blind and deaf beggar will launch himself into traffic, guided by faith and instinct, both of which will fail him if an overloaded but brilliantly decorated truck does not slow down or swerve into the next lane—my lane. Protruding pipes and steel rods with no red warning flags attached lie in wait for the unlucky or the merely distracted.

I couldn’t move, so the circulation began to fail in my legs. Curtains were drawn on all but the driver’s window, though why that was an exception I don’t know, as he seemed to be guided by radar rather than eyesight. It was so uncomfortable in the bus and the sun was so hot that no one but me seemed the least bit interested in the view. I was desperate for fresh air and needed a lateral view to distract me, not only from my growing discomfort, but also from the terror of oncoming vehicles. At least there was Rashid, my squashed seatmate, an assistant professor of business administration and dean of his college in Peshawar, who was returning home from a visit to his mother. As he’d traveled extensively and studied in China, we had no shortage of things to talk about.

“Are you Afghan?” Rashid asked.

It hadn’t occurred to me before that a professor of business might be so unobservant. Of course, I was as delighted by his question as I was surprised, because I’d been wondering how I could possibly blend into the crowds in Kabul or Mazar-i-Sharif. The beard and the tan must be working. To keep my mind occupied, I told him about the book I was researching. He’d never heard of Huishen, but he knew about the travels of two other famous monks, Fahien and Hsuan Tsang, both of whom made westerly journeys from China to India to bring sacred Buddhist scriptures back to China and wrote about their experiences at length. Rashid had recommended that I visit the ramshackle but archaeologically rich town of Taxila, which we had just passed. Now he was pointing out the window to where the muddy waters of the Kabul River merged with the larger body of the Indus.

“Here is where Punjab meets the North-West Frontier Province.”

The Indus River is to Pakistan what the Ganges is to India, a sacred source of life, a force both physical and spiritual. Born in the ice fields of the Karakoram Mountains, it traverses the entire length of the country, emptying into a broad delta on the Arabian Sea. On this alluvial plain once stood the ancient seaport of Banbhore, now some distance inland, which was one of the foremost trading centers two thousand years ago, where spices were dispersed to distant ports in China and Africa and where goods received were transported north on the Indus as far as the Punjab. Given its immense volume and extreme seasonal variations, the Indus has throughout history been both redeemer and destroyer. The Kabul, one of three important rivers in Afghanistan, is, by comparison, a minor enterprise, only two hundred and nineteen miles in length, gushing out of the mountainside at Sarcheshma, crossing into Pakistan through mountains north of the Khyber Pass, and merging with the mighty Indus at Attock, the junction we had just passed. Drought, irrigation, and hydroelectric projects may have reduced the Kabul on occasion to a trickle, but as the muddy, swirling waters indicated, it was still, like the country itself, a force to be reckoned with.

Rashid’s thoughts on regional politics proved to be as measured and sensible as those of Khawar Medhi and the Pakistani journalist M. B. Naqvi, whose column I’d read earlier that morning. While Afghan rivers and ethnic groups (mostly Muslim) have readily merged or coexisted with their counterparts in Pakistan, the same can hardly be said for the country of India, which has been at war with its neighbor more or less constantly since Pakistan’s tumultuous birth on August 14 , 1947 . Partition, which divided Bengal and Punjab, resulted in ghastly massacres among Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs and left unresolved the question of Kashmir. Naqvi urged hard-liners in Pakistan to remember that much Hindu resentment stems from ancient Muslim—and eventually British—domination of India. He encouraged a shift from backward-looking communalism to a celebration of shared values (“language, race, modes of thinking and outlook, even customs, food and dress”). He also pointed out that there are those who benefit from promoting paranoia, namely the military and its corporate suppliers. Unless stopped, he stated boldly, these hard-liners would be the authors of tragedy on a massive scale in the region.

As the pain in my cramped legs became excruciating, several passengers on the bus made it known that they’d prefer my curtain to be drawn. I persisted in taking in the view, which included the occasional hulk of a wrecked car or bus, a water buffalo immersed to the ears in a small slough, and an unending parade of poverty. The bus slowed to pass the scene of an accident, where a crumpled figure lay beside an overturned cart. In the midst of this panorama of insufficiency and need, where children and goats competed for plastics and edibles, a small boy had begun to dance. His shaved head swung in a rolling motion, while his thin body, draped in a dirty, brown shalwar kameez, executed a series of intricate steps. His eyes were closed, oblivious to hunger, to passing traffic, and to the unfairness of the world. I could not take my eyes off his hands, fluid, undulating in the warm air like leaves or like seaweed responding to ocean currents, as he heard in his head music you might find any night on Pakistani or Indian television. For a moment, this penniless child was transported, perfectly at ease, singing to himself.

When we reached Peshawar, Rashid shared a cab, then directed it to take me to University Town, an upscale suburb where the offices of most aid agencies are to be found. My luck was good, and I hauled up at the Continental Guest House, which had e-mail—and which turned out to be directly across the street from ACBAR, the NGO for coordinating Afghan relief. My room, though windowless, was comfortable, with air-conditioning and a television. Despite near-death experiences on the road, I felt good and checked the menu for room service. But first, I stripped off my sweaty clothes and stepped into the bathroom for a shower. The face that peered out at me from the mirror looked familiar but strangely altered. I looked fifteen years younger than I had when I left Islamabad five hours earlier. My beard was black and my skin much more tanned than I’d realized. I’d heard stories about the rejuvenating powers of the Orient, but this was extraordinary. If I stayed another week, I’d look as young as my own kids.

But there was a strange line of demarcation around my neck, where the shirt collar had been. Below that line, I was as pale as plaster. I stepped into the shower and turned on the warm water, which did not so much cascade down my body as bounce off my face, repelled by what it encountered. With repeated applications of soap, however, the heavy coating from the diesel fumes gradually broke down. Normality and antiquity returned, hand in hand. My beard was once again indistinguishable from the lather. I shampooed my hair, dried myself off, and waved farewell to that fleeting, theatrical figure in the mirror, liberated from its highway makeup and automotive war paint and slowly disappearing in the steam.

I stepped out of the shower, twirling my towel. Having escaped death on the roads in Pakistan and eternal youth in Peshawar, I was ready for a few pirouettes of my own here in the North-West Frontier Province, a few dervish whirls about the room. I might not be young or beautiful, but, hell, I was alive and moving deeper into history.
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