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URKAS, Taliban
and awar which
ost people feel
cannot be won
sums up howmost ofus
view Afghanistan.

But to Scots author Mary
Smith, the Afghanistan in
which she lived, worked and
raised her son for seven years
is a very different place.

To Mary, what many
believe to be one of the most
inhospitable countries on
Earth will always be a
warm, welcoming place.

Mot that she is ignorant
of the darker side of life in
the country. Mary
remembers bullets flying
above an outpatient
clinic where she
worked and men who
didn't dare leave home
without their AK-47s,

And she will never
forget a young Afghan
paramedic called
Hussain who called
her mum. An
orphan, Mary took
him under her wing
when he was just
15.

He was killed
10 years later by
the Taliban
soon after
Mary returned
to Scotland.

Mary, 56,
said: “We
always called
him our
adopted son
and I was
always mum.

“He phoned
me to tell me
he had escaped
to Pakistan and I
told him to go to
Karachi as friends
would help him geta
job.

“But he phoned again to tell
. me he would have to go backto
- ,.pq Afghanistan to do something
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for the clinic. I tried to
persuade him not to go.

“We know the Taliban
stopped him on the road and
shot him but we don't know
much more than that.

“It was so sad and one of the
worst things that could have
happened, but there is so much
mare to Afghanistan than the
violence and the Taliban.

“There is this idea that all
waomen are living these cowed
existences there. While I know
there are some terrible things
going on in some ]il:lrts. there
are many women living happy,
normal lives.

*Tused to have such fun

LOOKING BACK: Mary with son David in Afghanistan

different tribes. In areas such
as Kandahar, the women have
always lived in seclusion.

“But in places such as Kabul
and Mazar, when the Taliban
came to power it was horrific.

“A staggering number of
women in Kabul whao lived
through the Taliban now have
mental health problems.

“I think the figure is some-
thing like 90 per cent.

“What 1 would blow out of
the water s the idea that
Afghan women are all cowed.

“Life in Afghanistan is
simply not that clear cut. I
wrote the books because [
wanted people to know

‘Not all Afghan women
are cowed. Life thereis
simply not that clear cut’

sitting with the women and
just talking.
“They were special times.”
In her first book, Before The
Taliban: Living With War,
Hoping For Peace, Mary
documented her experiences
in rural Afghanistan in a bid to
counter negative perceptions
of Afghan culture in the West.
Her latest book, No More
Mulberries, is named partly in
tribute to her adopted son -
Mary and Hussain often
feasted on mulberries together.
She said: “1wouldn't entirely
debunk the image people have,
but it is always important to
stress how enormous a country
it is and that there are so many

the Afghanistan that I knew.”

Having worked for 10 years
with Oxfam, Mary went to work
in Pakistan for three years with
the Marie Adelaide Leprosy
Centre in 1986 in Karachi.

Mary said: “I had gone to
Pakistan for a holiday and
while I was there I visited the
leprosy centre because Oxfam
gave them funding.”

While there Mary met
some Afghan students who
were in Pakistan to learn to be
paramedics before returning
home to open clinics. Among
them was Hussain.

Mary said: “I also taught
conversational English in the
evenings so I got to hear a lot of

stories about Afghanistan, so
by the time my contract was up
in Pakistan it just seemed
natural for me to go there.”

While in Karachi, Mary had
met her husband-to-be Jon.
They wed in 1990, and with
him she helped set up leprosy
centres in central Afghanistan.

Incredibly Mary would often
hitchhike around the region
travelling from clinic to clinic.

She said: “I had an Afghan
guide with me but I never
generally felt threatened then.

“On saying that, there was
one night when bullets
whizzed across the top of the
building.”

Mary had never heard about
the Taliban until one occasion
she went home on leave.

By the time she returned to
Afghanistan two months later
they had captured and
executed the leader of the
main political party.

She said: “The Taliban
hadn't got to the regions where
our clinics were so things did
seem okay, but 1 do remember
when they captured a nearby
city we started to hear stories
about women not being
allowed out, people being
hanged from cranes and video
equipment being smashed.

“I remember talking to my
Afghan women friends who
were understandably worried
and upset, but like anywhere
else daily life has to go on.”

By this point Mary was a
mum to her young son David,
now 20. She said: "It was a bit
scary to start with but David
had been born in Pakistan and
knew no different.”

Mary, from Castle Douglas
Kirkcudbrightshire, decided to
return to Scotland in 1996,

The mum believed he
needed more solid roots but by
then the Taliban were at the
gates of Kabul and she was also
worried about their safety.

she said: “It was definitely
getting quite risky.

“Being at home and watching
itall unfold on TV was just
awful. They took the area
where we lived and massacred
about 80,000 people.”

For more, go to:
www.marysmith.co.uk.
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