@he NBIIJ ﬂﬂl’k Cimes https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/18/opinion/joe-biden-afghanistan-2002.html

What Joe Biden and [ Saw After the U.S. Invaded Afghanistan

Back when we visited in 2002, there was hope that America could help make the country better.

<! ByThomas L. Friedman
-«’ Opinion Columnist

April 18, 2021

I was not surprised that Joe Biden decided to finally pull the plug on the U.S. presence in Afghanistan.
Back in 2002 it was reasonable to hope that our invasion there to topple Osama bin Laden and his Taliban
allies could be extended to help make that country a more stable, tolerant and decent place for its citizens
— and less likely to host jihadist groups. But it was also reasonable to fear from the start that trying to
graft a Western political culture onto such a deeply tribalized, male-dominated and Islamic fundamentalist
culture like Afghanistan’s was a fool’s errand, especially when you factored in how much neighboring
Pakistan never wanted us to succeed because it could wrench Afghanistan from Pakistan’s cultural and
geopolitical orbit.

Biden was torn between those hopes and fears from the very start. I know because I was with him on his
first visit in early January 2002 to postwar Afghanistan. It was just weeks after the major fighting had
subsided and the Taliban were evicted from Kabul.

Biden, at the time the chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, had invited me to come along
with him. I kept a diary in the months after 9/11, including of that trip, and published it in 2002, with a
collection of columns from that time, in my book “Longitudes & Attitudes: Exploring the World After
September 11.”

They were my thoughts, not Biden’s, but we were seeing the same things and sharing many of the same
first impressions, which, in many ways persist today.

The diary entry began:

“We flew to Islamabad and then grabbed a U.N. relief flight into Bagram Air Base, 50 miles from Kabul.
Joe stayed at the newly reopened U.S. Embassy, with no flush toilets or running water, and I stayed at the
house being rented by The New York Times, which had only slightly better plumbing but a friendly group
of Afghan drivers and cooks who kept the fireplace roaring and the raisin pilaf and warm Afghan bread on
the table. My first impression of Kabul? It was Ground Zero East.”

“We might as well be doing nation-building on the moon,” I wrote in the column I published that week.
“You see sad and bizarre scenes here: a white donkey galloping down the main street right behind our
car; a man with one leg pedaling a bicycle; people washing a car with water from a port-a-potty. ... The
central government is so broke it has less money than most American network crews here, so the
government can’t even pay salaries.”

Back to the diary:



“One morning Biden and I went over to the old Soviet Embassy, where thousands of refugees were packed
into a beehive of makeshift one-room apartments, heated only by wood stoves and sheltered from the wet
cold by plastic sheets. Everyone seemed to be shuffling around in sandals, with blankets for overcoats.
Open sewers and mud were their front yards; hollow cheeks and wide eyes marked their faces. ... My
heart told me to write that America must remain here, for however long it takes, with however many
troops it takes, to repair this country, and provide a minimum level of security so it can get on its feet
again. It was the least we owed the place, having already abandoned it once after the Soviet withdrawal.
We didn’t have to make it Switzerland, just a little better, a little freer, and a little more stable than it was
under the Taliban.

“But while my heart kept pulling me in one direction, my head, and my eyes, kept encountering things that
were deeply troubling. It started when I went along with Biden to meet the Minister of the Interior for the
Interim Government, Yunus Qanooni, who is a Tajik. Behind his desk, where a minister should be hanging
the picture of his president (Hamid Karzai, an ethnic Pashtun), he had a picture of Ahmed Shah Massoud
(an ethnic Tajik), the leader of the Northern Alliance who was assassinated just before September 11.

“Tom Friedman’s first rule of politics: Never trust a country where a new minister has the picture of his
favorite dead militia leader, not the country’s (interim) president, over his desk. It seemed to me that the
tribal warrior culture ran so deep in this place, it would be hard for any neutral central government to sink
real roots. As I contemplated that militia leader’s picture, I wondered to myself: “‘When were the good old
days for government in Afghanistan? Before Genghis Khan? Before gunpowder?’”

Indeed, I wrote in my column that week that I lingered one evening in the famous bookstore of the
Intercontinental Hotel, which had an amazing collection of books on Afghan history. As I perused the
shelves, I wrote, “I was struck by how many books had ‘Afghan wars’ in the title. I picked up one called ‘A
History of the War in Afghanistan’ and discovered it was part of a thick two-volume set that covered only
the years 1800 to 1842.” I was also struck by the collection of postcards offered in that bookstore — one in
particular. It was a two-part picture; one part was of a shell-ravaged building, and the other part of a
damaged hallway, with the roof collapsed and rubble strewn all over the floor. The caption read:
“Afghanistan, the looted and destroyed Kabul Museum.”

That is the sign of a country too long at war — when it is producing postcards of the rubble. And that was
the question that Biden and I wrestled with throughout that trip: What were the foundations — physical,
cultural, political, economic, religious and social — from which Afghans, with American and NATO help,
might build a more decent, less corrupt, modern political system? Could the future bury the past there or
would the past always bury the future? There were women and students and new, post-Taliban leaders we
met with who insisted that the country could overcome its past; the bookstore library cautioned otherwise.
Needless to say, we didn’t resolve that question on that trip. I am not sure we have still.
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The diary: “The day Biden and his staff were supposed to fly out, with me tagging along, bad weather
descended on Bagram Air Base, and the U.N. canceled its flight. This was a problem. The Delta Shuttle
doesn’t serve Kabul. No U.N. flight, no exit. One of Biden’s security detail managed to get him and the rest
of us seats on a U.S. military transport that was supposed to come in late that evening and fly right out,
first to Pakistan and then to Bahrain. As a result, we had to sit around Bagram all day with the U.S. Special
Forces, who were headquartered there. ...

“I looked around the room at the Special Forces A-teams that were there and could see America’s strength
hiding in plain sight. It wasn’t smart missiles or night-fighting equipment. It was the fact that these Special
Forces teams each seemed to be made up of a collection of Black, Asian, Hispanic, and white Americans. It
is our ability to blend those many into one hard fist that is the real source of our power. This is precisely
what Afghans have not been able to do in recent decades, and it has left them weak, divided, and prey to
outsiders.”

OPINION DEBATE
What should the Biden administration prioritize?

e EDWARD L. GLAESER, an economist, writes that the president should use his

infrastructure plan as an opportunity to “break the country out of its zoning




straitjacket”

o THE EDITORIAL BOARD argues the administration should return to the Iran

nuclear deal, and that “at this point, the hard-line approach defies common
sense.”

e JONATHAN ALTER writes that Biden needs to do now what ED.R. achieved

during the depression: “restore faith that the long-distrusted federal government
can deliver rapid, tangible achievements.”

e GAIL COLLINS, Opinion columnist, has a few questions about gun violence: “One

is, what about the gun control bills? The other is, what’s with the filibuster? Is
that all the Republicans know how to do?”

(Reading that particular passage 20 years later I confess that I wonder if we have become more like the
Afghans and not the Afghans more like us. Our diversity is only our strength as long as we can forge “out
of many — one.” But lately, our parties and politics have become so tribalized it is not clear anymore that
we can do that.)

The diary: “Getting out of Afghanistan turned out to be harder than getting in (which I hope will not be a
metaphor for U.S. operations there generally). When the U.S. military transport that Joe Biden and friends
were supposed to fly out on arrived at Bagram, the U.S. Army captain running the control tower informed
the senator that orders had come down from the Pentagon that no civilians were to be allowed on military
aircraft. Throughout Biden’s trip, the Pentagon, presumably under orders from Secretary of Defense
Donald Rumsfeld, had denied Biden any help, even though he chaired the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee. No planes, no military tours, no nothing. This seemed to be the last straw. Biden was very cool,
didn’t throw a tantrum, but was quietly pissed.”

I ended up lending Biden my satellite phone to call Secretary of State Colin Powell, via the State
Department operations center, to see if he could help.

“‘This is Joe Biden, could you connect me with Colin Powell?’ Biden asked the State Department operator.
A few minutes passed. ‘Colin? Hey, it’s Joe Biden. ... Yeah, I'm standing here on the runway at Bagram Air
Base in Afghanistan, trying to get out on a military transport, and they’re telling me that the Pentagon has
ordered that no civilians be let on the plane. I'm sorry to trouble you, Colin, but could you give us a hand
here?’

“Powell told Biden to hold on for a minute while he tried to get Rumsfeld. Rumsfeld was in church, so
Powell tracked down his deputy, Paul Wolfowitz. There were a few more minutes of phone calls to Centcom
headquarters in Florida before Powell came back on the phone with Biden.

“Joe, said the Secretary of State, ‘let me talk to the air traffic controller there.

“Biden then handed the satellite phone to the air traffic controller with the following words: ‘Captain, the
Secretary of State would like to talk to you.

“It was pitch-dark, but I was sure I saw that captain’s face turn completely white with shock that he was
talking to the Secretary of State, a former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, no less. All I heard him saying to
Powell was, ‘Yessir, yessir, yessir” When he was done, he handed back the phone and told Biden, ‘You’re



welcome to board, sir’

“As we strapped into the back of the C-130, the crew shouted that someone was firing tracer bullets at the
other end of the runway. ... With this big cargo plane empty except for us, it felt like we took off straight
up, like a rocket, which was fine with me, since Bagram is almost surrounded by tall mountains that had
already claimed two U.S. transports. Three hours later, we landed in Jacobabad, Pakistan, somewhere in
the middle of the country, at a Pakistani base being used by the U.S. Air Force. We had a few hours to kill
before we hopped a C-17 to Bahrain.

“Talking to the U.S. airmen at Jacobabad was an eye-opener. One of them told us, ‘We don’t have a flight to
Afghanistan that doesn’t get shot at by small-arms fire from inside Pakistan somewhere near the border’

“But Pakistan is our ally in this war, we said. Tell that to the Pakistanis who live along the Afghan border,
he shrugged. It was one of those moments when you realize as a journalist that there are a million stories
going on in and around this larger war story that you have no clue about.

“It was one of those moments when you get an inkling that you are standing on a story with a false bottom.
But when Wall Street Journal reporter Danny Pearl tragically got his throat slit a few weeks later by anti-
American Pakistani terrorists, I remembered that conversation at Jacobabad, and suddenly the senseless
murder of an American in Pakistan didn’t seem so out of context anymore.”

*

So that was Joe Biden’s and my introduction to Afghanistan. When I interviewed him last December, a
month after his election as president, we got talking informally about the Middle East and he asked if I
remembered our trip to Afghanistan and all the craziness at the end.

I never forgot it, I told him. Clearly, neither had he.

Our nation’s effort there was worth a try; our soldiers and diplomats were trying to make it better, but it
was never clear that they knew how or had enough Afghan partners. Yes, maybe leaving will make it
worse, but our staying wasn’t really helping.

Our leaving may be a short-term disaster, and in the longer run, who knows, maybe Afghanistan will find
balance on its own, like Vietnam. Or not. I don’t know. I am as humbled and ambivalent about it today as I
was 20 years ago, and I am sure that Biden is too.

All T know for sure are: 1) We need to offer asylum to every Afghan who worked closely with us and may
now be in danger. 2) Afghans are going to author their own future. 3) It is American democracy that is
being eroded today by our own divisiveness, by our own hands, and unless we get that fixed we can’t help
anyone — including ourselves.

The Times is committed to publishing a diversity of letters to the editor. We'd like to hear what you think about this or any of our articles.
Here are some tips. And here’s our email: letters@nytimes.com.

Follow The New York Times Opinion section on Facebook, Twitter (@NYTopinion) and Instagram.



