Holiday Greetings from Kabul!
It’s colder than when I last wrote, but we haven’t seen any snow yet here in the city.  I actually sat on our front terrace in just a long-sleeve shirt reading for a while this afternoon!  On the other hand, our colleagues up in the highlands around Bamyan (where the great Buddhas were destroyed by the Taliban) are suffering with temperatures below 0ºF, freezing pipes, and lots of snow.  I also have to say that the mountains surrounding Kabul are stunningly beautiful on a clear day after being blanketed with snow.  (Dust storms, on the other hand, are decidedly NOT beautiful!)

After nearly four weeks in guest houses, I moved into a house with four French colleagues.  I really liked the house when I first saw it and am very happy with the way it has come together; you can see a picture of it on my website at www.geocities.com/j_ray_kennedy/index.html, and I’ll post more soon.  It’s also good in that one of my goals after leaving East Timor was to work on my French, which I now have the opportunity to do every day.  And we’re spending more time here now than we were initially because of a ban on UN staff going to restaurants due to security concerns.  Fortunately, my colleagues have been receiving a steady stream of care packages from home filled with wonderful French cheeses and sausages, as well as being good cooks.
Thanksgiving came during the major Muslim holiday of Ramadan, which follows a month of daytime fasting.  While the Thanksgiving lunch that was planned in the main cafeteria was cancelled for lack of interest (there are actually very few Americans in this mission), there was certainly lots of feasting in any case.  Lots of people have now left for the holidays, but those of us still here will be gathering to enjoy a good meal and exchange small gifts with good friends and new friends.  
I had thought ahead and brought some Christmas music with me, but I also finally visited the American PX the other day for the first time and was able to buy a few more CDs.  It was an amazing cultural experience after being here for two months – finding all sorts of favorites from home (clam chowder, granola bars, lemon tea, etc.) that aren’t generally available anywhere else here.  I say “generally” because I’ve learned that one can find many things here if you’re willing to look hard or ask a knowledgeable local for help.  One of the things that constantly fascinates me is the containers that line much of the road leading out to our office.  Once the work day starts, their doors swing open and they turn out to be the most incredible variety of shops:  one will sell firewood, the next one gasoline, the next one will turn out to be a miniature sawmill, the next one is a small grocery with an incredible variety of goods (mostly imported from Pakistan), the next one a bicycle repair shop, the next one a glass seller, metalworking shop, or carpenter, etc. etc. etc.  The number of craftsmen here and the quality of their work are truly impressive.  And I keep imagining that every missing cargo container in the world has ended up here as someone’s shop.
Moving goods in and around Kabul are lots of colorful Pakistani trucks, horse carts, donkey carts, and even carts pulled by manpower.  While the horses and men seem to prefer to be doing something else, the donkeys always seem so happy to be working.  There are also the occasional herd of water buffalo, sheep, or goats that get in the way of things; I also saw my first camel a few weeks ago making its way down the street.
All of this just adds to the sense of Kabul and Afghanistan as being at the crossroads of old and new.  On the outskirts of town near our office are a number of walled adobe villages, just a few kilometers from an area full of Internet cafes and apartment blocks sprouting satellite dishes.  Men in modern Western dress move around alongside men in traditional garb including turbans and wool wraps around their shoulders; it’s also not uncommon to see younger men in the traditional “pyjama”-style clothing and a leather vest – one was even wearing a Harley-Davidson vest.  And while women wearing burkas are everywhere, there are more and more who are returning to merely keeping their head covered when in public.  
I’ve bought a number of rugs and have my eyes on several more.  In addition to rugs, Afghanistan was apparently at one point the world’s largest producer of raisins.  Before the weather turned cold, grapes were available everywhere.  While they’ve disappeared for now, we have lots of other fresh fruits, vegetables, and nuts available.  One day on the way to the office, a minivan passing us turned out to be full – side to side and top to bottom – with cauliflower!  

On the subject of vehicles, it’s very strange to have so many right-hand-drive vehicles in a place where one drives on the right side of the road.  While the Russian Ladas and Volgas are left-hand-drive, many of the cars coming in are from Dubai and other places where they drive on the left side of the road.  Needless to say, amidst the chaos of Kabul traffic, this mis-match leads to many near misses.  
Another of the other things that will immediately strike any visitor to Kabul is the number of kites in the sky.  I’ve heard that kite fighting was a big sport before the Taliban, who ended up banning kites for a while.  These days, there are kids everywhere flying kites.  Walking out our back door recently and looking up, I counted fifteen just in the part of the sky I could see from there.

Anyway, that’s it for now.  I hope you enjoy your holidays, and I look forward to hearing from you!
Ray

