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even when the strictest restrictions are in force. According to expats in Teheran, the 
Apostolic Nunciature in Iran is a major alcohol provider: being exempted from im-
port restrictions on the wine used during the Mass, the Vatican diplomatic mission 
tends to be generous, if discreet, with the expat community. However, in Kabul as in 
Teheran, you need connections for that, and you need to be able to prove you are Ital-
ian. That is why Italians are usually very popular among foreigners and locals alike. 
And that is why the American mercenary sitting next to me kindly buys me lunch: 
cavatelli with chicken sauce.

«You are from Italy, right?», he asks me while I’m eating. «You don’t know anyone 
at Ciano’s by any chance?

«Sure», I answer.
«You know, supplies have been running low lately. The Afghan government has 

banned all imports of alcohol because of some scandals that occurred in the last 
months. Apparently, even some of the containers headed to foreign embassies were 
held up at customs. But I think there’s something left at Ciano’s...»

«So it seems... a couple of friends went there a few days ago».
«Do you think we could drop by the store together once, maybe later or tomorrow? 

You are Italian... the bottles are off the shelves, they keep them in the backroom now, 
but they won’t say no to an Italian...»

«No problem».
The chicken sauce cavatelli came out of a brown plastic bag leaning on the wind-

shield of the mercenary’s Toyota. The car is parked in the middle of nowhere; we are 
in this wide expanse of dry ground and rocks, waiting for a slippered Tajik pilot in an 
old Russian helicopter to fly us back home with the troops after a day in the scorching 
sun. The American is the group supervisor: a former soldier, he is now employed by 
the Blackwater company to work with the National Interdiction Unit.	

Blackwater, a sort of private army owned by an ex-marine turned into a business-
man, can provide trained men for any kind of mission: paratroopers, snipers, tank-
ers... It is based in North Carolina, and supplies support forces to American troops, 
both in Iraq and Afghanistan. This has a number of advantages: the Blackwater men 
(just like those from DynCorp and other companies on the American market), being 
civilians, are not subjected to the same limitations as regular troops: they are exclud-
ed from the casualty statistics, are independently armed, can by-pass hierarchies, may 
be exposed to situations unacceptable for the regular army, and do not submit to the 
same recruitment rules as the other soldiers. Even more importantly, they represent 
huge business interests, at least as much as the packaged cavatelli that I am given for 
lunch. That pasta is produced by a private company and paid by the Government for 
the thousands of men deployed here, and its cost is charged by Blackwater for each 
of the contractors on the field (you don’t call a mercenary a «mercenary» in their face, 
but a «fixed term contractor»). As I recently found out, Blackwater was asked by the 
U.S. Congress to account for a number of civilian deaths during gunfights involv-
ing some of his contractors, presumably drunk. That suddenly reminded me of our 
visit to the supermarket, and I felt partly guilty. But I was immediately reassured: the 
events being investigated into had taken place in Iraq.

In the middle of that desert, I examine the bag of cavatelli with curiosity. It is the 
first product of the «shock economy» that I have ever come across. Naomi Klein has 
coined that label: she believes that a catastrophic event provides extraordinary oppor-
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tunities for economic development, leading to privatization of immediate needs.
My shock economy bag contains a full lunch, complete with a toothpick, a mini-

ature Tabasco bottle, some freeze-dried coffee, a tooth-cleaning chewing gum. Eve-
rything is perfectly aseptic and dehydrated. Just add water and a chemical reagent in 
the bag will warm the pasta up. Printed on the bag are the menu, production date and 
expiry date: my cavatelli were cooked exactly eight years ago. I try to figure where I 
may have been when this Halliburton employee, in Texas, was draining the pasta and 
adding the sauce. I have certainly never eaten anything so old; then again, it does not 
taste bad at all.

Just as soldiers wear each their own facings, Blackwater contractors display their 
logo on their bulletproof jackets: a black cat paw print. The man with a paw print 
and two pistols on his jacket explains the situation as he eats his cavatelli: «When 
we came, many of the police here couldn’t even read or write. We had to start from 
scratch». That is how the National Interdiction Unit was born: two-hundred-fifty se-
lected men, assembled in an underground base just outside the city. From that bun-
ker under the mountain, field operations are coordinated. British police, U.S. DEA 
agents and Blackwater contractors help them in particularly tricky situations. They 
are counted on to counter drug trafficking, since Nato denied its support to anti-drug 
operations in Afghanistan.

My interlocutor’s colleagues are strapping men, one of them with a handlebar 
moustache, another with a pretty-boy face, red freckles and a cluster of granates hang-
ing from his jacket. All of them wear surfer-style shades. Even the luckier Afghans 
from NIU wear them, Big-Jim-style. I am going to leave the National Interdiction 
Unit bunker with them on an anti-drug operation in the city. Before setting out, I no-
tice they are all busy arranging ammunition, rifles, granates and bulletproof jackets. 
I ask one of the contractors for a spare jacket. «Courtesy of Blackwater», he says, «but 
make sure you don’t get shot in the face». «There’s my camera for that», I answer with 
a wry smile.

The operation turns out to be a failure. The dealer didn’t bite. He pocketed the ad-
vance money and used it to pay for his own sumptuous wedding, after which he chose 
to take to the hills with his new spouse rather than showing up at the meeting. Bul-
letproof jackets, weapons, explosives, tons of opium, traffickers eluding the DEA and 
walking off with the dough: pretty much everyone makes money out of opium and the 
war in Kabul. But how does all that cash get in and out of the city?

The harvest is done by September in Afghanistan. Opium is already stocked in 
warehouses, and refineries are running full tilt. Chemists are a hard find during this 
season, from Herat to Jalalabad. Anyone who knows what is a chemical solution and 
can perform a pH test is worth his weight in gold this year. Traffickers pay good mon-
ey. This is the way money flows are measured, both within and without the country: 
they are seasonal, just like the crops.

In Kabul’s market, a patchwork of stalls selling dried fruit and stolen satellite 
phones, there is a blind alley that leads to the hawala district. Hawala are informal Af-
ghan banks which handle any kind of money, whether legal or illegal. They are more 
reliable than a Zurich vault, and more discreet than a priest in a confessional. Their 
reserves are highest in September, when lots of cash is needed for peasants, trans-
port, security and refining. At that time of year, deposits in foreign banks are drained. 
Hawala’s job is to move assets, and hey, they are no crooks: they’ll do it for anyone. 
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And they’ll require solid guarantees. While I’m waiting for my turn, a man in slippers 
walks in; within five minutes he’s out, with a million dollars cash in his hands.

A million dollars in 100 USD bills, in a white plastic bag. A little boy notes down 
the sum on the yellowing pages of a big book. Perhaps that money will be used to 
build a mansion, or to pay a major food importer. Perhaps... I ask him: «Aren’t you 
afraid of getting robbed as soon as you’re out in the street?» He sounds piqued, even 
angry: «Everyone knows me and respects me! Nobody can touch me», is his reply.
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