




cr. Fdt decades, beauty salons were 
1;).-

hl~re uges where Afghan women 
were able to speak freely 

Even after the Tali ban brought back 
the burqa, many ran their 

businesses in secret, risking 
their lives to help feed their families. 

Now, rising from the ruins of war, 
Julia Reed writes, is an American-led 

attempt to bring back a tradition 
that may help rebuild a country 

Photographed by Jonathan Becker. 
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wearing burqas pass 
by the gates of 

the school, where 
guards keep watch. 

Sittings Editor: 
Alexandra Kotur. 



' ' 

makes more sense than it sounds. Before 
the Taliban gained power in 1996, beau
ty salons were among the few small busi
nesses owned and operated by women. 
During the Taliban's regime, clandestine 
salons in private houses were often the 
only means by which whole families were 
able to survive (though the women liter
ally risked their lives to operate them). 
Given this history-and the fact that there 
was a pool of Afghan-American beauti
cians who would likely be willing tore
turn and share their skills-a beauty 
school seemed a natural. 

It all started at a Vogue photo shoot, 
where Terri Grauel, aNew York hairstyl
ist, met Mary Mac Makin, an American 
activist, in the winter of 200 1, when the 
Taliban was still in power. Mac Makin had 
been thrown out of her adopted country 
by the Tahban on the grounds that she was 

ated the core curriculum for makeup. 
"One of the huge problems is illiteracy, so 
it was important to create visual materi
als for the women," M.A.C. Cosmetics 
president John Demsey has said. They 
also contributed $25,000 and a shipment 
of foundation, lipstick, mascara, and eye 
shadow worth the same amount Oairol 
cut a check for $60,000, and sent loads of 
hair color, but, most important, the com
pany created the school's haircoloring 
curriculum (and agreed to monitor the 
students' progress reports via weekly E
mail to see where the course might need 
to be tweaked). Paul Mitchell, Matrix 
(which is owned by L'Oreal), and 
Frederic Fekkai all donated styling and 
hair-care products. Revlon sent nail pol
ish, John Frieda donated $17,000, and the 
John Barrett Salon gave the proceeds of 
an entire week devoted to the cause. Penn-

first thing you see upon land
ing in Kabul is a sort of accidental airplane 
graveyard, with bits of jet carcasses-a 
nose here, a wing or tail there-strewn 
everywhere, alongside the occa
sional entire passenger plane on 
its back, wheels sticking straight 
up in the air like the feet of a gi
gantic dead chicken. Between the 
dust (there are frequent, blinding 
dust storms) and the exhaust (the 
city had virtually no traffic during 
the rule of the Taliban-now there 
are almost 200,000 registered ve-
hicles) it is almost impossible to 
breathe. And as you drive-slowly, har
rowingly, without any visible rhyme or rea
son-into the center of town, it becomes 
apparent that much of the city is essentially 
a pile of rubble. Many of the buildings still 
standing are riddled with bullet holes; the 
thousands of giant metal cargo contain
ers that used to carry American supplies 
over two years ago now serve as makeshift 
homes or businesses--a DISABLED CYCLE 

repair shop, vegetable stands overflowing 
with radishes and scallions and eggplants, 
stores selling L&M's and Fanta and bags 
of dried chickpeas--and may well be Ka
bul's soundest structures. Before I arrived 
I received an E-mail from a contact in 
Kabul warning me that "in some parts of 
the city the destruction is so awful that my 
mind wanted to believe I was at the site of 
an archaeological dig and I was looking 
at the ruins of an ancient city." 

sylvania's Wilkes University de
veloped a business curriculum 
and helped translate all the 
texts for the three-month-long 
course, which includes instruc
tion in everything from color 
and cut to bookkeeping and 
customer service. 

By the time I arrive, in Au
gust, the Kabul Beauty School 
has been officially up and run

ning for a week and three days, and the 
first group of 20 students, aged sixteen to 
40, are learning how to give a round-brush 
blow-dry. Bending over their practice 
"heads" (whom they have named
Natasha, Christina, Zam Zam, Apollo), 
they painstakingly wrap sections of hair 
around their new gold brushes and await 
comments in Dari from Sirna Calkin, an 
Afghan-American from Falls Church, Vir
ginia, and in English from Grauel. (One 
of the side benefits of the school is that the 
students get to work on their English.) A 
teething baby gurgles softly from his 
makeshift crib (a box top labeled M.A. C. 

BLUSH DISPENSER, lined with a lavender 
blanket), and in a small kitchen off the 
classroom, two cooks clean the lunch dish
es. In the makeup area by the door, a 
young bride-to-be comes in to have her 
eyebrows plucked by Grauel (Afghan 
women traditionally do not pluck their 
brows until they are married), and Shaima 
Ali, another Afghan-American who has 
volunteered as a teacher, arrives for the 
standard three-week stint. 

Mirrors were covered with 
curtains, products were 

smuggled in from Pakistan, 
and makeup was so 

precious it was buried 

The author of that message is Patricia 
O'Connor, a British-born marketing and 
development consultant to the beauty in
dustry charged with the seemingly un
likely task of opening a beauty school in 
Kabul, smack in the middle of the chaos 
and destruction she described. The idea 
of putting up a school in such a place 
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a spy. She wasn't, of course, but she had 
founded PARSA (Physiotherapy andRe
habilitation in Support of Afghanistan), 
which helped women get off the streets
and broke Taliban law--by putting them 
in business making traditional Afghan 
handicrafts that Mac Makin then sold to 
fellow expats and aid workers. When 
MacMakin returned to Afghanistan af
ter9/ll, Grauel called and offered to sell 
some of the work to her clients. Mac
Makin had a more ambitious idea: Why 
not tap into another Afghan tradition 
and open a beauty school? 

Grauel frrst recruited O'Connor, whose 
own interest had been piqued by a CNN 
documentary that included footage of 
Kabul's secret salons, to spearhead the 
project. MacMakin talked the women's 
ministry into leasing them the space, and 
Grauel rounded up Afghan-born teach
ers from all across America and Canada. 
Vogue kicked in $25,000 to cover the cost 
ofbuilding the school and enlisted the sup
port of the beauty industry at a lunch in 
Manhattan. M.A.C., a division of Estee 
Lauder, shot a training video in Dari (the 
language spoken by the majority of 
Afghanistan's varied population) and ere-

"I never thought that my profession 
would bring me here again," says Shaima, 
who fled her native country, on foot, 23 



years ago. Her husband was killed by the 
Soviets in 1980, when one daughter was 
two-and-a-half and she was one month 
pregnant with the second. After Shaima 
got herself and the girls to New York, she 
worked as a cashier, finally wangled a job 
in a salon, and managed to put both girls 
through college. For the last five years she 
has owned her own shop, in Queens. "J 
didn't allow myself to look back," she 
says. "I didn't pay attention until9/ll, 
and so much of what I saw on TV about 
Afghanistan, the lives of the children, of 
the mothers, affected me. I 
felt so guilty, I was uncom
fortable thinking about any
thing else. So when this pro
gram came about, it was like 
God had heard my voice." 

Shaima fights tears as she 
watches her former compa
triots work. "Look at them," 
she says. "See how desperate 
they are to learn." 

Karzai and King Zahir Shah. A gleaming 
four-room oasis carved out of what was 
previously the guard station at the newly 
created Ministry ofWomen's Affairs, it is 
light and airy, with floors of pale marble 
(a plentiful resource in Afghanistan and, 
therefore, very cheap) and picture win
dows overlooking a well-tended garden
there's even access to the Internet. 

The fact that such an efficient opera
tion exists in the chaos that is Afghanistan 
is testament not only to the generosity of 
its benefactors but to the determination 

WOMAN WARRIOR 

not leave me alone," O'Connor writes 
the week before classes started. "Some 
were crying; one woman was a widow 
with five children and no means to sup
port them. Another was pregnant with 
two young kids at home and a husband 
recently paralyzed in a land-mine explo
sion .... Writing this now makes me want 
to cry; I feel so overwhelmed and so help
less, but in front of them I had to hold it 
together, as otherwise it would have de
scended into chaos." 

Neither orthe two women mentioned 
in the E-mail won places in 
the first class, but another 
did: a woman named Hani
fa, whose husband, a rare 
supportive one, had come 
to the school and implored 
the teachers to give his wife 
a spot. He said she was sut: 
fering from severe depres
sion, and that going to the 
school every day, learning 
and expressing herself cre
atively, would be the best 
medicine for her. Sima tells 
me that while Hanifa wait
ed for the winning names to 
be called, her face was "so 
scrunched up, it was tiny." 
Then, when she heard her 
own name, "it looked like 
the picture on TV that 
shows a !lower blooming.'' 

The women in the class
room have, in fact, led des
perate lives for decades. The 
20 years of fighting after the 
Soviet invasion of 1979left 
2 million Afghans dead- and 
20 percent ofthe female pop
ulation widowed. Under the 
rule of the Tali ban (from 
1996 to 200 I ), women were 
not allowed to work , nor 
were they allowed to educate 
their daughters. Most were 
reduced to begging in the 
streets.llliteracy rates soared, 
as did the rate of such dis
eases as tuberculosis. 

It is no wonder, then, that 

Mary MacMakin, an American activist in Afghanistan, hatched the idea of 
starting the beauty school with a hairstylist she met on a photo shoot. 

By the time I meet Hanit~1 
two weeks later, she seems 
anything but down. Unlike 
the rest of the women, who 
generally wear long, loose 
pants and tunics, with long 
hair to match, she sports 

as the building went up, it was of great in
terest to the numerous female passersby. 
(In the daytime, there are as many people 
about as there are cars and bicycles; after 
dark, the only pedestrians are men.) When 
word got out that the structure would 
house a beauty school, so many women 
applied that, in the end, a lottery had to be 
held in order to fairly distribute the first 20 
slots, and now there are more than 200 on 
the waiting list. The organizers narrowed 
the class by accepting only those with pri
or experience. The women wanted to im
prove their rudimentary skills- but the 
building was a draw as well. Though small 
(2,300 square feet), it is by far the best
looking in town- much nicer, for exam
ple, than the rather gloomy and run-down 
"palace" shared by Prime Minister Hamid 

of the three women who made it happen. 
In another E-mail that arrived before I did, 
O'Connor recounted the saga of90 man
nequin heads that had been lost in transit 
from Shanghai: "I went with Noor [Raghi, 
an Afghan-born Australian who came 
over to help manage the project] to air
port customs to see if they had them, but 
the customs officer spoke little English 
and had no idea what a mannequin was. 
There is no word for it in Dari, so Noor 
told him that they were heads but not real 
ones. The officer still had no clue what we 
were describing and looked at us as if we 
were mad. He kept bringing more and 
more people over until there must have 
been 20 Afghans trying to figure it out." 

Other dispatches were less amusing: 
"The women on the waiting list would 

men's trousers with white shirts and ties 
and a short brown coif streaked with 
blonde. On the street, she covers her head, 
but a pair of Elvis aviator glasses are 
propped up on top of her white chiffon 
scarf. She is a great character and, in some 
ways, luckier than most. Both her parents 
were doctors, and throughout the rule of 
the Taliban, the family Jived in Pakistan. 
Still, says Sima, "her life just spiraled 
downward." Prior to the Taliban, a girl 
from a family with means, like Hanifa, 
would have had many options. Not only 
did women operate their own beauty busi
nesses, 70 percent of all the teachers in 
Afghanistan were women, and they made 
up 50 percent of all government workers 
and 40 percent of all doctors. Now 
Hanifa is in her late 20s, with two children, 
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and her best hope for employment- her 
only one, really-is salon work. 

Depression in Kabul is hardly rare. The 
psychological impact of the Tali ban's 
regime was as intense as the economic im

er, and Nafisa hopes to expand her busi
ness at her no-longer-hidden home salon 
(called Shaam, which means "candle") af
ter she completes the course. Best of all , 
says Sima, who bas been translating for 

pact. In Kabul alone , 
7, 700 teachers were i m
mediately put out of work; 
8,000 women were forced 
to leave the university. 
Burqas, the body sleeves 
that had been voluntary 
since 1959 , became 
mandatory. In addition to 
being hot (most are made 
of polyester), they are in
credibly hard to maneu
ver in because the mesh 

Even those who worked as 
hairdressers for years are, 

for the nrst time, using scissors 
that don't look like pruning 

shears and mastering techniques 
they didn't know existed 

eye holes do not allow you to look down. 
"You have no eyes to sec," one student 
says when l ask what she hated most 
about wearing a burqa. Others talk of con
stantly tripping, of breaking the heels off 
their shoes, of terrible headaches, offeel
ingas though they would suffocate. It was 
a mixed blessing, then, that women were 
rarely allowed out of the house. Although 
a woman could run crucial errands if es
COiied by a close male relative, if so much 
as a wrist bone was exposed, she risked a 
public beating. Worse, if a man spotted 
an unmarried woman and was attracted 
to her (how could he tell?), he could show 
up at her door and demand her for his 
wife. Anything that might have provided 
comfort or diversion was denied. There 
was no TV, no movies, no music. Pho
tography studios, once big business in 
Kabul, were closed down; sports arenas 
were shut. "You can't believe," says Sima, 
"the number of suicides." 

Those who survived relied on the only 
things they had left, their selt~respect and 
their ability to maintain what dignity they 
could by making themselves beautiful. 
Natisa, a red-headed mother of five, tells 
me that she learned to do hair from her 
"own passion" and by watching her 
cousin, who also operated a salon. Word 
spread of her talent, and friends would 
come to see her, pretending that they 
"were visiting family." Her husband had 
been a metalworker, but when the shop 
where he worked had been shut by the Tal
i ban she became the family's chiefbread
winner. Her two oldest sons found work 
after school as maids; her daughters 
studied at home by reading textbooks 
disguised as the Koran. These days her 
husband makes meager wages at the uni
versity, working as a gardener and a clean-

me, "she can open the door without a 
burqa on and have no fear of being shot. 
And you know what? She can wear make
up, and that is so sweet." 

afisa's class
mate and neighbor Jamila had been a 
teacher ofhistory and geography, but af
ter the Taliban she was ousted from her 
position and her family had no income, 
so, she says, "I picked up the scissors." 
Like Nafisa, she had no formal training, 
but her business spread by word of mouth, 
albeit whispered. She was so tenified that 
she would be found out that some days 
she wouldn't comb her hair and purposely 
made herself look "bad and dingy" in case 
the Taliban ''would walk in the house and 
see." Mirrors were covered with curtains, 
products were smuggled in from Pakistan, 
and makeup was so precious it was bUJied. 

It is two days after my arrival, and the 
women are sharing their stories with me 
at a class picnic. (It's Friday, the orticial 
day of prayer in Afghanistan, and their 
day off from the school.) To see them 
now, sprawled out on carpets, eating ka
bobs and drinking tea while their grown 
children lounge and the small children 
play in the distance, I can hardly imagine 
the lives they describe. Though most of 
them still have water and electricity for 
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The daughters of 
Nafisa, a studen t, amid 
Kabul's ancient ruins. 

Afghan soldiers on duty 
in Kabul flying a kite
w hich had been 
outlawed by the Tal iban. 



Sima Calkin, left, an 
Afghan-American from 
If Virginia, returned to 
Kabul· for() four-week 
- ' teachirig stint. 

Kabul's airport is strewn 
with th e remains 
of hombecl airplanes. 



only a few hours a day and many of their 
husbands are unemployed, they seem so 
happy just to be in the world again. 

Still, their world is not an entirely safe 
place . Inside the school, blue, hand
painted lines in Dari are written above the 
door: WELCOME. THE DOOR TO A NEW 

ding. Even though he has lived most ofhis 
life outside of Afghanistan and will likely 
return to Australia, Noor's father and the 
father of the bride, old friends, have 
arranged the marriage. (The day after the 
ceremony, I Jearn that so far he has only 
held hands with his bride.) At the wedding, 

Outside the welcoming 
confines of the school, guards 

guests followed custom- the 
men danced with men, while 
the women danced with the 
children. Still, the event itself 
was joyous, complete with . 

sweep cars com1ng colored lights and a full wed

through the gates for bombs 
ding feast. Few of the women 
covered their heads, and 
toward the end, the bride 

WORLD lS OPEN. YOU CAN COME IN, YOU 

CAN STAY, YOU ARE AT LIBERTY. Outside, 
however, the guards sweep cars coming 
through the gates for bombs. The week of 
my visit is "one of the bloodiest since the 
toppling of the Tali ban regime," accord
ing to The Gulf Today, the USA Today of 
the Arab world, which reported a death 
toll of"nearly 100"-including policemen 
just south of Kabul who had been am
bushed by Tali ban insurgents, and gov
errunent troops in the Uruzgan province 
who had fought at least 300 Taliban. 

very day brings a 
new incident. Two 
guards at a small 
hotel near my own 
were murdered 
and thousands of 
dollars were sto
len from guests; 
$132,000 was tak
en from a German 
aid office. (Adding 

to the general danger of things, Kabul is 
a cash-only city.) In the northern province 
of Badakhshan, a gunman opened fire 
on a van belonging to the British charity 
Save the Children. No one was killed, 
which is a good thing because the chil
dren do need saving: A week after my re
turn to the States, The Washington Post 
reported that a school-little more than 
a shed, really- in the Logar province had 
been doused with gasoline and burned 
to the ground. Leaflets scattered at the 
scene warned that girl s shouldn't go to 
school, and now the lone teacher says she 
is too afraid to teach the 50 students who 
had been in her charge. 

Even in Kabul, it is sometimes hard to 
remember that the year is 2003 (accord
ing to the Afghan calendar, it is actually 
1382). While there I attended Noor's wed-
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changed out of her traditional wedding 
garb, an embroidered tunic and pants, and 
into a fluffy pink gown. 

Weddings, arranged and otherwise, are 
big business in Kabul-on almost every 
commercial block there are wedding 
stores and formal wear stores, and cars be
decked with ribbons and pink net are com
mon sights on the streets. It's as though 
people are ready to celebrate- something, 
anything. The students, in fact, dress up, 
every day, in spangled tunics or brightly 
colored suits. Makeup is applied with 
heavy-handed enthusiasm by those denied 
access to it for so long (Hanifa, for exam
ple, though almost always in her shirt and 
tie, wears glitter on her cheekbones and 
eyelids and shiny purple on her lips). At 
the picnic, a camera crew had been shoot
ing scenes for a BBCjDiscovery Channel 
documentary, and one of the women shy
ly asked the director if she ever wore make
up. They are all mystified at our lack of 
jewelry and lipstick, at our wrinkled linen 
clothes and the flip-flops or espadrilles on 
our feet. N afisa and J amila have just pre
sented me with one of their old perm 
"rods," a crude, handcarved piece of wood 
with a rubber band attached that had been 
all they had to work with, and suddenly I 
am appalled at my own messy hair. 

It doesn't matter. "They're just so hap
py to be seen by the outside," Grauel, who 
has been in Kabul for four weeks, tells me. 
"They're so happy that we're paying at
tention." Now tl1at the school is up and 
running, she is returning to New York on 
the day after the picnic, and the students 
are tearful as they bid her farewell. "I'm 
going to miss all this love," she says. "T got 
20 kisses every morning-actually, it was 
60 because they kiss three times." 

The majority of the students arrive at 
the school courtesy of the two drivers 
the schoo I (continued on page 510) 

GONE BUT 
NOT FORGOTTEN 

Darulaman Palace, 
which was once 
one of Kabu l's 
grandest buildings, 
has been destroyed 
by years of war. 
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