
Afghanistan Gallery 
	 Since presenting my last essay on Afghanistan, I had the chance to share 
some of my learning about Afghan stamps, history and current events with my 
beloved members of the Syracuse Stamp Club. In the interest of  milking that 
info for all it’s worth, and before public interest in Afghanistan wanes, I offer here 
an image gallery, with contextual  commentary. Oddly, this bonus/addendum is 
quite a bit longer than my original piece!  More illustrations, too! (Those 
expecting Zululand Part Two will have to be patient. The wait will be worth it, I 

assure you!)


	 Afghanistan is a rugged, 
landlocked nation in eastern 
Asia, about the size of Texas.  
It is surrounded by six  
countries — Iran, 
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, 
Tajikistan, a tiny bit of China, 
and a long border with 
Pakistan. 

	 The first Afghan stamps 
were issued in the 1870s, 
during the long Durrani/
Mohammadzai dynasty. The 
so-called Tiger’s Head stamps 
symbolized the reigning amir, Sher (Tiger) Ali. Some 
of these stamps are worth hundreds, and the 
pristine block of 15 at left (captured online) ought to 
bring a pretty penny. Notice the enlargement 
above, which looks like a pie missing a slice. The 

Scott catalogue notes that 
“cancellation consisted of 
cutting or tearing a piece 
from the stamps. Such 
copies should not be 
considered as damaged.” 
At right are more 
examples of cancellation 
by mutiliation. 




		 Here are two more 
early examples, featuring the 
badge of Afghanistan — 
gates to the Mosque, with 
crossed cannon. 


	 The two stamps at left 
are the extent of my late Pa’s 
Afghanistan collection, saved 
in the pages of a century-old 
Scott International album. 
The enlargements below 
show the badge of 
Afghanistan amid lots of 
Arabic script. I can’t tell what 
the values are, and the 
stamps aren’t worth much. 
Interestingly, the stamps 
have cancellation chunks cut 
out of them — and they’re 
also cancelled with ink. A bit 
of overkill? 


I’m tickled by the enlarged stamp, 
right. Doesn’t it look like the rear view 
of a pair of blue-jean cutoffs? 




	 King Zahir 
Shah deserves 
pride of place in 
this account. At 
left he is a 
fresh-faced 
young monarch 
in the 1930s. 
The stamp is an 
elegant 
engraving by 
the British firm of Thomas de la Rue. At right is a 
cruder portrait from 1951, which also features the tiger 
symbol of the continuing dynasty.

	  The two portraits below date to the last years of 

King Zahir’s reign. He  managed to keep the peace, 
probably by giving lots of room to the conservative rural mullahs and ruthless 
warlords, while encouraging the growth of cosmopolitan centers like Kabul and 
Kandahar. That peace would be shattered after his overthrow and the abolition 
of the monarchy in 1973. Afghanistan is still in pieces. (In the stamp from 1972, 
below right, the king looks haunted, like he already knows what’s coming.)




	     Here comes the blood-and-
guts section of the account. At 
left is Mohammad Daoud Khan, 
who deposed his cousin the 
king in 1973. There he is, 
signing Afghanistan’s new 
constitution, and presiding over 

its promulgation. Daoud would 
rule a one-party state for the next five years, until disgruntled communists and 
soldiers confronted him at the presidential palace on April 28, 1978, demanding 
his surrender. Instead, he and his cronies burst out, pistols in hand, and were 
mowed down by the forces of the woefully misnamed People’s Democratic 
Party of Afghanistan (PDPA). 


	    A new president was sworn 
in Jan. 1, 1979. He was Nur 
Mohammad Taraki (left), a PDPA 
leader and devoted communist. 
He was the party’s choice to lead 
Afghanistan into the new era of 
the Saur Revolution, named for 
the month in an Islamic calendar. 
(If it really is pronounced like 
“sour,” it is apt, because the 
“revolution”  certainly curdled 
Afghanistan.)  Hafizullah Amin, 
another revolutionary ideologue, 
claimed the coup and the 
violence that followed 
represented  the “will of the 
people.”  Uh, no.




	 Here are a couple of philatelic 
artifacts from the short-lived Saur 
Revolution (Revolution de Saor). At 
left is a modest building — 
somebody’s home? — described 
as the place where the Saur 
Revolution was launched. Below is 
a picture of President Taraki 
looking over documents in a very 
modest-looking office or study. He 
would last just over nine months in 
office, ending with his 
assassination in October 1979.  




       At left is Hafizullah Amin, that  
mastermind of the Saur Revolution who 
claimed to know “the will of the people.” This  
was the guy who also engineered the 
overthrow and assassination of his former 
comrade, President Taraki. Amin took over, 
but apparently didn’t have enough time to 
issue any stamps with his portrait. After three 
unstable months, the Soviets invaded 
Afghanistan in December, 1979. The loyal 
Communist Amin thought he would be 
among friends, but he was wrong.  The 
Soviets assassinated him, fatally injured his 
son, then went on to kill the other male 
members of his family. 


	 Mohammad Najibullah, right, was 
installed as president of Afghanistan by 
the Soviets in the 1980s. When the 
Soviets left in 1989, he lost his perch. 
He was living precariously in Kabul 
when he was captured in 1996 by the 
triumphant Taliban, who tortured and 
executed him. According to Wikpedia, 
his corpse was dragged behind a truck 
through Kabul, then dangled from a 
traffic light pole outside the presidential 
palace. 




	 Here are a couple of Afghan leaders who 
I’d consider “good guys,” but who also met 
bloody ends. 

	 At left is Mohammad Musa Shafiq, a 
politician and poet who had the misfortune to be 
appointed prime minister of Afghanistan in 1972, 
just before King Zahir Shah was deposed. 
Ousted from office, Musa Shafiq survived the 
the Daoud dictatorship, only to run afoul of 
the communists after the Saur Revolution of 
1978. He was arrested, along with other anti-
communist politicians, and executed in 1979. 


	 This is someone I wish I knew  
better. Doesn’t he look like he has 
a sense of humor, or at least of 
irony? He is, or was, Ahmad 
Massoud. A charismatic military 
commander from the north, he 
fought the Soviets with U.S. aid in 
the 1980s, then fought the Taliban 
in the 1990s — though I gather he  
was temperamentally opposed to 
violence. He was assassinated in 
an al Qaida/Taliban plot on Sept. 
9, 2001 — two days before 9/11. 
Do you remember that? I do, 
vaguely. What a leader he could 
have been for Afghanistan! His 
son, also named Ahmad Massoud, 
also a militia leader, held out for a 
while in the north after the Taliban 
returned to power in Kabul this 
year.  




	 

	 Collectors — beware of the pretty stamps pictured above, and sets like 
them! They are bogus — not just fantasy “Cinderellas,” but philatelic phakes 
produced by sophisticated stamp mills and foisted off on topical collectors and 
others as the real thing.

	 Here are a couple of clues to this scandalous practice:

	 — The inscription “Afghan Post” is quasi-English — not the French Postes 
Afghanes,” which appeared on Afghan stamps since before the 20th century, a 
time when French was considered an international language. 

	 — The stamps are dated 2000 — a year when the Taliban was in power in 
Afghanistan. The Taliban never bothered to issue their own postage stamps, 
using old stock when they needed it. They would hardly put out these gaudy 
labels featuring flamingos, pelicans and peacocks.

	 The Scott catalogue warns about the illegitimate “Afghan” issues between 
1989 and 2002. Consider yourselves warned as well. 




	 The Taliban coming to power in Afghanistan today claim not to be the 
Same Old Taliban — executing infidels, destroying monuments, oppressing 
women. They are preaching moderation (if not yet practicing it), and have 
launched a Taliban version of a charm offensive to try and woo recognition from 
a skeptical international community. 

	 Here’s a suggestion to the Taliban: Keep issuing stamps. Continue to be a 
member of the Universal Postal Union. That’s a step!

	 By the way, I’m still not ready to say all those years of U.S. commitment to 
a democratic Afghanistan were in vain. A whole generation of Afghan girls and 
women had access to education, political participation, professional and social 
freedom. All were equal under the law. Below left is a picture of Afghan 

President Hamid Karzai taking 
office in 2004. Look who is in the 
right-hand corner of the picture. 
Why, it’s the old king, Zahir 
Shah!  (See enlargement, right.) 
Through all the  
turmoil and 
bloodshed after 
he was 
deposed, no 
one ever 
thought to 
assassinate 
him. Perhaps 
he had no real 
enemies. In any 
case, he 
survived into 
his 90s, long 

enough to 
attend the inauguration, where he was symbolically installed as 
“father of the country.” He lived on for three more years. (For 
reference, I include the picture of the king from the 1930s, 
below.)  




	 Here are some post-Taliban stamps 
from Afghanistan. They look kind of 
sketchy, if you ask me, through there are 
some nominal claims to legitimacy. The 
stamp at left marks the anniversary of 
independence, which is a longstanding 
custom in Afghan philately — though the 
saluting soldier looks a bit too much like 
Hitler for my taste! The stamp beside it 

celebrates the parliamentary election of 2004, which I suppose was a good 
thing.

	 As for the stamp below, I’m not sure where to begin. It’s a woman, right? 
Glaring out from behind a burka. Her angry eyes are partly obscured by a veil, or 
some kind of apparatus that looks like a curtain rod. Or wait — is that a knitting 
hook that someone is 
using to sew her 
covering shut? Eek! And 
are those tears of blood 
she is shedding? 
Goodness! The caption, 
“Violence Against 
Women” — is that 
proscription or 
prescription? A call to 
arms, or something 
darker? It’s hard for me 
to believe this confusing 
and alarming image is a 
legitimate stamp.   




	 This homely 
Afghan stamp is 
quite recent, and 
bears the familiar 
“Postes Afghanes” 
inscriptions that is a 
hallmark of 
legitimacy. The 
image is of 
Mahatma Gandhi, 
and the quotation  
— “Hate the sin, 
love the sinner” — is 
somewhat 
enigmatic but worth 
heeding by all sides 
as a voice urging nonviolence and restraint in the uncertain days ahead.


 


    I leave you with this 
poignant juxtaposition of 
images. At left is a stamp 
celebrating Women’s Day 
1963; at right is Nigina, 
12, whose picture was 
taken with her family in 
Kabul. The pose; the 
natural beauty; the  calm, 
clear gaze are strikingly 
similar in both images.   
What does the future hold 
for Nigina and her 
dreams?


TILL NEXT TIME


