THE INTERVIEW: UNDERSTANDING AFGHANISTAN KHORSHIED SAMAD
From the ashes of 9/11, a new direction
She changed course to become foreign bureau chief and advocate - as well as mother and diplomat's wife
SARAH HAMPSON 
December 10, 2007
OTTAWA -- For Khorshied Samad, life changed on Sept. 11, 2001, as it did for many. But for her, the terrorist events of that day led her on a journey that has made her life more meaningful and fulfilled.
It ultimately brought her here to Ottawa, sitting in the living room of the house she shares with her husband, Omar Samad, the Afghanistan ambassador to Canada, and their 16-month-old son, Soleiman. Another baby is due in less than three months. 
"On a wing and a prayer I went to Afghanistan," she says, laughing lightly about the life-altering decision she made after witnessing the attacks on the World Trade Center in New York. 
Born and raised in Berkeley, Calif., Ms. Samad had grown up with two brothers in a household infused with cultural and religious diversity. Her mother, an American, is Catholic. Her father, a Muslim from an elite Afghan family originally from Iran, had immigrated to California from Afghanistan as a young man in the late 1950s.
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As a teenager, she became involved in local groups of Afghans in an effort to explore her foreign identity. "It came across my attention that the Taliban were oppressing Afghan women ... and I couldn't believe that nobody was talking about it," she recalls. The family had never travelled to Afghanistan because the country was in too much turmoil.
By September, 2001, she was living in New York, working as the marketing director of ABC News. She knew the minute the second plane crashed into the tower that her country was somehow involved. 
"I saw it, and I thought, 'Oh my God, terrorism,' and then beat, beat, beat, 'Osama bin Laden,' and then beat, beat, beat, 'oh my, Afghanistan.' " 
She was able to connect the dots quickly because she had been aware, for at least two years, of concern within the American Afghan community of terrorist camps in their country and Mr. bin Laden's involvement.
For a brief period, she felt under suspicion herself. "Because I made those comments, and a couple of people heard, some were all alarmed, thinking, 'How does she know this? What is her involvement?' " 
Soon, however, her insider understanding of Afghanistan became an asset.
"Many of the news anchors thought that Afghanistan was a country in Africa. They were completely uneducated and ill-informed," she says.
Ms. Samad, now in her early 40s, was often consulted in the capacity of a producer, helping news teams with background information on the Taliban and the complex layers of life in Afghanistan. 
She began to think about changing her career from marketing to journalism, but "a lot of people just said I was crazy, to keep what I had."
Peter Jennings, the late Canadian-born news anchor for ABC, became a mentor. "He said, 'You're a natural. Go for it,' " she recalls. "I was so green, I had to go freelance, and [ABC] said they would help find me work.
"It was an incredible decision, like a chance to go through door No. 1 or door No. 2. It was definitely the most important thing I have done; a critical moment for me, because by taking that risk of going over there at that time, it fulfilled so much for me on a personal and professional basis." 
Intending to stay for only two weeks, she ended up living in Afghanistan for three years. "I felt there was room for me to make a difference, especially with Afghan women." 
To secure more permanent work, she contacted all the news bureaus in Kabul. Many were disbanding after the first anniversary of the 9/11 attacks, but still needed a correspondent on the ground. Fox News hired her. A year later, she became bureau chief for Fox News in Kabul.
On a personal front, her life also changed. At a party, she met her future husband, Omar, who was born in Afghanistan but had been educated abroad, in Paris and London, where his father was a diplomat, and in the United States. 
"Romance was not something that I was looking for," Ms. Samad says. "It was kismet."
They soon married, and in 2004, Mr. Samad, who had been working as a spokesman for the foreign ministry, was offered the job of ambassador to Canada, his first diplomatic posting. 
"It has evolved into the busiest mission you could have here," she says. But if her role as wife of a diplomat is new, she handles it with great ease, tactical answers and a warm sense of humour. 
"Oh, don't look at that," she says, after noticing that a hydrangea in a bouquet of flowers on the table has wilted. "We'll just turn that like this," she continues, twisting the vase around, and then resuming her relaxed pose on a sofa, hands folded in her lap, her pretty face in a wide smile. 
She continues to advocate for Afghan women by giving speeches, writing for newspapers and, recently, by acting as co-curator of a photographic exhibition called Voices on the Rise, Afghan Women Making the News, currently travelling across Canada. 
She talks about Canada's and Afghanistan's "destinies that are intertwined" and is easily moved to tears when she talks about the strengths and hopes of the Afghan people and the courage and sacrifice of Canadian soldiers and their families. She and her husband attend many of the funerals of fallen Canadian soldiers. 
"It has become very political," she acknowledges, when the discussion turns to Canada's military involvement in Afghanistan. "And it's an issue for the Canadian people to decide if they want to support the mission. ... Unfortunately, for many here, they don't want to see the peacekeeping role disappear, but we're not living in that kind of environment any more. ... 
"Canada's going through its own transformation of its own identity, to come onto the world stage ... so if you have chosen to take on this mission, then embrace it. But that means taking on risks as well as the more comfortable responsibilities." 
shampson@globeandmail.com
