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urban ConservaTIon In The hIsTorIC neIghbourhoods of Kabul

habib	noori	and	anna	soave

O ne	of	the	few	areas	with	a	surviving	traditional	urban	fabric	in	
the	old	city	of	Kabul,	the	neighbourhood	of	asheqan	wa	arefan	

and	two	adjacent	quarters	have	since	2002	been	the	focus	of	various	
conservation,	upgrading	and	planning	initiatives	implemented	by	the	
historic	cities	programme	of	the	aga	Khan	trust	for	culture.	

u r b a n 	 h I s t o r y 	 o f 	 K a b u l 	 o l d 	 c I t y

even	before	most	of	the	historic	fabric	of	Kabul	was	laid	waste	during	
inter-factional fighting in 1992, the old city had long been in decline. Ar-
chitectural remains confirm that a Buddhist settlement, first mentioned 
by	ptolemy	in		ad	�50,	existed	in	the	area	of	present-day	Kabul	between	
the 1st and 5th century AD. The fortified citadel and walls along the 
ridge	of	sher	darwaza	mountain	bear	witness	to	the	turbulent	history	of	
the	city,	control	of	which	passed	from	hindu	to	muslim	rulers	in	87�.	
at	a	time	when	other	towns	and	cities	in	the	region	witnessed	periods	
of significant architectural innovation, Kabul remained little more than 
an	outpost	during	the	ghaznavid	and	timurid	dynasties.	

after	destruction	by	the	mongols	in	the	�3th	century,	Kabul	experienced	
something of a renaissance under the first Mughal emperor Babur, who 
laid	out	a	number	of	gardens	in	and	around	the	city.	While	the	mughal	
emperors were to be based in India, Kabul continued to flourish under 
their	rule.	In	the	mid-�7th	century	an	extensive	covered	bazaar,	char	
chatta,	was	constructed	by	shah	Jahan’s	governor,	ali	mardan	Khan,	
who	also	gave	his	name	to	a	garden	on	the	south	bank	of	the	Kabul	
river.	by	the	late	�8th	century,	when	timur	shah	moved	his	capital	
from	Qandahar	to	Kabul	in	the	face	of	unrest	following	his	succession,	
the	city	was	home	to	some	60,000	inhabitants.	

accounts	 of	 travellers	 to	Kabul	 during	 the	 �9th	 century	 describe	 a	
dense	settlement	of	mud-walled	homes,	accessed	through	narrow	alleys	
divided	in	parts	into	mahallas	that	could	be	closed	off	for	defensive	
purposes.	apart	 from	 the	 citadel	 and	 homes	 of	 rich	merchants,	 the	
bazaars	seem	to	have	been	the	main	landmarks,	along	with	a	number	
of	serais	used	by	visiting	traders.	

It	was	 the	covered	char	chatta	bazaar	 that	was	 the	 target	of	a	pun-
itive	raid	on	Kabul	in	�842	by	british	troops,	who	returned	in	�880	to	
destroy	bala	hissar,	the	historic	citadel	which	had	until	then	served	as	

Left page: Informal housing on the 
steep slopes of the Sher Darwaza 
mountain (along whose ridge runs 
the historic wall) with the city 
centre in the background.

View of the Kabul bazaar in 1842 
by Charles Atkinson.
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the	seat	of	power.	this	prompted	amir	abdur	rahman	Khan	to	make	
plans	for	a	new	palace	on	the	plain	north	of	the	Kabul	river,	outside	
of the confines of the old city. Kabul’s population had by the late 	
�9th	century	risen	to	around	�50,000,	and	merchant	families	who	had	
traditionally	lived	close	to	the	bazaars	also	began	to	move	out	of	the	
old	city.	others	followed	as	new	suburbs	were	laid	out	from	the	�920s	
to	the	south	and	the	north-west.	

While	the	historic	centre	retained	its	commercial	importance	for	some	
time,	many	of	the	large	merchant	homes	were	subdivided,	and	fell	into	
disrepair.	as	densities	increased,	living	conditions	deteriorated,	prompt-
ing	further	movement	out	to	the	suburbs.	a	swathe	was	cut	through	the	
dense	historic	fabric	in	the	late	�940s	with	the	creation	of	the	‘boulevard’	
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of	Jade	maiwand	through	the	heart	of	the	old	city,	as	part	of	efforts	to	
modernise	the	capital.	In	response	to	anti-government	unrest	in	the	late	
�970s,	a	residential	area	in	chindawol	and	part	of	the	shor	bazaar	area	
was	punitively	demolished	in	order	to	gain	better	access	to	the	southern	
part	of	the	old	city,	linking	with	darwaza	lahori,	the	eastern	gate.	

at	this	time,	as	part	of	the	utopian	master	plan	for	Kabul,	government	
planners	envisioned	that	the	entire	historic	quarter	should	be	redeveloped	
with	multi-storey	blocks	between	wide	freeways	running	along	the	base	
of	the	sher	darwaza	mountain.	the	reality	on	the	ground,	however,	was	
of	a	dense	traditional	fabric	that	differed	little	from	that	described	by	
19th-century travellers. By the time that the inhabitants fled their homes 
in the face of inter-factional fighting in 1992, the historic quarters of the 
old city were regarded by officials as little more than a slum.   

It was into this ‘slum’ that the many families displaced by the conflict 
began	to	resettle	after	�995,	initially	in	western	neighbourhoods	that	had	
seen	less	direct	damage.	to	the	east,	most	residential	and	commercial	
property	had	been	reduced	to	rubble	and	sown	with	landmines	which,	
along	with	unexploded	ordnance,	had	to	be	cleared	before	families	could	
salvage	materials	for	use	in	re-building.	since	then,	war-damaged	areas	
have	witnessed	 an	 incremental	 process	 of	 residential	 reconstruction	
which, despite the intentions of official planners, largely follows the 
original	pattern	of	settlement.	

t h e 	 c u r r e n t 	 u r b a n 	 c o n t e x t

having	been	at	the	margins	of	the	urban	development	process	for	dec-
ades,	the	old	city	is	now	a	critical	component	in	the	growth	of	central	
Kabul,	as	pressures	on	land	and	housing	increase.	With	relatively	little	
direct	damage	to	homes,	the	neighbourhood	of	asheqan	wa	arefan	is	
now	home	to	some	�0%	of	the	inhabitants	of	the	old	city	and,	with	more	
than	250	residents	per	hectare,	is	one	of	the	most	densely	populated	
quarters.	With	a	fragile	stock	of	housing,	much	of	which	is	subdivided,	
and	 a	 legacy	of	 under-investment	 in	 services,	 living	 conditions	 are	
generally	poor.	together	with	the	neighbourhood	of	chindawol,	with	a	
slightly	lower	residential	density,	and	the	severely	damaged	neighbour-
hood	of	Kuche	gharabat,	where	private	reconstruction	is	proceeding	
apace,	the	area	is	currently	home	to	just	over	�%	of	the	fast-growing	
population	of	Kabul.	

Despite an official ban being imposed in 2002 on new construction 
in	the	old	city	pending	the	formulation	of	a	rehabilitation	plan,	com-
mercial	redevelopment	has	proceeded	along	Jade	maiwand	and	other	

View of war damage in 1993 around 
Pul e Kheshti Mosque, with ruins of 
the Char Chatta commercial area 
in the foreground.

Child peeks out from the Rambu 
house before restoration works 
began in 2003.
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main	roads,	while	the	reconstruction	of	traditional	residential	property	
has	quietly	continued	inside	many	quarters	and	along	the	steep	hillsides	
above	the	old	city.	With	property	values	rising	throughout	the	city,	pres-
sure	to	lift	the	ban	has	mounted	from	owners	and	developers.	While	
officials who earlier advocated comprehensive redevelopment of the old 
city	now	accept	the	need	for	safeguarding	of	key	areas	(which	has	been	
enshrined	in	the	draft	afghan	national	urban	strategy),	their	institutions	
have	limited	capacity	to	undertake	the	analysis	and	negotiation	required	
in	the	formulation	of	a	workable	rehabilitation	plan.	

the	construction	boom	that	Kabul	has	witnessed	since	2003	continues	
to	generate	employment	for	those	engaged	in	the	many	commercial	
construction	sites	 in	 the	city.	 In	 the	old	city,	however,	more	 than	a	
quarter	of	residents	are	recent	migrants,	many	of	whom	rely	on	casual	
employment	in	the	adjacent	bazaars	which,	at	best,	provides	meagre	
and	insecure	wages.	the	subdivided	homes	of	the	old	city	are	one	of	
the few places in the centre where such migrants can find affordable 
rooms	to	rent.	Whereas	the	bulk	of	new	migrants	had	in	the	past	built	
themselves	basic	homes	in	the	informal	settlements	on	vacant	govern-
ment	land,	usually	on	the	steep	hillsides	that	divide	the	city,	this	is	now	
less	accessible.	very	few	can	afford	to	buy	private	residential	 land,	
and there are reportedly 25,000 applicants on the official waiting-list 
for official ‘low cost’ plots, only 2,000 of which have been released 
in	the	past	two	years.	rising	prices	have	also	forced	families	seeking	
affordable	shelter	to	the	outer	margins	of	the	city,	where	there	has	been	
negligible	investment	in	public	infrastructure	and,	with	few	opportun-
ities	for	employment,	many	families	now	face	impoverishment.

d o c u m e n tat I o n 	 a n d 	 p l a n n I n g 	 s u p p o r t	

It	 was	 in	 this	 context	 that	aKtc	 embarked	 in	 2002	 on	 detailed	
documentation	of	the	historic	fabric	in	the	residential	neighbourhood	
of	asheqan	wa	arefan,	which	has	subsequently	been	the	focus	of	a	
conservation	and	infrastructure	upgrading	initiative.	situated	between	
chindawol	and	the	citadel,	asheqan	wa	arefan	takes	it	name	from	the	
graves	of	the	grandsons	of	the	renowned	herati	poet,	Khoja	abdullah	
ansari.	the	graves	of	the	elder	grandson,	abdus	samad	(arefan,	the	
spiritually	enlightened),	and	his	brother	abdus	salam	(asheqan,	the	
lover)	are	to	this	day	an	important	place	of	pilgrimage.	mapping	and	
detailed	 surveys	 of	 key	 historic	 buildings	 and	 infrastructure	 took	
place,	 in	parallel	with	 consultations	with	 the	 representatives	of	 the	
600	households	then	living	in	the	quarter	on	rehabilitation	priorities.	
In	 addition	 to	 conservation	 and	 upgrading	measures,	 it	was	 at	 this	
stage foreseen that area-plans for defined ‘preservation zones’ within 

Families repairing and re-building 
their war-damaged homes in the 
old city.

The Rambu house in Asheqan wa 
Arefan, before restoration.
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the	 surviving	 quarters	 of	 the	 historic	 fabric	might	mitigate	 against	
uncontrolled	 development.	this	 led	 to	 a	 later	 request	 to	aKtc	 for	
technical	support	from	the	ministry	of	urban	development	in	order	to	
facilitate	the	formulation	of	a	planning	framework	for	the	neighbourhood	
of	chindawol,	whose	 residential	 fabric	 is	 under	 increasing	pressure	
from	commercial	development.	

building	on	the	‘neighbourhood	diagnostics’	undertaken	by	aKtc	in	
2003-2004	in	the	timur	shah	area,	a	process	of	on-site	surveys,	fol-
lowed	by	collation	of	baseline	data	and	 information	 from	residents,	
community	 leaders	 and	municipal	 staff,	 enabled	 an	 initial	mapping	
of	land-use,	infrastructure	and	services.	this	was	followed	by	a	series	
of	intensive	participatory	planning	exercises	with	municipal	staff	and	
representatives	from	this	highly	organised	community,	leading	to	the	
identification of priority issues and needs over a five-year period. 
While	well-received	by	both	the	ministry	and	municipality,	the	failure	
of	either	to	formally	endorse	the	planning	framework	has	limited	its	
effectiveness	as	an	instrument	to	guide	–	and	control	–	development	in	
the	neighbourhood	of	chindawol.	While	aware	that	the	impact	of	this	
and	other	planning	work	is	hostage	to	ongoing	reforms	in	government	
institutions,	which	suffer	from	an	acute	lack	of	capacity,	efforts	will	
continue to ensure that such exercises are integrated into official plans 
for	the	old	city,	where	appropriate.		

Site plan of the Asheqan wa Arefan  
quarter showing extent of work 
undertaken by AKTC 2002-2007. 

Stone paving of alleyways and 
surface drains have improved access 
to homes in Asheqan wa Arefan.
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In	order	to	address	the	lack	of	planning	capacity,	direct	support	was	
extended	by	aKtc	from	2004	in	the	establishment	in	the	ministry	of	
urban	development	of	an	historic	cities	department,	with	a	mandate	
to	formulate	a	series	of	recovery	plans	for	the	old	city.	a	series	of	joint	
data-collection	 and	 analysis	 exercises	were	undertaken	with	depart-
mental	staff,	including	an	attempt	to	formulate	a	joint	environmental	
action	plan	for	the	neighbourhood	of	Kuche	gharabat	in	early	2005.	
since	its	establishment	in	late	2006,	members	of	the	Kabul	old	city	
commission,	which	has	a	mandate	to	oversee	planning	and	rehabilita-
tion	 activities,	 have	been	briefed	on	aKtc’s	 ongoing	 initiatives	 in	
the	old	city.	based	on	its	ongoing	tracking	of	transformations	in	some	
neighbourhoods,	municipal	planning	staff	have	shown	an	interest	 in	
undertaking	joint	area-planning	exercises,	as	part	of	the	next	stage	of	
aKtc’s	contribution	to	the	recovery	of	the	old	city.

c o n s e rvat I o n 	 o f 	 h I s t o r I c	
p u b l I c 	 b u I l d I n g s	

In	order	to	develop	an	understanding	of	traditional	construction	tech-
niques,	and	to	build	trust	within	the	resettling	community,	surveys	were	
initiated	by	aKtc	in	the	summer	of	2002	on	the	uzbekha	community	
mosque that had suffered direct damage during the conflict. Probably 
dating	from	the	late	�9th	century,	this	mosque	in	asheqan	wa	arefan	
follows	a	pattern	typical	to	Kabul,	with	an	upper	summer	prayer	space	
(originally	open	to	the	east)	with	two	rows	of	timber	columns,	above	
an enclosed winter mosque on the ground floor. As with other mosques 
in	the	old	city,	the	courtyard	is	an	important	focus	for	the	surrounding	
community,	and	a	temporary	workshop	was	set	up	in	this	space	during	
the	course	of	the	conservation	work.	

at	this	stage,	few	local	craftsmen	were	found	to	have	experience	in	the	
decorative	techniques	used	in	the	uzbekha	mosque,	so	it	was	necessary	
to	embark	on	intensive	on-the-job	training	for	plasterers	and	carpenters,	
among	others.	during	the	course	of	initial	repairs	to	the	timber	roof,	
traces	 of	 intricate	moulded	plaster	 decoration	were	 exposed	on	 the	
walls,	which	had	been	covered	by	layers	of	modern	plaster	and	oil-
paint.	the	timber	columns	and	arches	supporting	the	roof	were	also	
cleaned of paint, exposing fine carved work from juniper, or archa, 
wood. Although a later modification, the glazed timber screen across 
the	courtyard	elevation	of	 the	mosque	was	re-instated	 to	enable	use	
of	the	upper	space	during	the	cold	months.	the	traditional	hypocaust	
tabakhana heating system under the ground floor of the winter mosque 
was also re-built, using flat stone plates laid over brick sleeper walls. 
during	the	reconstruction	of	collapsed	rooms	around	the	courtyard,	the	

The Uzbekha Mosque during 
conservation, which included 
replacement of sections of timber 
ceilings (middle) and cleaning of 
moulded plaster decoration (below). 
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water	supply	was	improved	and	facilities	for	sanitation	were	installed.	
the	uzbekha	mosque	was	back	in	full	use	in	early	2005,	since	which	
date	four	other	community	mosques	in	the	area,	Khoja	faqir,	sehdukan,	
chukorak	and	mullah	ghulam,	have	been	documented	and	repaired,	
with	 the	active	participation	of	members	of	 the	community.	 In	each	
case,	handpumps	have	been	installed	on	the	all-important	communal	
well	in	the	courtyard,	and	facilities	for	ablutions	upgraded.	

building	 on	 the	 experience	 gained	 during	 the	 conservation	 of	 the	
mosques,	and	using	information	from	detailed	surveys,	work	was	initi-
ated	on	the	asheqan	wa	arefan	shrine	in	late	2005.	a	modern	concrete	
structure	had	been	erected	over	the	grave	of	Khoja	abdus	salam,	which	
stands	in	the	midst	of	a	larger	graveyard,	and	is	accessed	by	means	of	
a	mosque-like	timber	portico,	leading	to	a	semi-underground	corridor	
lined with fine lattice screens. Repairs were carried out to the roofs of 
these	structures,	which	were	found	to	be	close	to	collapse,	and	a	stone	
retaining	wall	built	along	the	length	of	the	corridor,	to	protect	the	timber	

The courtyard elevation of the 
restored Uzbekha Mosque.

The restored entrance portico of 
the Asheqan wa Arefan shrine. 
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screens, which were cleaned and repaired, along with the fine carved 
timber	entrance	door.	during	the	course	of	repairs	 to	 the	plaster,	a	
series	of	decorated	plaster	niches	were	uncovered	on	the	walls	of	the	
portico,	and	restored.	the	entire	roof	over	the	lower	grave	of	Khoja	
abdus	samad	was	re-built,	and	internal	plaster	and	marble	decoration	
restored.	extensive	repairs	were	also	carried	out	on	the	roof	of	the	
adjacent	mosque,	which	dates	from	the	early	20th	century	and	retains	
fine decorated plasterwork on the mihrab.	Work	continues	on	the	repair	
of	the	domed	winter	mosque	beneath	this,	and	on	the	landscaping	of	
the	shrine	courtyard,	which	is	an	important	focus	both	for	pilgrims	
and	residents	of	the	neighbourhood.			
	
One of the findings of baseline socio-economic surveys in Asheqan 
wa	arefan	and	adjacent	neighbourhoods	was	the	limited	number	of	
public	facilities	within	the	historic	quarters.	In	order	to	address	this	
situation,	an	agreement	was	secured	by	aKtc	in	2005	for	the	recon-
struction	of	the	ruined	pakhtafurushi	madrasa	complex,	with	a	view	
to	it	being	re-used	as	an	early	childhood	centre	by	inhabitants	of	the	
surrounding	area.	the	layout	of	the	brick-domed	madrasa	will	allow	
for	a	variety	of	sizes	of	classrooms	and	other	spaces,	ranged	around	
a	large	central	courtyard	that	is	shaded	by	mature	mulberry	trees.	In	
order	to	re-build	the	52	domes,	most	of	which	had	collapsed,	a	spe-
cial production of fired bricks to match the originals, was required. 
facilities	 for	 ablutions	 for	 those	 using	 the	 adjacent	 pakhtafurushi	
mosque,	one	of	the	largest	in	the	old	city,	were	also	upgraded	during	
the	course	of	these	works.		

on	a	smaller	scale,	the	rehabilitation	of	a	traditional	bath-house,	or	
hammam,	has	provided	residents	of	the	shuturkhana	area,	north	of	
asheqan	wa	arefan,	with	an	additional	public	facility.	In	an	area	where	
few	resident	families	have	access	 to	adequate	washing	facilities	 in	
their	homes,	agreement	was	obtained	from	the	owner	for	re-use	of	the	
ruined hammam,	whose	semi-underground	structure	was	excavated	
and	surveyed.	the	brick-masonry	domes	over	both	spaces	were	found	
to	require	only	minor	repairs,	although	the	hypocaust	system	of	heating	
under the floors had to be completely re-built, along with the adjacent 
fire-place or atishkhana,	 in	which	 the	water	 for	 the	bath	 is	heated	
over	a	large	bronze	vessel.	based	on	advice	from	operators	of	similar	
hammams	 in	 the	old	city,	 the	capacity	of	storage	of	hot	water	was	
increased	to	meet	anticipated	contemporary	needs.	the	rehabilitated	
hammam	was	re-opened	in	late	2006,	and	has	been	leased	to	a	private	
operator,	who	currently	serves	some	�50	male	and	female	customers	a	
day.	resources	raised	from	the	lease	of	the	hammam	are	put	towards	
the	costs	of	upgrading	community	infrastructure.	

Deflection of the internal walls and 
timber screens (above) on the first 
floor of the Wasay house and props 
in place during stabilisation.

The interior of Wasay house with 
new and restored wood work.
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c o n s e rvat I o n 	 o f 	 h I s t o r I c 	 h o u s e s	
I n 	 t h e 	 o l d 	 c I t y

With many historic homes destroyed during fighting in 1992, the surviv-
ing	residential	fabric	of	asheqan	wa	arefan	is	particularly	important	to	
the	history	of	urbanism	and	the	rich	building	tradition	of	the	region.	as	
in	other	quarters	of	the	old	city,	families	of	widely	differing	means	have	
historically	lived	side	by	side,	with	no	evident	grouping	of	homes	of	
the	wealthy	in	a	particular	area	(with	the	possible	exception	of	the	royal	
residences	on	bala	hissar	pahin,	below	the	historic	citadel).	In	places	
where	related	families	inhabited	adjacent	homes,	sections	of	alleys	had	
doors	installed	to	enable	them	to	be	closed	off	for	defensive	reasons.	

While	 there	 is	 an	 ingenious	variety	 in	 the	pattern	of	building,	most	
traditional	homes	centre	on	a	secluded	courtyard,	with	summer	quarters	
oriented	to	 the	north	and	a	south-facing	range	for	use	 in	 the	winter.	
many	homes	have	half-basements	used	for	storage,	constructed	of	stone		

Community meeting taking place 
on the first-floor space of the 
restored Wasay house and, below, 
the south side of the courtyard after 
restoration was completed in 2006.
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masonry, as are the foundations. Walls at the ground-floor level are 
mainly	of	mud-brick	or	monolithic	earth,	or pakhsa,	while	a	timber-
framed	system	of	sinj with mud-brick infill is commonly used for the 
upper	 levels.	traditionally,	 the	main	courtyard	elevations	comprised	
carved	timber	shutters	that	could,	according	to	the	season	and	need,	be	
raised	vertically	within	a	timber	framed	structure.	While	historic	photos	
of	other	neighbourhoods	show	dwellings	on	three	or	more	storeys	above	
ground, most houses in Asheqan wa Arefan comprise two floors, with 
a half-basement. Flat roofs are supported on timber joists, and finished 
with a mud/straw finish, or kahgel.	In	the	absence	of	written	records,	
it	is	the	decorative	style	of	plaster	or	woodwork	that	provides	clues	to	
the	age	of	a	dwelling.		

based	on	initial	surveys	during	2003	of	surviving	historic	homes	in	
Asheqan wa Arefan, several were identified for possible conserva-
tion,	based	primarily	on	an	assessment	of	their	architectural	value	and	
vulnerability. The first intervention began in early 2004 on the house 
of Mohammed Amin, which retains a range of fine timber work dating 
from	the	turn	of	the	century.	still	inhabited	by	the	son	of	yasin	najjar,	
the	carpenter	who	originally	built	 it,	 the	house	 is	arranged	on	 three	
levels,	including	the	half-basement,	around	three	sides	of	a	courtyard.	
The first stage of work entailed jacking-up the timber-frame to correct 
the	settlement	that	affected	the	stability	of	the	structure.	this	was	fol-
lowed	by	repairs	to	load-bearing	mud	brickwork	in	the	external	walls,	
and replacement of mud-brick infill between the seismic-resistant sinj	
framing	on	upper	levels.	moulded	plaster	and	carved	wooden	decora-
tion	and	ceilings	were	then	carefully	cleaned,	and	the	sliding	timber	
shutters,	or	patai,	repaired.	

as	was	the	case	in	some	other	homes,	conservation	took	place	while	the	
family	was	in	residence,	which	provided	an	opportunity	to	record	the	
oral	history	of	the	descendents	of	the	carpenter/builder,	as	part	of	ongo-
ing	efforts	to	document	the	lives	of	inhabitants	of	the	old	city.	similarly	
to	the	conservation	of	public	buildings,	the	work	provided	opportunities	
both	for	training	of	young	afghan	professionals	in	documentation,	site	
supervision	and	project	management,	but	also	for	on-the-job	training	
of	masons	and	carpenters	and	their	apprentices.	

building	on	the	experience	gained	in	the	amin	house,	work	was	initiated	
later	in	2004	on	the	Wasay	house,	thought	to	date	from	the	mid-�9th	cen-
tury,	and	perhaps	the	oldest	surviving	house	in	the	neighbourhood.	close	
to	collapse	when	selected	for	conservation,	only	the	south-facing	range	
of the original courtyard complex has survived, but this retains some fine 
decorative	timber	lattice	and	plaster	details	on	the	main	elevation	and		

Carpenters at work repairing timber 
lattice-work screens.

Courtyard of the Amin house during 
conservation works.
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inside	the	upper	space.	In	order	to	house	the	family	during	the	course	of		
the	conservation	work,	four	single-storey	rooms	were	built	using	tra-
ditional	materials	across	the	courtyard	to	the	south,	also	serving	as	a	
demonstration of appropriate techniques for possible residential infill.	

the	 availability	 of	 photographs	 of	 the	Wasay	house	 from	 the	 early	
�990s	enabled	the	aKtc	team	to	identify	elements	that	had	been	dam-
aged or looted during the course of the subsequent conflict. The first 
task,	however,	was	to	remove	layers	of	earth	material	from	the	roof,	
prior	 to	 temporary	propping	of	 the	 timber	 structure	which,	 together	
with lattice screens, had undergone serious deflection due to the fail-
ure	of	a	mud-brick	gable	wall.	once	this	wall	was	re-built,	the	timber	
frame	was	gradually	jacked	back	in	stages	to	something	approaching	
its	original	position,	to	regain	its	stability.	to	limit	damage	to	plaster	
decoration, sheets of soft waste foam were fixed over the walls during 
the	course	of	this	jacking.	once	upright,	excess	plaster	and	whitewash	
was carefully removed by hand, exposing sections of fine moulded 
decoration.	this	enabled	the	reconstruction	in	the	new	west	wall	of	a	
replica	of	the	surviving	decoration	on	the	internal	east	elevation	of	this	
space.	as	with	many	homes	of	this	era,	a	series	of	recessed	niches,	or	
chinikhana	(used	for	the	display	of	porcelain),	can	be	found	in	the	main	

North elevation of Amin house

Interior of the restored Mohammed 
Amin house.

Restored timber screens around the 
courtyard of the Shekeba house.
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reception	space,	or	memankhana,	which	is	divided	by	two	lattice	timber	
screens.	following	the	restoration	of	the	internal	plaster,	work	began	
on	repairs	to	the	sliding	timber	patai	that	make	up	the	south	elevation	
of	the	house.	damaged	sections	of	carved	woodwork	were	replaced	in	
places,	and	new patai	made	from	juniper,	or	archa,	wood,	as	had	been	
the	case	in	the	original.	the	most	technically	complex	residential	con-
servation	undertaken	to	date	by	the	aKtc	team	in	Kabul,	the	restored	
Wasay	house	continues	to	attract	attention	from	residents	and	visitors	
to	asheqan	wa	arefan	alike.	

a	total	of	seven	other	historic	homes,	representing	a	range	of	different	
forms	and	styles,	have	since	been	restored	by	aKtc	in	the	asheqan	
wa	arefan	neighbourhood.	these	include	the	shukoor	house,	whose	
owner	was	persuaded	to	stop	building	an	inappropriate	extension	to	
an	 historic	 home.	 support	was	 provided	 for	 the	 construction	with	
traditional	materials	of	two	rooms	and	a	kitchen	across	the	courtyard	
from	the	original	house.	the	plan	of	the	historic	part	of	the	shukoor	
house	demonstrates	 the	 ingenuity	of	 traditional	builders	 in	adapting	
to	a	site	that	does	not	allow	the	usual	north-	and	south-facing	ranges.	
In	this	case,	the	main	room	faces	east,	with	a	timber	screen	giving	on	
to a small internal space at the back. The only room in the first floor, 
which is accessed across the flat roof, retains the usual orientation to 
the	north,	for	summer	use.	

located	close	to	the	sedukan	mosque	to	the	east,	the	rambu	house	is	
one	of	the	few	homes	that	retain	timber	patai	screens	on	all	four	internal	
elevations.	arranged	on	two	storeys,	with	a	small	secondary	courtyard	
to	the	east,	the	rambu	house	shows	the	evolution	of	decorative	styles	

Section of Shekiba house

Brick infill is removed from the 
timber structural frame during 
restoration of the Shekiba house.
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from	different	periods,	with	the	south-facing	range	perhaps	being	the	
oldest.	some	unusual	carved	timber	doors,	which	might	date	from	an	
earlier	house	on	the	same	site,	were	discovered	during	the	course	of	
the	works,	and	restored.	In	the	course	of	re-building	the	west	range,	it	
was	possible	to	introduce	new	washing	facilities	for	the	occupants,	who	
have	stayed	in	the	house	throughout	the	rehabilitation	works.	

the	introduction	of	improved	services	was	also	important	in	the	con-
servation	of	the	nearby	shekiba	house,	an	example	of	a	highly	compact	
home	that	had	family	rooms	on	all	four	sides	of	a	tiny	courtyard.	this	
was the first house in which the skills of AKTC’s carpenters were tested 
in	 the	 reconstruction	of	an	entire	elevation	of	patai	 screens.	skilled	
joinery	work	was	also	important	in	producing	replacement	timber	panels	
that	had	been	looted	from	the	Khaluddin	house.	oriented	to	the	north	
over	the	old	city,	the	house	has	an	unusual	clerestory	to	gain	light	for	
the high-ceilinged internal reception space, which retains some fine 
plaster	decoration.	

Carpenter at work in the Ruhullah 
house during conservation and, 
below, the interior of one of the 
ground-floor reception rooms 
after restoration.
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this	documentation	and	conservation	work	has	enabled	a	better	under-
standing	of	the	diversity	of	techniques	employed	in	residential	construction	
over	the	past	�00	years	or	more.	While	the	foundations	of	some	homes	
might	indeed	be	older,	traditional	mud-brick	and	timber	frame	homes	in	
the	old	city	have	a	limited	life-span,	and	few	of	those	surveyed	seem	to	
date	from	before	the	�880s.	this	is	borne	out	by	comparative	examina-
tion	of	photographs	from	the	late	�9th	and	mid-20th	centuries,	which	
suggests	that	many	homes	in	the	old	city	were	replaced,	using	traditional	
techniques	and	similar	plans,	during	this	period.	In	most	cases,	homes	
seem	to	have	been	improved	incrementally,	in	response	to	changing	needs	
and	fashions,	and	as	the	resources	of	owners	allowed.	

In	addition	to	the	physical	restoration	of	important	architectural	heritage,	
this	work	has	enabled	the	aKtc	team	to	both	deepen	their	understanding	
of	traditional	construction	techniques	and	to	develop	the	skills	of	a	cadre	
of	skilled	craftsmen,	who	have	in	turn	trained	more	than	50	apprentices	
who are now able to contribute significantly to joinery, masonry and 
plaster	work.	together,	these	craftsmen	represent	an	important	resource	
for	future	restoration	initiatives,	and	it	is	envisaged	that	support	will	in	
due	course	be	provided	for	the	establishment	of	a	group	of	‘community	
contractors’	to	succeed	the	programme.	

In	parallel	with	conservation,	a	system	of	small	household	grants	has	
been	instituted	to	assist	house-owners	who	had	embarked	on	repairs,	
but	might	not	otherwise	be	able	to	afford	to	complete	such	work.	While	
making	available	essential	materials	and	tools	in	80	cases,	on-site	build-
ing	 advice	has	 been	offered	 to	 owners	 through	 this	 scheme.	aimed		
at	 ensuring	 that	 the	 surviving	 stock	 of	 traditional	 houses	 does	 not	
deteriorate	further,	and	that	living	conditions	(including	facilities	such	
as	bathrooms)	within	homes	are	improved,	the	household	grants	have	
had a significant impact within the neighbourhood. It has, however, 
been	important	to	take	into	account	the	high	proportion	of	tenants,	few	
of	whom	are	willing	or	able	to	undertake	repairs	that	risk	encouraging	
owners	to	increase	the	rent	of	the	property	that	they	occupy.

u p g r a d I n g 	 o f 	 b a s I c 	 I n f r a s t r u c t u r e	
a n d 	 p u b l I c 	 s pa c e s	

even	with	some	historic	homes	and	religious	buildings	restored,	the	
condition	of	basic	services	and	infrastructure	in	the	old	city	could	soon	
have	rendered	the	surrounding	neighbourhoods	uninhabitable.	efforts	
have	therefore	been	made	to	improve	both	access	and	drainage	for	the	
fast-growing	population	of	asheqan	wa	arefan	and	adjacent	neighbour-
hoods. With drains in a state of disrepair, domestic waste water flowed 

The removal of accumulated 
materials from alleyways in 
preparation for paving and laying 
of drain and water pumps has 
contributed to the improvement of 
living conditions for many families.
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down	muddy	streets	to	open	sumps,	which	serve	as	evaporation	ponds.	
as	consumption	of	water	rises,	so	does	the	need	for	effective	disposal,	
since	mud-walled	homes	are	prone	to	damage	from	rising	damp.	

Having identified and mapped key environmental ‘pressure points’ in 
close	consultation	with	residents,	priorities	were	established	for	a	range	
of	 labour-intensive	 initiatives	 that	would	have	an	 immediate	 impact	
on	living	conditions.	this	has	included	removal	of	accumulated	mud	
and	waste	from	alleys	and	streets,	often	a	metre	or	more	deep,	prior	to	
laying	of	stone	paving,	which	incorporates	a	system	of	surface	chan-
nels	leading	from	homes	to	repaired	drains	under	the	main	streets.	to	
date,	nearly	three	kilometres	of	open	drain	have	been	laid	using	com-
munity	labour	in	asheqan	wa	arefan,	chindawol	and	Kuche	gharabat	
neighbourhoods,	while	a	similar	length	of	underground	drains	has	been	
repaired	or	built.	

as	part	of	these	efforts	to	improve	environmental	conditions,	domestic	
waste	is	now	collected	and	delivered	to	municipal	collection	points,	for	
onward disposal on landfill sites outside of the city. In a context where 
water	is	available	from	standpipes	for	only	an	hour	or	two	a	day,	several	
communal	shallow	wells	have	been	protected	and	hand-pumps	installed.	
together	with	the	laying	of	over	�3,000	metres	square	of	stone	paving,	
this	has	dramatically	improved	the	environment	in	asheqan	wa	arefan	
and	two	adjoining	neighbourhoods.	In	addition,	the	upgrading	work	has	
generated	more	than	50,000	workdays	of	employment	among	some	of	
the	poorest	households	in	the	city.		

the	various	initiatives	of	aKtc	in	the	old	city	of	Kabul	have	required	
engagement	at	a	variety	of	levels.	contributions	continue	to	be	made	
to	urban	policy	formulation	in	the	context	of	the	ongoing	afghanistan		
national	development	strategy,	while	efforts	have	been	made	to	pro-
mote	effective	urban	governance	among	municipal	staff.	participatory	
area-planning	exercises	have	been	conducted	with	a	variety	of	stake-
holders	in	parts	of	the	old	city,	aimed	at	identifying	critical	issues	and	
defining neighbourhood priorities. Important examples of architectural 
heritage	have	been	restored,	while	owners	of	many	traditional	homes	
have	been	supported	in	undertaking	repairs	or	upgrading	their	homes.
a	 cadre	 of	afghan	professionals	 and	 craftsmen	has	 been	 trained	 in	
conservation	and	project	management,	as	well	as	key	traditional	crafts.	
In	all	of	 these	discussions	and	negotiations,	 it	 remains	 important	 to	
maintain	a	balance	between	conservation	and	development,	basing	our	
interventions	on	a	sound	understanding	of	the	past,	while	allowing	for	
new	needs	and	opportunities	to	emerge,	in	response	to	the	aspirations	
and	resources	of	afghan	craftsmen	and	residents.

Drainage improvements are 
a priority for the inhabitants of 
Asheqan wa Arefan who are 
involved in all aspects of AKTC’s 
work in the neighbourhood. Women 
are encouraged to participate in 
project discussion.
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