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To Liz – always waiting for me with a warm smile and loving arms


This book is based on my recollection of events, which may not be exactly as others recall them. Where conversations cannot be remembered precisely, I have recreated them to the best of my ability. Where people need to be protected or to avoid offence, I have altered names. Any mistakes are my own.


I’ve paid my dues

Time after time

I’ve done my sentence

But committed no crime …

‘We Are The Champions’ – Queen


Prologue

The prison gate slid open and then slammed shut behind me. The sound of metal against metal jarred my ears. The Commandant had promised to put me with the only other ‘Englishman’ in his custody, which I assumed meant a two-man cell. That was until I saw what lay ahead of me within the forbidding walls of the Kabul detention centre that rainy afternoon in March 2010.

It was immediately clear to me that the place where I was about to be wrongly incarcerated was unfit for human habitation. The walls were cracked, the floors pitted, and the entire building smelled of decay, and poor sanitation. The twenty-five metre long corridor that stretched before me was flooded and yet so overcrowded that scores of Afghan and foreign inmates had no choice but to huddle along it. The majority stood in striped uniforms or sat draped in old blankets, while others lay in dirty puddles, their eyes staring out of faces gaunt with hunger, despair – or both.

After three decades as a proud member of Her Majesty’s Royal Military Police, I now knew for the first time what it felt like to be behind bars. Despite four years’ front-line private security experience in Afghanistan and Iraq, I’d become the unexpected ‘guest’ of the Central Police Prison at Tawqeef, dominated by watchtowers and barbed wire. Part of a sprawling colonial-style complex that also housed the police headquarters, this beating heart of Kabul’s law enforcement was a place I’d previously done well to avoid.

Many on the payroll in the Afghan National Police had been variously accused of murder, trafficking offences and money laundering. Criminal gangs and terrorists were said to collude with officers whose ID cards, vehicles and uniforms frequently played a role in the kidnapping of foreign businessmen. In spite of their long-suspected connection with the Taliban, their building was a regular target for random bombings and rocket attacks, including one a few months earlier in which many were killed. Having spent a lifetime serving my country before leaving the military to guard senior diplomats, it beggared belief that I’d ended up in such a place surrounded by terrorists, murderers and thieves.

‘You, come.’ The colonel of the prison guard beckoned me deeper into his lair. Determined not to show any emotion, I picked my way through the vagabond crowd until I reached where he stood waiting by the first door on the left – cell No. 1.

‘Hold it together, Billy,’ I told myself. ‘You’ll be out of here in no time.’

Stepping inside, I found myself in a room four by four metres in which sixteen Afghans lived, ate and slept. Chipped metal bunk-beds were screwed to the walls in two tiers, giving ten sleeping spaces, and the concrete floor was covered in grubby grey blankets. Carrier bags of personal belongings hung on hooks screwed haphazardly into cracks in the mud walls. Boxes and baskets were crammed under bunks. Men slept, stood or sat wherever they could. High up on the opposite wall was a small window with three metal bars that looked not outside, but onto another room.

Two fluorescent tubes glared stark white light onto my new quarters, picking out each green globule of sneeze or spit. It showed up every stain on clothing, bedding and blankets, and illuminated a mouse nibbling stale bread. A small television in one corner broadcast an image of an imam reciting passages from the Koran. The flickering TV’s blaring volume reminded me of my headache after nothing to eat or drink for nine hours. The pain behind my eyes wasn’t helped by the pall of cigarette smoke and a loudspeaker that crackled to life to reel off a list of names. Half-hopeful, I listened out for mine.

Mindful of the customs, I removed my shoes and placed them amongst the assortment of sandals and flip-flops just inside the door. Then I stepped further into my cell. The colonel introduced me to the room ‘leader’, Abdul Wakil, who had an enormous belly and who I privately dubbed ‘El Gordo’, The Fat One. Paying my respects, I said, ‘Salaam Alaikum,’ (Peace be upon you). El Gordo responded in kind but not everyone else did. Two mullahs, distinctive by their longer beards and white turbans, seemed especially wary.

The colonel left me then – friendless, unprotected and alone. I heard the main gate clang shut behind him. Many of the prisoners in the corridor, including those whose appearance told me they were Taliban, crowded the doorway to glare at the Westerner dropped like a lamb into their midst. Keeping my back to the wall, I hastily assessed my surroundings. I was grateful that most of my cellmates were middle-aged and, I hoped, less likely to be hotheads. One approached me and said, ‘My name Assam.’

I responded cautiously and pointed to a thin blond man in his thirties lying on a lower bunk with his back to me. ‘The Englishman?’ I asked.

Assam nodded but said, ‘He no words. No mix.’

I made my way over to the sleeping man and shook him awake. ‘Stone the crows!’ he said, when he realised I wasn’t an Afghan. ‘Welcome to the nuthouse.’ My fellow ‘country man’ turned out to be an Australian in his thirties named Robert Langdon. I was keen to find an ally in those confined quarters, but Rob wasn’t overly warm and I sensed there was more to him than met the eye. ‘Good luck, mate,’ he said as he turned his back to me once more. Disappointed, I found a space on the floor and sat down to gather my thoughts.

Everything had happened so swiftly that I found it hard to believe I was in prison in Kabul. In the blink of an eye, I’d gone from being an upstanding member of the community to a common criminal. My so-called crime? To tell the truth. Being honest, open and fair had served me well my whole life, but in this ravaged country I was soon to learn that truth was just another commodity – one that could be bought and sold.


One

I can only have been about six years old when I was first sent by my mother Edith to buy a military blanket from the army surplus store in Cross Lane Market, Salford, Manchester. It wasn’t cheap at ten shillings, but winter was coming and Mam saved the money from the welfare she received from the State.

Neither of my parents had held down a job in years and with seven children they lived on their family allowance of about eight shillings per child per week. My father, who’d been inside for theft before being crippled in a road accident, had been ‘on the sick’ for as long as I could recall. Any cash he could get his hands on was spent down the pub.

The army surplus store on the corner of Eccles New Road was a cornucopia of delight for a scrappy little kid with a vivid imagination; cram-packed from floor to ceiling with every kind of military kit from jerry cans to uniforms. It was the closest I’d ever come to a Santa’s Grotto. I could have stayed in there all day. In an atmosphere pervaded by the smell of rubber and camphor, I wandered around, mouth open, staring at the water bottles, tents, survival packs and thick-soled boots. There were masks, helmets, trench coats, WWII battle dress, camping gear and mess kits, as well as Swiss army knives, hurricane lamps and mosquito nets. I wanted to be a soldier from the minute I first stepped over the threshold.

‘I can let you have this blanket for eight shillings,’ the owner told me. ‘Tell your mam there’s still some wear left in it.’ Triumphant, I struggled away with it in my spindly arms. A few hundred yards along the road, I stopped to rest outside the drill hall of the old Lancashire Fusiliers barracks, from where I could hear the beating of a drum. Curious, I went to investigate. Through the half-open doorway, I watched teenage members of the cadets marching up and down with ramrod backs.

‘Left right, left right, left right! About turn!’ the moustachioed officer barked. ‘Straight and tall, lads. Square to the front!’ I found myself pulling back my own bony shoulders. Clad as I was in scrappy rags with shoes so tight they disfigured my toes for life, I desperately wanted to be one of those smart young men with slicked-down hair in crisp uniforms and shiny new boots.

Not a trip to the surplus store went by after that when I didn’t stop at that drill hall and silently march in time to those pacing up and down inside to a drumbeat. The military was my future; I knew it as clear as day. Most of the boys I grew up with were headed to jail as were many of my family. For some reason, I had a sense of moral responsibility which kept me out of trouble, chiefly because I didn’t want to end up like the rest of them. It was eight years before I was finally old enough to sign up as an army cadet but that was my first step towards a life that would lift me from poverty and crime.

I think my chief motivations were that I wanted to be different and to make a difference. Throughout my early childhood living in a two-up, two-down council slum in Brindle Heath, my clothes marked me out as the poor kid compared to the rest of my schoolmates in their grey sweaters and ties. I could never do PE because I didn’t have any kit or clean underwear. I had to wait in a corner for my free meals while those who paid sneeringly took their fill. While other kids went on summer holidays, I stayed home and worked on a market stall. That is, until I found out about the Salford Poor Children’s Holiday Camp in Prestatyn, Wales, which I went to four years on the bounce. From the age of eight, I walked six miles to Salford Town Hall on my own to book it myself. Even then, I was the only one at the camp without any pocket money; the boy who couldn’t afford sweets at the tuck shop, and the only kid without swimming trunks.

Not that I cared. I had the time of my life. One year when I was there, Prince Charles came to Rhyl as part of his investiture at Caernarfon Castle. We were taken by bus to see his helicopter land and I pushed my way right to the front. With sores on my face and my head closely shaved because of nits, I waved my little paper flag wildly and was so excited to see our future king. I never for one moment thought I’d meet his family one day or be invited to Buckingham Palace.

Going home after a week playing in the Prestatyn sand dunes was always tough. Christmases were especially bleak. There was never a tree and crêpe paper decorations dangled from drawing pins stuck in the ceiling all year round. We rarely had visitors but if we did, we’d tell them we’d decided to put the decorations up early that year. On Christmas morning in 1968, when I was ten, I woke hoping to find the usual squashed satsuma or a Brazil nut or two in the holey old sock I’d tied a knot in to hang it on the mantelpiece. Mine was the only sock out of seven that my parents hadn’t remembered to fill.

‘Oh, bugger, Bert, we forgot our Billy,’ was all my mam said, a cigarette stuck to her bottom lip as she prepared our scrawny turkey and ash fell onto the stale bread stuffing. Dad just shrugged and headed back down the pub.

My father was a strict disciplinarian who used to lay me and my sisters across his knee each night to whip us with his leather belt. ‘I’ll tan you now because you’ll only create once you’re upstairs, and you know I can’t get up there because of my gammy leg.’ He’d beat us so hard that we’d have to sleep on our tummies. Tears stinging my eyes one time, I called him a pig and ran away. He went mad and yelled, ‘Come back here, you little f****r!’ only to give me another hiding. Every other word began with an ‘f’ or a ‘c’ with my dad. I actually thought my mam’s name was ‘Edith, You Daft C***!’ until I was old enough to know better.

A white mongrel with two black patches appeared at the door of our home one day. My father was in hospital then, encased in a body cast after he crashed the truck he was driving, so the dog I named Rover was allowed to stay. Thin as a rake, he had to fight for scraps like the rest of us but I always found him something. That mutt came with me whenever I ran away from home – usually to avoid a beating from my dad. I’d see my father limping off the bus and be so stiff scared that I’d scarper. One day Rover and I hid in the cellar of an old Victorian boarding house across the street. We stayed there for hours until the police came because Mam had reported me missing.

My father had always warned us, ‘If you ever bring a policeman to our door, I’ll kill you!’ When they came that night I first ran away, I heard him going bananas and realised I’d better get home. He started on me the minute he saw me. ‘Come here, you bugger!’ he yelled, grabbing me by the ear.

‘Leave the lad alone!’ the policemen said. To my amazement, he did. I ran away two or three times after that but as soon as the police arrived I knew it was safe to go back.

Coming back from Prestatyn one summer, I found Mam waiting at the bus stop. ‘I’ve got some news, our Billy,’ she said, as we headed home. ‘Now that you’ve got a new baby brother, the council have given us that bigger place they promised us at the Ladywell Flats.’ She paused. ‘There’s no pets allowed.’

I stopped in my tracks. ‘What about Rover?’

‘Your father’s taking care of that.’

Our new flat was clean and modern, with an indoor bathroom and hot water; a dramatic improvement from before, but I was too worried about Rover to appreciate any of it. When Dad came back from the pub, there was no arguing with him as he told me to loop a piece of string around the dog’s neck and follow him to the vet. Rover was laid in a basket with some poisoned meat. ‘He’ll bite into it and then just fall asleep,’ the vet said, which is exactly what he did.

From an early age, I realised that a life of structure and discipline within the military would give me a way out. I didn’t want to be just any old soldier, though. I’d set my heart on the Parachute Regiment. I don’t know what it was about the ‘Paras’ that so attracted me – maybe their distinctive red berets or the fact that they had the best kit and most extensive arsenal. The Paras were real-life versions of the Action Man I’d always wanted but could never afford. Either way, I was dead set on joining their ranks. Taking myself off to an Army Open Day at Tatton Park at the age of ten, I spent the whole day climbing thirty feet up a parachute stand, wriggling into a wire harness, and jumping off. It was there that I learned that the Para airborne assault force was the best. They’d turn a little urchin like me into a member of a feared and respected regiment ready to fight for Queen and country. That was my destiny, and I couldn’t wait.

From the minute I joined the cadets at fourteen, I took to the military like a duck to water. While my mates were out joyriding or taking drugs, I was at the drill hall two nights a week and every weekend. ‘Square to the front, Shaw! Left right, left right!’ Mad on soldiering, I lapped up everything they taught me from battlefield craft to weapons training and map reading. I was so keen that, by fifteen, I was promoted to corporal and sent to teach weapons training to 4 Para Territorial Army cadets at the Oldham Army Cadet Force. That same year, I attended a two-day course at a Recruit Selection Centre in Harrogate.

‘I want to be a member of the Junior Paras,’ I announced proudly.

‘Sorry, sonny, so does everyone else. There are no vacancies. You’ll have to join the Royal Regiment of Fusiliers.’

There was no budging them so on 10 September 1974, I attended Bassingbourn Barracks in Royston, Hertfordshire, to train as a Junior Fusilier. Sixteen years old, I traded in my hand-me-down clothes for a combat uniform and flew through basic training. It wasn’t nearly stimulating enough for me, though, mainly because there was far too much sports and hanging around. I wanted to learn combat skills and forced marches, military exercises and weapons training. I longed to be a foot soldier, armed and ready for combat. I pleaded once more to be transferred to the Paras but there were still no places so I quit. ‘I’ll come back and sign up at eighteen and join the Paras as an adult,’ I told the senior officers defiantly.

So in January 1975, I handed back my combats and the next day put on a white coat and brown striped apron as a teenage apprentice at Dewhurst’s butchers in Eccles. My weekly wage was £14, half of which I gave to my mam. I also took a couple of cut-price chickens home every week for the Sunday joint. To keep my hand in with the military, I continued in the drill hall at weekends. My cadet uniform was immaculate – I made sure to take care of that myself. I’d wash and dry it, then neatly fold it and put it on the window-sill in the bedroom I shared with my brothers; the only room in the house that wasn’t filthy because I kept it clean myself. ‘Keep your grubby hands off my kit!’ I’d warn my younger siblings.

After a year of cutting up joints of meat, I presented myself at the Army Careers Office in January 1976. ‘I’m set on the Parachute Regiment, Sir,’ I insisted to my interviewing officer. He promised to recommend me and sent me to Sutton Cold-field for a two-day Adult Selection Course where I had to take a series of exams including maths, English and psychometric testing. Having left school at sixteen with only one O-level in home economics, I thought I’d be out of my league, but somehow I passed.

What bothered me most was the medical. Nervously, I waited with the other recruits in the corridor. Just before it was my turn, I hurried to the toilet and took off my under-pants. Dirty and full of holes, I stuffed them into my pocket. When the doctor asked me to drop my trousers, he asked, ‘Why haven’t you got any underwear on?’

‘I don’t wear any, sir.’ I was too embarrassed to tell him the truth.

We were shown a series of films about Army life, one of which featured the Royal Military Police working in the Far East. I liked the idea of living abroad and noted that their berets were similar to the Paras. Just before my final interview, I was required to fill in a form stating which regiment I wanted to join and why. ‘It has been my lifetime ambition to be a member of the Parachute Regiment,’ I wrote confidently. Asked to give two other choices, I was stumped but then I remembered the ‘Red Caps’, so I put down the RMP. All I could think of as my third choice was the regiment I already had a connection with, the Fusiliers.

During my final interview, a captain went through my test results and pronounced me good at English and spelling. Then he said, ‘You’d clearly be best suited to the military police, Shaw.’

‘No, Sir!’ I cried, almost jumping out of my seat. ‘You don’t understand. I want to be a soldier, not a policeman!’

He peered at me over his spectacles. ‘I can assure you, Shaw, that the RMP are soldiers through and through and are deployed as part of the Army around the world. In fact, they have a distinguished military history going back many centuries with unique operational responsibilities in and out of the field of conflict.’

‘But I want to be in the Paras, Sir,’ I protested. He told me then what people had been telling me for years. ‘Sorry, but there are no vacancies.’

Seeing my expression, he added more gently that once I was in the RMP I could apply to the Para Provost (the RMP element of the Fifth Airborne Brigade). ‘They parachute in with the foot soldiers and support their brigade on the ground,’ he said. ‘It may be the closest you’ll get, son.’

Deeply disappointed, I wondered what I’d let myself in for as I boarded a train to Chichester and the RMP training camp. I soon met up with several other recruits heading to the same base and we quickly discovered that none of us had wanted to join the military police – we’d all been the victims of a recruitment drive. Furious, I intended to complain and attempt to get into the Paras one last time, but from the minute I arrived at the Roussillon Barracks, I was hooked.

The regimental motto for the RMP is Exemplo Ducemus – ‘By Example We Lead’. I was delighted to learn that military policemen had to be even smarter than the troops and wear their best brown uniform at all times (not just for parades like regular soldiers). I couldn’t believe how slick I looked in my No. 2 dress uniform with its red beret and I relished the pride I was expected to take in both. I loved keeping my kit shipshape and I was gobsmacked by our accommodation, which was so much cleaner than home.

The RMP taught me how to drive and paid for me to take my motorcycle test – sparking a lifelong interest. There was plenty of soldiering and I didn’t even mind being back in a classroom. I won the right to wear the blue and red ‘Recruit of the Week’ sash so often it was almost embarrassing but I was part of a good squad with no bullies. We were all in it together and I made some lifelong friends. Being in the military police was perfect for me. I never regretted not joining the Paras, and I never once looked back.

That was, until I was incarcerated in a Kabul prison cell thirty-four years after I’d first pulled on my RMP uniform. Only in Tawqeef, with time on my hands, did I reflect back on the events of my life and the circumstances that had led me to that point. In a vermin-infested jail, unshaven and unwashed, it was hard to imagine that I was still setting an example to anyone. I knew I was innocent and that the most important people in my life – family, friends and colleagues – were fully behind me and would do everything to get me released.

But as I waited for that day, I couldn’t help but realise the irony of my situation. Despite doing everything by the book and having a better military career than a skinny Salford kid could have imagined, I’d ended up on the wrong side of the law anyway. Sitting on an old grey blanket similar to the one I’d first bought in an army surplus store forty-five years earlier, I could have laughed out loud.


Two

I sat on my own that first afternoon, feeling dazed, vulnerable and incredibly alone. I was also bloody freezing. All I had on were the clothes I’d put on that morning at the secure compound where I lived and worked on the outskirts of Kabul.

In the privacy of my steel-clad quarters on the Anjuman base, I’d donned some cargo trousers, a polo shirt and a black fleece. It bore my company logo G4S (for Group 4 Securicor) where I was the commercial contracts director for Afghanistan. G4S had recently bought out my former employers ArmorGroup to become the largest and one of the most respected private security companies in the world, with operations in over a hundred countries. Even with a jacket as an extra layer, I was chilled to the marrow in that cold, damp place.

Every time the main prison gate opened and a guard came down the corridor, I looked up, hoping he’d come for me. He never did. Whenever names were read out on the public address system, those who’d been called gathered in the corridor to be chained at the feet and wrists. Their handcuffs were then locked to the front of chains wrapped around their waists, severely restricting all movement. It was like something from the Middle Ages. Once shackled, the prisoners were led away in pairs, hobbling awkwardly, presumably bound for court hearings or visits from lawyers or relatives. I couldn’t understand why I hadn’t been summoned yet. There’d been no word from my company or from the British embassy, both of whom had promised to get me out of there as soon as they could.

The hours dragged and at around 18:00 hrs an evening meal arrived, carried in buckets by a skinny kid who did the cooking and cleaning in our cell. His name was Marbat and he prepared the food in a grimy corner before tipping it out onto a large metal platter. He placed that on a plastic mat rolled out onto the floor which everyone gathered around to eat. Not a morsel had passed my lips all day but I wasn’t hungry; in fact my stomach was in knots. I was even less inclined to chow down when I saw the rice, potatoes and beans piled in a greasy clump. A large cob loaf was handed round but the bread was so hard that it took effort to break a piece off and even then they could only eat the centre.

The Australian, Rob, remained resolutely on his bunk so I asked, ‘Don’t you eat this?’ He grunted and shrugged his shoulders. Then I noticed he was tucking into some military rations of his own. That would be a ‘No’ then.

One by one, my cellmates reached into the plate to scoop food into their mouths. As a rule, the Afghans use their right hands for eating and their left hands for cleaning themselves in a country where toilet paper is a rarity. Nonetheless, their ‘eating’ hands still picked spots or noses, pressed nostrils as they snotted out bogeys, and wiped phlegm from their lips. No wonder Rob didn’t join in.

When El Gordo beckoned me to the meal circle, I edged forward gingerly, scraped up a handful of rice steeped in cold lamb fat, and forced a smile. ‘Good,’ I said. ‘Thank you – Tashakur.’ I managed to get away with just a few mouthfuls.

After the meal, prayers were said to Allah. My only prayer was that nobody would slit my throat before I was released, so I held my palms to the heavens too, figuring it was the same as saying Grace. Marbat placed the leftover food in a small cupboard with a little door. Cockroaches spilled out whenever the door was opened and rats and mice scurried back and forth along the wall, hunting for crumbs. Other cockroaches dropped from the ceiling and occasionally landed on me, which sent me into a frenzy of brushing them off to make sure none were in my hair. To add to the irritation, flies buzzed me repeatedly.

I was only distracted from swatting insects when a siren sounded and a dozen of those in the corridor shuffled in for roll-call. These men seemed to ‘belong’ to our cell because Marbat had given them a share of our food. When everyone was accounted for, a second siren sounded and people moved back to their own spaces or out to the corridor to ask a guard for a light. Those who didn’t smoke the pungent cigarettes chewed the rough Afghan tobacco instead, which they wrapped in small pieces of tissue and packed in their gums, staining their mouths green. Others huddled near the TV for the ‘Koran Channel’, while the rest sat cross-legged on the floor playing chess or draughts. Some listened to transistor radios quietly while their neighbours curled up to sleep. Rob had a small iPod and lay in a foetal position watching a film on the tiny screen.

I was deeply reluctant to leave my cell but my need for the toilet grew pressing and eventually I could hold on no longer. Assam indicated where the ablutions cell was so I got up and headed into the corridor. Vigilant but with my head down, I pushed through the strangers, passing several cells on my left and some sort of open courtyard to my right accessed by a gate. I tried not to look around too much or draw any attention to myself. I was only halfway along the corridor when the stench of ammonia and excrement began to assail my nostrils. The number of flies doubled. By the time I reached the ablutions cell, my eyes were watering.

With one hand over my mouth, I stepped inside and quickly looked right and left. Several men stood with plastic bowls, towels and razors queuing for the use of what could loosely be termed the ‘facilities’. Puffing on cigarettes, they all turned to stare at me. Their smoke was the only thing that prevented me from gagging. Checking the room for a weapon, I clocked a broken metal broom handle on a high window ledge I could use to defend myself if necessary.

The floor beneath my feet was sticky with spit and sneeze, discarded rubbish, used razor blades and dirty syringes. Three basins were loosely attached to the right-hand wall but they had no downpipes so the water gushed onto the floor. The sinks were cracked and filthy, as were the walls. Each plughole was bunged up with human hair sheared off by those who obsessively shaved everything except their faces as part of their religion. Above the sinks were three mirrors blinded by scratches. On the opposite wall were two broken shower cubicles, with bare copper pipes spouting cold water.

To the left were four holes in the ground surrounded by cracked ceramic bases. There was no flushing facility; just a jug of water to throw down. The holes were overflowing and I had to watch my step and hold my breath even to approach. There was no loo paper and the only privacy was provided by a little metal door which I pulled shut behind me. Holes the size of saucepan lids had been drilled through each one at waist height which meant that as I squatted I could see out and anyone else could see in. Needless to say, my insides were blocked and I couldn’t do more than take a Jimmy Riddle. My stomach distended, I abandoned my efforts and got out of there as soon as I could.

Back in my cell, I felt sick and exhausted. How could I have ended up in such a place? It reminded me of my earliest years sharing a mattress on the floor with two of my brothers and only clothes or blankets as bedding. We had no heating or hot water and we filled our disintegrating shoes with cardboard. We ate watered-down baked beans straight from the can and then drank tap water from the tins. Without toothbrushes or toothpaste, we rubbed our teeth with salt, Ajax or soot. Usually the last in to the monthly tin tub, I washed in cold black water and dried myself off on a rank old curtain. I’d hoped never to feel as dirty as that again.

The unwelcome memories of my childhood were interrupted by Marbat appearing to make us all chai or tea. He brewed it up from a metal flask and served it in chipped cups or little glass beakers. He also brought a few bananas, broken into pieces and shared out. When I was growing up, bananas were a luxury and we only ever got ‘burnt’ ones – black, soggy and discarded from the market. Grateful for small mercies in Tawqeef, I took a little fruit, sipped my chai and longed for a proper brew.

Every minute that passed then felt like an hour, but by around 21:00 hrs, El Gordo indicated where I could sleep. I’d half-expected to be kicked out into the corridor along with the poor lads in puddles, but instead he pointed to an unused corner of the cell – a spot about two metres by one where the blankets didn’t quite reach and next to the rubbish and slops bins. The area was buzzing with flies and other vermin but I didn’t care. That corner was exactly where I wanted to be – with my back to the wall, a few feet from Rob, and in direct view of the door.

One by one, my cellmates took to their bunks or arranged their blankets on the floor. I sat in my ‘bed space’ and tried to acclimatise to my situation. ‘It’s okay,’ I told myself. ‘Someone from the embassy will turn up any minute to demand your release. This’ll be a cracking story for the folks back home. Oh God. The folks back home. What would Liz be going through? She’d only imagine the worst.’ Looking at the sea of bodies around me in this Afghan dungeon, I wondered whether my wife of over thirty years could ever have imagined me somewhere like this.

Most of my cellmates fell asleep surprisingly quickly. Despite my mental and physical exhaustion, I was determined not to close my eyes and was relieved that the lights stayed on. Using my jacket as a pillow, I tried to get comfortable but found it impossible. Apart from the cold that crept up through the floor and in from the courtyard, I was like a coiled spring. Anyone who wanted to hurt me would have to climb over the rest of them first but I had to remain on my guard. When one man crawled towards me I flinched, until he handed me a blanket which smelled of my childhood. Nodding my thanks, I folded it neatly and sat on it to cushion my bones.

‘Won’t be long now, Billy,’ I said to myself over and over in my head. ‘You’ll be out of here tomorrow. You’ll see.’


Three

I didn’t sleep a wink. Not only was I incredibly cold but whenever I did doze off, I woke at the slightest sound. I’ve always been a light sleeper and any movement disturbs me. The sixteen men sandwiched all around me in bunks or on the floor snored, farted, twitched and groaned; a few cried out. Each time anyone even shifted their weight, my eyelids snapped open.

In my most relaxed moments of fitful semi-consciousness, I imagined myself with Liz in happier times. I’d first met her soon after I joined the RMP in 1976 and was posted to the largest Army garrison in Europe at Catterick, North Yorkshire. Liz, too, had become a ‘Red Cap’ after years of wanting to be a police officer. From the minute I first set eyes on her, I was smitten. Aged eighteen, she was 5ft 4in, sporty, slim, with short dark hair and an impish, freckly face; she had an infectious wheezing laugh that reminded me of Muttley the dog sidekick to Dick Dastardly from the cartoon The Wacky Races.

Painfully shy, I didn’t think a rough Salford lad like me stood a chance with someone so popular and good-looking, but I was wrong. My dazzling opening line was something like, ‘Hi, I’m Bill Shaw. I’ve heard a lot of good things about you and gather that you come from Leeds. I have an auntie who lives there.’ Amazingly, it worked. The young woman whose pet name became ‘Lily’ so that we became Billy and Lily, seemed just as taken with me. She was even prepared to put up with my family and my obsessions for neatness, punctuality and even numbers. The latter stemmed from my childhood when I decided 4 was my lucky number, and everything from kisses to checking something had to be done four times.

We were engaged within six weeks and married the following May, 1977, in Horsforth, Leeds. On our wedding day I was a naïve nineteen-year-old in platform shoes and my first ever suit, complete with flared trousers. Liz wore a second-hand dress she bought from a friend of her mother’s for £25. My youngest sister Ruth, then eight years old, was a bridesmaid in the first dress she’d ever had made for her and looked like a little princess. We had a reception for a hundred guests at the Horsforth ex-serviceman’s club. It was the day of the FA Cup Final – Manchester United against Liverpool. As we left the reception we heard on the car radio that Man U were 2-1 up, so I jumped out and screamed, ‘We scored!’ Liz laughed and told me, ‘Stop it, Bill, or they’ll think you’ve just scored!’ Our honeymoon was one night in a B&B in the Lake District followed by five nights in Liz’s aunt’s Blackpool boarding house. We felt like a king and queen.

Liz fell pregnant soon after and had to leave the RMP, as was the custom back then (even though she’d have loved to have stayed in). Soon after, I was posted to bandit country – the IRA’s stronghold in County Armagh, Northern Ireland. Liz, baby Lisa and I moved into a mouldy property on a soulless estate in the town of Craigavon. On my wages of £40 a week, by the end of each month all we could afford to eat was potato pie but Liz never once complained. She turned that horrid little house into a cosy home for me and Lisa while I patrolled the streets with the various artillery regiments during two of the most dangerous years of ‘The Troubles’.

Each morning when Liz kissed me goodbye, she never knew if she’d see me again. Doorstep shootings were a real and present danger back then, and we lost a lot of good people from the RUC and allied services. We lived and operated alongside people who were ‘carded’ – known members of the Provisional IRA and Sinn Fein. I saw them every day on the streets and they knew exactly where we lived. My only consolation was that they didn’t target families in those days. That came later.

Car bombs had long been a favourite weapon of the IRA, who’d rather kill remotely than face a gun battle or the chance of getting caught. As the twenty-one-year-old corporal in command of a four-member patrol known as a ‘brick’, I took my responsibilities very seriously. We’d spend hours clearing the streets and waiting for bomb disposal squads to check out any suspect vehicles. Day to day, we just didn’t know where Death was lurking. It was all a game of chance.

Team morale was badly sapped on August Bank Holiday, 1979, when events took a turn for the worse. As me and my platoon were enjoying a day off in Port Rush thirty miles away, a three-vehicle convoy of Army trucks was driving past a lorry laden with straw bales near Warrenpoint, County Down, when it was detonated by a remote-controlled device. While we innocently strolled around the seaside town, six members of the Parachute Regiment stationed not far from us lost their lives. Half an hour later, just as the site of the killing was swarming with soldiers and medical staff, a second bomb went off claiming ten more lives from the Parachute Regiment and two from the Queen’s Own Highlanders. It was the British Army’s greatest loss of life in Northern Ireland since The Troubles began.

On the same day in a peaceful bay off County Sligo, Lord Mountbatten, his fourteen-year-old grandson, and two others were killed by another radio-controlled bomb detonated on his fishing boat. Three others from Lord Mountbatten’s family were seriously injured. When we heard the news, we felt physically sick. Packing up, we headed back to the base to comply with what we knew would be a massive security lockdown and to offer what help and support we could. As with all such senseless killings, everyone within the military relied on each other and we eventually bounced back. That was tough though, even with the black humour that gets everyone from soldiers to undertakers through what cannot otherwise be faced, the sense of a new and dangerous threat was ever present.

It was in Armagh that I really became a man. This was what I’d signed up for and I loved the work, despite the dangers. The camaraderie was like nothing I’d ever known, from watching each other’s backs out on the cruel streets, to the daily rituals of tea and cakes, known as ‘stickies’. It was during my first two-year tour of Northern Ireland that I decided that I wanted to do the full twenty-two years’ service in the RMP and not just the six years I’d originally signed up for. Liz was completely behind me and our decision to spend our lives in the Army as a family team.

It wasn’t always easy working in what was effectively a war zone. I tried to instil in the men and women in my unit that there was good and bad in everyone. ‘It’s important to try to see the difficulties faced by the various factions and reason with them whenever we can,’ I said. Not everyone agreed with me, I’m sure, but by keeping lines of communication open with the people we were there to protect, we managed to avoid any serious casualties.

The downside was that Liz and I still lived in constant fear of our lives and especially of IRA roadblocks. ‘If ever we come upon one when we’re all together, then don’t worry because I’ll jump out of the car and run so that they’ll only come after me,’ I told her. ‘They won’t touch you and Lisa. Just drive away as quickly as possible and leave me, okay?’ I could tell from the look on her face that there wouldn’t be anything ‘okay’ about that at all.

Once a week, Liz had to take Lisa to Legahory Post Office to collect her family allowance and was always careful not to speak in case someone picked up on her British accent. Whenever she went into Lurgan to do some shopping, she was fearful of seeing me patrolling the streets in case Lisa called out ‘Daddy!’ She told our growing daughter that I’d get into trouble with my boss if I spoke to them. We tried to make a game of it but there was nothing funny about what we were facing. When we left Northern Ireland it took us a while to get used to living without that level of fear. Liz even found it strange walking into a shop without being stopped first to have her handbag searched.

Sleeping on the floor of a prison cell a million miles from the life we’d made for ourselves since then, I could have kicked myself for putting her through that kind of anxiety again. I pictured her lying awake in our bed at our holiday home in Spain, almost certainly worrying herself stupid about me, the silly sausage. Finding our peach-painted holiday villa on a hillside an hour from Valencia had been the realisation of a lifetime dream for us both – even if paying the mortgage meant I had to keep working in countries like this. After more than three decades of living in sub-standard married quarters around the world, we’d finally found somewhere we could settle one day. We’d always had our home in Leeds but were looking forward to the time when we could retire to the sunshine.

Our three children were grown now and scattered all over the UK so we had a choice of places to stay whenever we went home. Usually, it was with Lisa, our 31-year-old daughter, a teacher married to Marcus, a Major in the 2 Scots. We are a family who use nicknames so Lisa, known as ‘Bear’, has two adorable kids, Madeleine (known as ‘MooCow’) aged seven, and Caius (‘Chunky Monkey’), who was four. Our two sons Craig (‘Fat Boy’), 27, in commercial real estate, and Lewis (‘Blue Lew’), 19, a senior aircraftsman with the RAF, were in Lincoln and Northumberland, and not yet hitched.

In Spain we had plenty of room for them all, a swimming pool, orange trees and our own small olive grove. I’d learned Spanish when I was seconded to the Spanish infantry in 2002, having already picked some up on a UN Military Observers’ Course in Argentina two years earlier and in Colombia where I’d helped train embassy security staff in Close Protection work. Liz’s Spanish was catching up fast. We’d made good friends with our neighbours Salva and Amparo and our kids loved coming to stay. We planned to keep hens, grow vegetables and plant a flower garden.

Liz especially loved roses – she’d had red ones in her wedding bouquet – but we’d never lived anywhere long enough for them to get established. A Spanish builder was about to erect a pergola for us on the back terrace and I planned to plant roses all around it for her – it was the least I could do after her years of putting up with my miserable face.

I must have dozed for a bit because I was awoken from my reverie at around 04:30 hrs. It was a misty, cool morning and the oldest mullah in my cell got up, stepped into the corridor and began the adhaan or Muslim call to prayer. His raspy, tobacco-stained voice was surprisingly melodic. Like the music of a snake charmer, it lifted the heads of the men all around me and they shuffled sleepily to their feet, coughing and retching, to wash themselves before they answered his call.

The gates to the courtyard at the core of the detention centre were unlocked by the guards and everyone began to trickle outside into the milky dawn. I got up too, my back stiff and sore. Limping like an old man, I followed the last of them out and stood in the shadows, watching through an open gateway as they assembled in front of a lean-to mosque fashioned out of plywood. Hundreds of Afghans of every age, size and type knelt as one, praying to Mecca as if their lives depended on it. To their minds, they probably did.

Seeing that they were preoccupied, I decided to grab the chance to use the ablutions room. Holding my breath, I urinated into the overflowing trap but once again was unable to do more. My throat was dry and scratchy and my skin felt tight with tiredness. My lower back ached. I longed for a hot shower, some soap and a steaming mug of Yorkshire tea. Instead, I splashed my face with cold water and slicked down my hair with the one personal possession I had left – my comb. Being allowed to keep it had felt like a small but important victory. I hoped to look less dishevelled when someone from the embassy came to get me.

Prayers lasted for fifteen minutes and then everyone swarmed back into their cells to recite passages from the Koran before dispersing into the corridor or outside. Tentatively, I followed. Stepping through one of the gates I found myself in the large open courtyard surrounded on all sides by cells. The roofs were topped with

























OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/9780755362486_KillSwitch.jpeg
‘A dramatic account of an honourable m
treated in the most dishonourable way’
Andy McNab









OEBPS/images/Headlinelogo.jpg
headline





OEBPS/images/ART_title.jpg
KILL
SWITCH





