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Foreword

In 2007, in conjunction with colleagues in what was to become New Century Consulting (NCC), we developed a programme entitled ‘Legacy’, which was based on best practices of the UK’s Special Branch in countering insurgencies around the world, particularly in Northern Ireland, in collaboration with the U.S. Marine Corps Intelligence Activity (MCIA). The programme was deployed in Iraq from January 2008 to March 2010 as an experiment, and then Afghanistan from October 2009 to 2016, achieving a measurable and significant level of success. History has shown that a violent insurgency cannot be successfully defeated beyond a certain threshold through the sole use of conventional military tactics. Frequently, if insurgencies are driven from the battlefield by conventional forces, they only root themselves within the civilian population, where they adopt a popular cause to conduct a war of attrition against the security forces. In other cases, nation states are threatened by criminal conspiracies that amount to an insurgency, often linked to narcotics trafficking. Legacy’s counterinsurgency (COIN) programme undermined this manipulation, infiltration and intimidation of the civilian population by subversive and criminal elements. While working to defeat the network, it is equally important to fill the vacuum left behind with legitimate forces of law and order, whose operations are effective, ethical and intelligence led. Andy’s book describes just one of the bases from which this programme was launched.

The Legacy model was based on a twin-track approach of intensive proactive criminal investigations supplemented by the utilisation of informers to infiltrate and undermine the organised crime gangs and terrorist groups from within. It is derived from a Special Branch model in countries as far and wide as Canada, Hong Kong, Israel, India, Malaysia, Australia and South Africa. It achieved wide success in Northern Ireland where it is estimated that one in three members of the main subversive groups actively cooperated with Special Branch. The joint approach of utilising intelligence and post-incident (arrest and crime occurrence) investigation resulted in some fifteen thousand individuals being successfully convicted of serious crimes during the conflict in Northern Ireland. A major success was achieved in 1994 when the IRA brought its 30-year campaign to an end without achieving their primary objectives. The success of this strategy was acknowledged by Brendan Hughes, a senior IRA commander, who stated that the UK security services ‘were able to effectively stop the IRA. I’m not saying defeat the IRA but certainly effectively to stop it.’

Legacy introduced a capacity-building model embedded within the host nation’s security forces, with the objective of empowering local intelligence collection in support of the national state’s strategy for normalisation. Legacy incorporated lessons learned from historic conflicts, adapted it to the host country and delivered a professional, resilient COIN intelligence capacity, compliant with international legal standards, designed to defeat an insurgency or organised criminal network through internal fragmentation and disorientation. It produced an integrated host nation capability that assisted in the Afghans shouldering primary responsibility for the COIN campaign, and continued to be effective long after the mentors and trainers had physically withdrawn.

The programme was uniquely qualified to provide an effective and swift influence in Afghanistan as a powerful capability which had been validated in the field by U.S. Forces in Iraq. The underlying doctrine, training and mentoring techniques were tailored to the specific challenges in Kabul, Kandahar as well as the other parts of Afghanistan where the programme was introduced. The doctrine was taught using supplementary oral and visual materials designed to address the lack of literacy among much of the population. The cultural advisors who supported the mentors in delivering the material ensured the programme was tailored to the local nuances within the various regions. The cultural advisors – to give them their full title, Accredited Cultural Advisors (ACAs) – were all UK passport holders with a UK ‘Secret’ clearance. Almost exclusively they were from Afghanistan. As their name would suggest, they were more than translators, able to read and write as well as speak English, Pashtu, Dari and often Urdu. These were the people who could read the character of those Afghans with whom the mentors interfaced and who understood the environment.

The environment was tough, and as well as the ever-present threat of the insurgency and religious fanaticism, there was always deep-seated corruption. Corruption was addressed through the placement of the mentoring teams to live as far forward with their charges as possible, establishing a 24/7 working relationship (another unique feature of the programme). The cultural advisors, through their local understanding, were useful conduits of information which was helpful in undermining the extent of corruption.

The effective application of the Legacy programme sapped the energy and operational capacity of the insurgency by the infiltration, penetration and manipulation of the network. Proper application of the programme’s technique, by handling of informants and agents throughout the insurgent structure, led to the undermining of trust within cells, facilitation of host nation arrests and seizures, and operational intelligence to effectively engage insurgents in armed interventions. At mature stages of the programme, the subversive element was often weakened to the point of aspiring to resolve their struggle at the negotiating table. Legacy was designed to help a nation drive the threat off the battlefield and into the political spectrum on its terms, ensuring that political engagement is preferred by the subversives over an increasingly counterproductive campaign of violence.

In Afghanistan, where Andy’s book is set, the programme ran under the overall watch of the Commander ISAF (International Security Assistance Force), General John Allen – who had signed the original requirement for Legacy Iraq – again with thousands of arrests, well over one hundred high-value targets eliminated and many tons of explosives, weapons and ammunition, as well as over 20 tons of heroin, recovered, with hundreds of lives saved.

Most notable was the saving of the life of Vice Admiral Harward and many of his staff in Musa Quala, Helmand Province, on 7 August 2010. On this occasion, a Legacy mentor, retired Detective Sergeant Ken McGonigle, single-handedly defeated the attempt to shoot down Vice Admiral Harward’s VS 22 Osprey plane. Having thwarted the attack and helped safely evacuate the aircraft, Ken went voluntarily to secure the area from further attacks by the still-active gunmen. Ken subsequently was killed in this unsuccessful effort, along with Lance Corporal Kevin Cornielius (aged 20) of Ashtabula, Ohio, and Private First Class Vincent E. Gammone III (19) of Christiana, Tennessee (formerly New York), of the USMC. Ken was nominated for a posthumous Silver Star, but as a civilian at the time of his death his family received a U.S. Defense of Freedom Medal as well as the Queen’s Gallantry Medal (posthumous) from the UK. Several other mentors have been recognised for gallantry in the face of the enemy, including two mentors who manned a heavy machine gun during an attack on Kandahar Police HQ, and their ACA who coordinated the U.S. and Afghan military using his language skills, preventing a serious ‘blue on blue’ (friend on friend) incident between the Coalition forces and the Afghan police. It successfully defeated a complex and large-scale enemy attack.

None of this would have been possible without a firm base from which to support the mentors and their cultural advisors. The entire effort in the south of Afghanistan was based at Kandahar Airbase, in which Andy led the support effort. Whilst Andy’s book is a description of life on the base, it is important to remember that it was that support which Andy, his team and others provided that allowed the brave men and women of the Legacy programme to do their work. Andy’s book is a unique insight into that world.

Colonel Tim Collins, OBE





About the Author

I spent nearly 34 years serving as an officer in the elite British Royal Marines Commandos. I deployed and operated worldwide, often serving in the harshest of climates, with extremes of hot and cold, often amidst the most austere of daily living conditions. Operational tours to conflict zones pervaded. But I was integrally involved in planning and executing other operations too, which will be remembered by those who follow such events.

I prosecuted FCO-directed diplomacy in West Africa for a considerable period of time, training, educating and bonding with West African countries such as Ghana, Nigeria, Sierra Leone and Senegal. I was, for 24 hours, put under temporary ‘hotel arrest’ in Cote d’Ivoire, in the largest city, Abidjan, when my flight from Senegal to Accra in Ghana had to do an emergency landing. With my passport confiscated by the Cote d’Ivoire immigration authorities because I didn’t have a requisite visa, I later left the country having had to pay the anticipated financial bribe of U.S. $200.

In 2000, working in a tri-service headquarters based in Northwood, I was selected to command and run the British military relief operation in Mozambique following catastrophic and devastating floods in the country. Working closely with the FCO (Foreign & Commonwealth Office) and DfID (Department for International Development), I orchestrated a successful British contribution to the multinational effort to save lives, deliver relief supplies and recover bodies. I was also integrally involved in the planning and execution of the evacuation of British and other entitled personnel from Sierra Leone to Senegal during the civil war in Sierra Leone in 2000.

I was awarded an OBE for my endeavours to enhance the status quo of certain countries in sub-Saharan Africa, specifically in the western and southern parts of the continent.

Throughout my time serving as a Royal Marines officer, I worked alongside civilians in operational theatres, including conflict, contingency planning, disaster relief, evacuations and in other scenarios. With hindsight, I little realised quite how much civilians offered in support of the more military-focussed media spotlight.

But my views were adjusted when I deployed to Afghanistan for four years as a civilian myself. There, I successfully managed a specialist training and mentoring programme for the Afghan Police and Army in southern Afghanistan, where the vast majority of the local population supported the Taliban.

Managing a team consisting of subject matter experts, interpreters and support staff, I and my team worked integrally with the ISAF Coalition military that included an array of different countries, centred mainly on the U.S. Army and Air Force. At the end of this period spent in Afghanistan, following delivery of a hugely successful programme that unquestionably saved many lives and casualties, I received recognition from the U.S. military for the way in which my team and I had assisted them in the war effort over a prolonged period of time; mainly due to the efforts of my team, not me.





Prologue

The haunting, nerve-jangling and penetrating wail of the siren sliced through the idle banter and heat of yet another Afghan summer evening. It was unfailingly hot. Another rocket attack, the second of the day. Usual drills were applied. We again took calm and measured refuge under the wooden table outside the make-do shipping container that masqueraded as a coffee shop – the table that until then had served as the base for our post-evening-meal chinwag accompanied by paper cups brimming with tea and coffee. Suddenly it was the only available shelter to comply with the well-tested procedure for rocket attacks: go to ground immediately, face down, covering your head to best effect with your hands and arms. Try and preserve your vital organs too. Stay there for two minutes, then hasten to the nearest designated hardened shelter or obey other instructions sent over the tannoy. We all knew that the wooden table would afford us next-to-no adequate protection against the potentially devastating effects of a nearby rocket detonation, regardless of its calibre or origin.

A cup of tea, knocked over in the flurry of our scrambling to seek refuge, dripped its cargo onto us through the wooden slats of the table as we cowered below. But the raining beverage was the least of our worries.

We waited with trepidation for the inevitable explosions. An explosion followed in quick time, no more than five seconds after the alarm sounded, not far off but too distant to be able to log its exact position – 400 metres maybe? Then followed a second impact, further away this time – good news for us, but devastating for others in the impact zone. Cacophonic silence descended in its usual way, filling the all-too-familiar pregnant pause. We knew it would be only a short time before we heard the sirens of the Kandahar Airfield emergency services, such as they were, rushing to seal off the affected areas and deal with any casualties, or to find and remove any fatalities and body parts.

Extended periods of ‘stand-to’ and the requirement to remain in shelter usually followed when ‘blinds’ were suspected or found – munitions that have failed to explode. Dealing with them has always been a dangerous job, one for the ever-courageous military Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD) teams. From various countries, these folk partly relished their professional remit to defuse unexploded ordnance but were, in equal measure, clouded by the very real risk that one false move might end in their early repatriation … in a box. The outcome of these attacks, regular features of life on Kandahar Airfield (KAF), were never publicised, in order to deny the Taliban perpetrators the satisfaction of knowing whether or not their intended targets had been reached; whether limbs had been severed or lives taken. And yes, lives were lost during these random, callous and haphazard attacks; a microscopic snapshot perhaps of the much-feared, terrifying and indiscriminate V1, or ‘flying bomb’, attacks on London by the Germans in the summer of 1944.

During the requisite two minutes spent under the table, I glanced around my fellow shelter seekers, all civilians from a variety of backgrounds – all philosophical and seemingly fearless; or pretending to be. Smiles, jokes and banter abounded. There was some irritation too that our evening and social interlude had been so starkly disrupted. Some would miss prearranged fixtures to converse on Skype or FaceTime with wives, partners, family and friends back home – another cause for irritation, another occupational hazard of life in the ‘Taliban attack magnet’ that was KAF. United through shared circumstance, austerity, hardship and danger, people were resigned just to ‘getting on with it’, in silence and without audible complaint.

This is simply not where I had envisaged finding myself after completing a 34-year career in the Royal Marines. I was back in a war zone, this time as a civilian amongst countless other civilians all focussed on supporting the military machine that was the International Security Assistance Force – thousands of people united to counter the Taliban in the war-torn and historically troubled Islamic State of Afghanistan.

Many members of the public seem unaware that civilians serve in conflict zones. Members or former members of the military know otherwise, and have at least an inkling of some of their roles in such environments. I had always been curious to know why former military warriors, now ‘civvies’, and others without any military background wanted to put themselves in the firing line voluntarily. So, during my four years in Afghanistan as a civilian myself, Royal Marine no longer, I impulsively resolved to find out what ‘floated their boats’, why they were there and what life was like for them in Kandahar, where I was based. I resolved to record some notes of my time with some of these diverse, multinational folk, sometimes living amidst some pretty harsh conditions, even by military standards.
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Kandahar in SE of Afghanistan. (Author’s collection)







CHAPTER 1

What Next?

I ended up going to Afghanistan in 2010 by accident. I had never served there during my career in the Royal Marines. By the time the most recent Afghanistan conflict started in 2001, I was too ‘seasoned’ (i.e. old!) to fit with positions in operational units that were generally and quite understandably the domain of the younger Royal Marines warriors. I still wanted and needed to ‘earn a crust’ in the next phase of my life, and to maintain stimulation of my brain, but going to work in Afghanistan was most certainly not on my agenda when I left the Forces in December 2009. I had other plans, although I’m still unsure quite what they were! The lack of any specific plans for life after the Royal Marines was certainly not caused by any lacklustre state of mind or intent, more the symptom of the genuine predicament that I simply didn’t know what I wanted to do next. There was nothing that had particularly grabbed my attention or fired my imagination, despite endless hours of research and networking. I had a somewhat idealistic aspiration to find a niche in the world of sport, like many others I suspected, including what I considered to be a realistic focus on securing a particular role within certain sports organisations. The Rugby Football Union was one such organisation. As a qualified squash coach, I also mused over setting up and running a squash club. On a more extreme flank, I researched the possibility of establishing a curling club, the rightful domain of the Scots, in south-west England, having participated in a curling league with my wife during three years spent working in Norway. But the financial outlay required and various practical difficulties legislated against this being a viable option. Aspirations of working in the sporting sector failed to materialise, for a number of reasons. I determined that whatever I did end up doing was going to essentially revolve around living at home in Devon more regularly than had been possible previously whilst serving in the Royal Marines in various parts of the UK and abroad.

I had rather subconsciously assumed that I’d be working from home, see my wife, Angie, on a daily basis, albeit with short absences for work, and be around whenever our youngsters dropped in at home. These assumptions had simply not been possible to countenance on a sustained basis throughout a career in the Armed Forces. I imagined that being based at home might even allow me to give something back to the local community with some voluntary work, particularly in our small, picturesque and increasingly vibrant village. The prospect of living at home on a more sustained basis appealed a good deal, as did being able to follow a raft of hobbies and activities in the area. Quite simply, I wanted to be that local living locally, being a proper civilian for the first time since I was 18 years old. Furthermore, after 18 house moves during our married life, some enduring domestic stability in that respect had increasing appeal. In late 2009, I wanted to come home to roost in our own old, beamed and creaking cottage – and I detected that Angie concurred! So it was on 11 December 2009 that I returned home to Devon on completion of my last working day in Her Majesty’s colours with the Royal Marines, to be greeted by Angie on our doorstep with a beer in her hand for me. ‘So that’s it then, the end of the Royal Marines for you and the end of any separation for us’, she said, passing me that celebratory landmark beer. ‘Yes’, I replied, meaning it. Little did I know what was to unfold.

Early in January 2010, I embarked on some consultancy work in the West Country, working from home. My project was centred on setting up a hovercraft passenger service across the Bristol Channel for a start-up company. This was perfect in many ways, but was never likely to have been an enduring role. As the hovercraft work tailed off, I embarked on the challenge of the full-on job search, something that I’d luckily never had to do since joining the Royal Marines in 1976. As for many in a similar position, it became a full-time, obsessive rollercoaster of highs and lows, ebbs and flows. I became preoccupied with trawling the internet, seeking opportunities and vacancies, networking, following up on past offers of employment from well-meaning (but rarely delivering) contacts and completing application forms. Even more dreamily, I hoped to get offered an interview or two. I had repeatedly been advised that former members of the Armed Forces were not particularly good at ‘selling’ themselves, at least in the context of the civilian job market. I’d also been advised that former military folk often failed to grasp the nuances of how to convince potential employers of the transferable value of the skills accrued during military service. My mindset vacillated between complete confidence in selling myself and utter frustration with aspects of the job search. But that was the way it was for everyone, I assumed.

I was lucky in the end. I had responses to all but 10 of my 50 carefully selected job applications and had approximately one interview for every three applications. As a career-long military man, but with what I considered to be grounded civilian instincts, I genuinely aspired to shed the military connection altogether and embark on that truly civilian second career or occupation.

So it was that my hopes approached peaks of expectation with final interviews on a number of occasions during my period of full-time job searching. I was astonished, though, to be invited to attend the final interview for the general manager’s role at Taunton Racecourse – something for which I would on the face of it have been entirely unsuited! My preparation for that interview was quite amusing and most definitely shallow. There was no way that constant rehearsing of key racing buzzwords such as ‘Lester Piggott’, ‘Beecher’s Brook’, ‘good stayer’ and ‘firm going’ would have held up under interview interrogation. And it didn’t. The other candidate was a far more suitable candidate for the role and he was rightly offered the job.

There were many other interviews, but I never quite got the nod required to propel me into a new venture. As so many others have found before me, there is all too often another candidate who is better suited, better qualified or more experienced for each particular role than yourself. My CV got me interviews alright, but increasingly I grew to realise that it wasn’t perhaps quite the hugely impressive document that I’d believed it to be! I wondered whether perhaps it wasn’t as geared to civilian employment as I naively thought it might have been.

An area of questioning that I always found both entertaining as well as frustrating was when interviewers focussed on my military background, with the clear inference that it would be impossible for me to exist in a civilian workplace or environment. I was probed on this aspect of my make-up and psyche, in particular at two final interviews. On one of those occasions, when I was one of just two final contenders, I was told that the other person had been offered the role in question as the interview panel ‘didn’t want to take a risk on me as a former military person’. The reality was more likely that the other candidate was a better fit for the job than I was, with far more relevant experience. They could at least have conjured up a more imaginative reason for me not to have been given the job. On one of the two occasions that I was questioned about my suitability to enter the civilian workplace as a former military person, I was simply asked: ‘How do you think you’ll cope fitting in with civilians, working with them and potentially managing them?’ I had prepared for that interview question, but hadn’t anticipated the slant of the particular question that day. I needed little time to respond. I explained that I didn’t think I’d have any problems at all, drawing on evidence to support my case.

I explained that I was married to a civilian wife, had civilian children and lived in a civilian house surrounded by civilian neighbours in a civilian village, where I enjoyed drinking beer with other civilian friends! To further bolster my case for civilian credibility and prove my credentials in that respect, I probably unwisely added that as far as I could recall, I had been a civilian prior to joining the Royal Marines, a full 18 years-worth of civilian citizenship. However, the interviewer retorted that I’d never worked with civilians, clearly expecting an answer to his latest incisive but totally erroneous supposition. ‘Ha, ha,’ I thought to myself, ‘I’ve got you on this too!’ I explained that I had recently completed three-and-a-half years working with and for the Foreign Office in a Diplomatic appointment in a British Embassy in Scandinavia, where all 60 members of the Embassy – colleagues and immediate associates alike – were either British or locally recruited national civilians, including those who worked directly or indirectly for and with me. I pointed out that so far as I was aware, I got on well with all of them and didn’t think that I was viewed as an overbearing military ogre by any of them. I could see that my answer didn’t accord with the interviewer’s anticipated response – or script. I suspect the interviewer thought I was trying to be facetious, which probably explains why I wasn’t offered the job despite the other two members of the interview panel pushing vibes my way that I’d get their vote. I later reflected that it is perhaps the public perception of the military that can lead to miscued impressions formed by those without any other experience of HM Armed Forces, its people, ethics and modus operandi.

Towards the end of August 2010, the call came. Out of the blue, an old Royal Marines friend of mine called me to enquire if I knew of anybody who might fit certain criteria for a role in Afghanistan, if, that was, I wasn’t interested in the opportunity myself? Now that presented a conundrum; one for which I’d been longing in many ways for some time. Was I up for an assignment in Afghanistan, fulfilling a role which on the face of it would have suited me down to the ground, and one to which I felt I would have a good deal to contribute? Or would this be a U-turn on my part, a cop-out from my intention to pursue a truly civilian occupation, albeit the role in question would be borne out as a civilian, but working closely with the military in a war zone? I mused over this teaser for only a short time. I travelled to London two days later to discover more information on the role and to be interviewed for the position by the CEO of a company called New Century Consulting.

New Century, guided and directed by its hugely successful Chief Operating Officer and Chief Executive Officer, had previously delivered an internationally successful and specialist training and mentoring programme to the Iraqi Army and Police during the prolonged conflict in that country. Working largely with the U.S. Marine Corps deployed to fight in Iraq, New Century was then offered another contract by the U.S. Government to deliver a similar programme in Afghanistan.

The nature of the contract was for New Century’s specialist consultants to train and mentor specified Afghan Army and Police personnel in their own country during the ongoing war against the Taliban, in the potentially dangerous art of Human Intelligence, widely abbreviated to HUMINT. It’s a very niche civilian and military discipline, usually prosecuted by subject matter experts such as those who work in the Police Special Branch, military and specialist government departments. The British are considered to be amongst the finest exponents of HUMINT operations in the world, based on many years of experience of such operations around the globe. The general aim of HUMINT operations is for operatives to infiltrate local communities in areas of conflict or political turmoil and other scenarios in order to recruit appropriate ‘sources’ that might be persuaded to impart information about enemy plans and intentions. Once analysed, some of this information might lead to useful intelligence, which could in turn save lives, casualties and collateral damage to your own side in the conflict and to local civilians. It might also have operational and other effects to turn the tide against the enemy. The modus operandi of the U.S. Government-sponsored New Century programme was to train the Afghan Police and military specialists in HUMINT operations before committing them to operations in the local communities. Upon returning to secure bases from forays into the local communities, usually in pairs or larger groups, the New Century consultants would debrief operatives, mentor them and seek any useful information and intelligence that may have been gathered. This would in turn be passed on as appropriate to the wider ISAF Coalition forces, particularly the overwhelmingly dominant U.S. military and the Afghan forces for their analysis on what military actions could be taken to thwart future Taliban operations and intentions. Thus, New Century’s endeavours promised to benefit the holistic Coalition effort against the Taliban.

The role for which I was interviewed by New Century was to act as the Programme Manager, later Regional Manager, for one of the four programmes that were being set up in Afghanistan. I did not have any HUMINT background or experience. But I did have considerable experience of leadership, man-management, and living and working in conflict zones in international environments amidst extremes of climate and enduring austere conditions with confidence. Each of the four programmes was manned by a mixture of specialists who did have the requisite HUMINT experience, together with interpreters and other specialists. My potential programme was to consist of between 50 and 60 people. We would initially be based in various ISAF bases in Kandahar Province, the birthplace of the Taliban in the south of Afghanistan. The basic premise would be for New Century mentors to remain within Coalition/ISAF bases but have access to their Afghan Police/Army mentees to guide them on how best to collect intelligence from people in the local communities on Taliban intentions and operations.

On my way back to Devon by train, I called my wife to seek her views on the proposal and discuss the reality that if I accepted the position there would, after all, be more separation – and quite a lot of it. The required ‘rotations’ in and out of the theatre of operations that was Afghanistan were quite demanding under the terms of the U.S. Government (USG) contract let to New Century, despite some negotiation: 100 days (some three-and-a-half months) away, then one month on leave. I would not therefore be that local man living locally quite as soon as I’d anticipated. It was a sobering reminder of the reality that it is very difficult to find the ideal position when seeking a new opportunity, one that ticks all the requisite boxes.

That evening, Angie and I went into ‘closed session’ to mull over the pros and cons of accepting, or not, a much-appreciated offer from New Century. I accepted the position with sincere gratitude.

A month later, after some requisite courses in the UK and United States, I touched down at KAF in Afghanistan as the Regional/Programme Manager of the USG-requested/sponsored HUMINT training and mentoring programme for the Afghan Police and Army … as a civilian.





CHAPTER 2

A Civvy in a War Zone

Packing to go to Afghanistan, which I’d never been to before, was my first new and very serious challenge. For the first time in nearly 34 years, I had no uniform to pull out of the cupboard. I was now a civilian, with no right (and absolutely no inclination) to wear military uniform ever again. My ingrained packing list for numerous previous deployments away from home was now redundant. So, I had to muse longer than had previously been the case over what to wear for travelling to Afghanistan and what to pack for daily use after arrival. I knew I had to be light on personal luxuries, so I focussed on essentials only. These were my ‘starter-for-10’ conundrums, teasers that one tended to take for granted in the military, where everything required is pretty much outlined to you and in most cases provided too. The days preceding my departure from the UK were spent rifling through current and old clothing to see what I could muster that might be practical, acceptable and have some degree of ‘street cred’ in Kandahar. Was anyone really going to mind what I wore anyway? My initial selections were hurled on to a bed for more detailed consideration. Thereafter, I spent some time travelling to the most likely retail outlets in Exeter to make good obvious gaps in my wardrobe. The staff in Taunton Leisure were amused to hear that my purchases were Afghanistan-bound, but less impressed when my efforts to negotiate a discount based on my offer to put in a ‘good word’ for them amongst my new colleagues-to-be in Afghanistan were promptly rebuffed! I did at least feel that I assembled to some extent the wherewithal to dress to impress once I got to Kandahar – or at least have the clothing that would be fit for purpose. I was advised by the guy that I was due to take over from in Kandahar that my clothes should allow for a hot, dusty and oppressively sweaty climate for much of the year. He was correct in that, but we didn’t discuss too much about the clothing that might be best suited for the cold, wet and windy winter months. Perhaps that was too obvious to merit special mention.

I soon found out that there seemed to be no more than two identifiable seasons in Kandahar – summer and winter, with little transition in between. The summer period, covering most of the year, was indeed seriously hot: 40–52 degrees centigrade was the norm. Fortuitously, it was dry heat, not the debilitating humidity that encompassed Kabul, sited a further 3,000 feet above Kandahar at around 6,000 feet altitude. Kabul is surrounded by spectacular mountains, with year-round snow-covered peaks. The capital city harboured around 4.5 million inhabitants. The city was seemingly forever encompassed in unforgiving smog. It was not a healthy place to live. Never mind the lack of basic infrastructure, ever-present security threats, calamitous and pitted roads, dangerous pedestrianism, farm animals on the roads and mindless drivers, it was simply a haven for drama, strife and tragedy. All that, with the added rain, mud and sleet during the few winter months of this northern hemisphere country, made for a city comprising oppressive hostility and enmity.

With departure imminent, packing complete and my newly selected wardrobe crammed into limited packing space, I donned my Bergen. Lugging the awesomely heavy (c.150 lbs) U.S. Army-issued personal protection equipment (body armour and helmet to the layman) too, I set off for Heathrow for the first leg of what was to become an all-too-familiar passage en route to Kandahar. I was quite understandably quizzed at the Emirates airline check-in desk about the purpose of taking body armour and a helmet on the flight to Dubai. I was relieved to receive a sympathetic ear in response to my explanation, and was duly waived what would have been an incredibly significant ‘over-weight’ baggage excess charge. It was understandably a very weighty package, designed to protect the wearer as best as possible from blasts of any sort. All my New Century colleagues and I who deployed to Afghanistan under the U.S. Government contract were given this body armour when training to go to Afghanistan. Luckily, my body armour was never tested for effectiveness whilst I was wearing it, but during my final training course in the United States we were shown what the effect of any explosive devices might be on unfortunate wearers of the armour: devastation to both the armour and wearer.

All New Century and other consultants generally had to transit via Dubai to progress to our final destinations in Afghanistan. After usually changing airport terminals in Dubai, my colleagues and I would board a charter flight for the onward two-hour direct flight to Kandahar, together with a raft of other civilian contractors, some also making their first trip to Kandahar, together with those that were returning from leave.

There was definitely a marked change in atmosphere on this flight, with an almost tangible tension as the aircraft took off and headed towards Afghanistan. War zones tend to have an effect on those heading towards them, first-timers and more seasoned folk alike. Although a civilian flight, much about the atmosphere, banter and demeanour on board resembled that of a military flight deploying to a conflict zone. All were trepidatious. The only people on board were those with the requisite passes and documentation to allow them to enter the Afghan theatre of operations, with a defined role to play for the Coalition forces. There were no casual drop-in passengers, no family or friends, and certainly no tourists. All passengers were civilians, nearly all male. Military personnel were generally transported separately to theatre by military passenger transport planes.

I felt a strange dichotomy – an attachment to this aircraft-load of unknown, multi-national civilians, all bound for the war-torn province of Kandahar, yet also an inner immovable sense that I was still a Royal Marine –
an alien amongst all these civvies. But I wasn’t; I was now one of them. It was at this stage that I first began to wonder what all these civilians were going to do in Kandahar, and perhaps at that early point the seed was sown to find out more about the contribution of civilians to conflict operations. Looking around the aircraft, it was clear to me that the group of civilians present were a disparate bunch from a variety of nations. Some, I adjudged unfairly, would have looked more at home in a U.S. mid-West hippy commune. They supported copious arrays of tattoos, dreadlocks and piercings. Others, even without weapons in hand, conveyed an almost Rambo-esque image. Meanwhile, others, like me, were more conservatively presented without the add-ons. Boring really!

Demeanours varied too. Some were clearly nervous, perhaps pretending to read or just fidgeting in their seats, while others were irritatingly loud and full of false bravado; some were clearly downbeat about leaving their loved ones for the upcoming varying periods deployed away from home in Afghanistan. Then there were those who just slept, or tried to. As the plane lost some height and flew over the Afghan border, I looked down with fascination at the rusty-brown landscape below, trying to come to terms with the reality that this was the land that had seen so much suffering over so many years, not least during its most recent conflict since 2001. I couldn’t help wondering how safe civilian aircraft were flying over Taliban strongholds, and whether there was a ground-to-air missile threat posed by the Taliban. I later learned that there was in fact no such danger, which was of no comfort for me on my first flight into Afghanistan as the aircraft descended in preparation for landing at the huge military complex, almost akin to a suburban sprawl, that was the ISAF base of Kandahar Airfield.

Closing in on the runway over the base’s perimeter fence, I recall being struck by the activity and assemblage of human habitation below. Fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters were taxiing, taking off and landing; unmanned aircraft being readied for their next missions; troops and civilians moving purposefully around, as well as queuing, waiting, embarking, disembarking aircraft and vehicles. Military hardware, the machinery of war, was everywhere, much of it readied in huge compounds. Amongst some well-established buildings there were endless stretches of portacabin-like huts, thousands of tents and ramshackle constructions made of canvas, corrugated iron, bricks and mud amalgams. Despite some evidence of the array of vehicles – military and civilian – using what I detected from the air to be tarmacked roads, most arterial routes for vehicles seemed to be crudely carved dust and sand tracks.

I could see a profusion of wire fencing, protective blast walls and HESCO (giant sandbags in wire mesh containers) barricades, all designed to help thwart armed attacks. From my window seat in the aircraft, I could clearly see people absolutely everywhere. The analogy of an ants’ nest came sharply to mind. I had to pinch myself to align with this new experience – that of being a civilian amongst other civilians – as we touched down in this war-torn country.

I had arrived at KAF, the ISAF base that had been developed on the site of, and way beyond, what was Kandahar International Airport. The airport, with very few international flights flying in to or out of it, had served southern Afghanistan, including the Province of Kandahar (54,000km2), which is a little smaller than the Republic of Ireland (70,000km2). The former capital of Afghanistan, Kandahar City, with a population of around 500,000 inhabitants, mainly Taliban supporters or operatives, was about 16km distant to the north-west. Critically, and far from forgotten by the Taliban insurgents, Kandahar Province was the birthplace of the Taliban, who consequently continued to regard it as a key strategic area. Some of the fiercest fighting since 2001 had taken place there, and still did so in 2010, most notably in the Arghandab River valley. The 400km-long Arghandab River flows south-west through the neighbouring Helmand Province to its lower reaches in Kandahar Province. It provides irrigation opportunities and fertile agricultural grounds, principally for the growth of pomegranates, grapes, and poppies – the base for heroin production in its raw form.

Taxiing amidst row upon row of military aircraft, helicopters and multifarious other military hardware, my charter aeroplane eventually came to a standstill close to a bullet-splattered building that served as the arrivals terminal. I soon found out that this building was known locally as ‘TLS’, for Taliban’s Last Stand – it was where the Taliban fought their last rearguard action against the invading Russians in 1979. The still-evident damage to the building – bullet-holes and all – bore testament to the fierce fighting that had taken place.

I stepped down somewhat tentatively off the civilian charter flight onto the hot tarmac of KAF. It was 2 October 2010.

It was hot, dusty and quite clearly a war zone. There were people cutting around everywhere, all seemingly very busy, focussed and preoccupied. Amongst the countless civilian and military aircraft that surrounded our charter aircraft, people were busy loading and unloading countless and varied items, arming, packing, unpacking, fixing, repairing, marshalling, ushering, shouting and directing – fluorescent bibs and jackets flashing in abundance under the scorching sun. Everyone seemed to have a frenzied purpose. All were armed, of course. Fast jets, principally American F-16s and British Tornados, screamed overhead, preparing to land, whilst others readied for take-off, after-burners poised to launch them and their cargoes of ordnance into the late afternoon skies. Huge transport aircraft were taxiing to and fro in the relentless bid to bring endless supplies of people and cargo into theatre, whilst departing aircraft were extracting people and surplus cargo.

Aircraft were lined up statically on both sides of the runway, some in hardened hangars, others under canvas shelters or exposed to the fierce sun. Some were being worked upon, others becalmed in between missions. There were A10 ‘tank busters’, rows of C130 Hercules transport aircraft and a raft of other fixed-wing planes. The curious, almost model-like UAVs (Unmanned Aerial Vehicles, better known as drones) had compounds to themselves, where their secretive sensors, observation devices and other equipment were being worked upon covertly, away from prying eyes. Endless rows of helicopters awaited the call to scramble, whilst others buzzed around the airfield, taxiing, refuelling, waiting to refuel, dropping off cargo or troops and civilians and reloading with others. Blackhawk helicopters, marked with distinctive red crosses, awaited the all-too-familiar call to scramble on medical evacuation (MEDEVAC) missions to pick up the latest battlefield casualties for the quickest possible delivery to the outstanding hospital on Kandahar Airfield, situated right beside the runway.

Groups of troops from different nations scurried purposefully around en route to or returning from flights, whilst others waited in the shade for … well, they waited. That’s what you do in war; you wait a lot, whether you’re a civilian or military person.

After disembarking, I stood on the tarmac with others disgorging behind me from the civilian aircraft that signified my last touch with normality for the next 100 days.

As we waited on the tarmac beside the aircraft, I looked around at my fellow civilian contractors. For those returning from leave, as was to be the case for me thereafter for four years, I detected a sense of forlorn inevitability about their predicament; morale was low as another rotation commenced, with the inherent separation from home and reacquaintance with the long working hours, little down time, hardship and danger. For the ‘first-timers’ like myself, the mood was different. There was too much new to take in to reflect otherwise. There was the uncertainty of what lay ahead and the prospect of meeting new friends and colleagues, the challenge of adapting to a completely new way of life within the confines of a totally alien environment. I felt exposed in a way that I hadn’t experienced before in the military. I was in a different, dangerous world, now as a civvy. I was outside the familiar umbrella of the British Armed Forces – the Royal Marines in particular – that had provided a blanket of protection and camaraderie for so many years. This was a different reality, and I quietly – and somewhat surprisingly – revelled in the change and liberation from my former career. Shackle-free, I moved as purposefully as only a human freight-mule can, to be briefed inside the bullet-spattered terminal by a couple of U.S. Army bods on the ‘key essentials’: what to do in the case of imminent attack, rocket or otherwise; what paperwork and ID we needed to show there and then; where to go to link up with those meeting us; and who to ask any questions of. Unsurprisingly, it was a well-rehearsed procedure. From that briefing, I moved towards the exit to meet the small reception party from the group with whom I was destined to work and for whom I’d have overall management responsibility, all signed up to New Century contracts. And all civilians to boot. We were all engaged as independent consultants.

I was due to take over from an experienced former Intelligence Corps officer called Jim. He was there to meet me, as was the excellent member of the Logistics team, Jamie, another ex-Army man with a proud record serving with the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, who had the broadest of Scottish accents! Here, then, were three former military men, now civilians, united as such in a war zone where former rank and status mattered not a jot – good news. Jim, a Brit, had been drafted in for the first couple of months of the training and mentoring programme, let to New Century by the U.S. Government in Kandahar. Upon completion of my handover from Jim, I was to manage the programme in Kandahar Province. Jim had set up the programme with incisive detail and to great effect. He had accrued considerable experience working previously in Afghanistan and even boasted a degree of aptitude in the local Pashto language. Conversation was initially a little tricky, because at not much over half my 6 foot 5 inch height, not even my stooping or his upstretched, tiptoed posture could help our voices override the overwhelming noise, hustle and bustle of the airfield. Jamie, although taller than Jim, had such a broad Scottish accent that understanding his chat was a challenge in itself. An interesting start, then, with dialogue difficult! Embarked in the armoured land cruiser, with the door closed, conversation became a little easier. I sat in the back of the vehicle, somewhat agog, as we made our way through the traffic and pedestrians.

There was persistent aircraft noise. Aeroplanes operated around the clock: landing, taking off, revving up, engine-testing and simply practising flight procedures. It looked and smelt like a conflict zone: military people of many nationalities cutting around with varying degrees of purpose. The distinctive smell of aviation fuel overrode the odour of sewage, incinerator smoke and heat – all part of what was to become a familiar characteristic of KAF, odours that were to psychologically endure with most of us throughout leave periods at home.

I couldn’t help noticing the number of civilians amongst the throngs of people as we made our way to our accommodation block. Who were all these civilians, what did they do and what drove them to be here? The seed of curiosity, already sown, was to grow over the coming months. I had to remind myself constantly in those early days that I was one of them now. I had undergone the transition that had changed my situation quite markedly from my familiar life as a military man. At least that’s what I kept telling myself as I settled into this new environment and role. Was I a poacher turned gamekeeper, a turncoat perhaps? I wondered how I’d be regarded by the military, mainly the U.S. Army; as the United States formed and led the ISAF coalition, they rightly commanded all the major ISAF bases in Afghanistan after the conflict started in 2001. Of course, they contributed the most military forces, men and hardware to the coalition by far. I would have daily dealings with the U.S. Army in the months and years ahead, before aligning my thoughts with the reality that we were still on the same side.

I was shown to my shared room, cramped by some standards but palatial compared with the tight confines of Her Majesty’s ‘Grey Funnel Lines’, the ships of the Royal Navy that are part of every Royal Marine’s career, particularly the amphibious craft. Palatial too compared with the austerity endured by many of the front-line troops deployed throughout Afghanistan, typically making home in a hole carved into a dried mud wall.

It didn’t take long for a truism to be borne out: that the standard of living varies massively between troops (Army, Navy and Air Force) deployed in operational theatres. The British front-line infantry and other units operating in the outer reaches of Helmand Province, for example, would not have recognised the relative luxury of facilities available to the British military elements based at KAF, many of them RAF personnel supporting British aircraft and helicopters operating there. Few of these people ever left the relative safety of the KAF perimeter fence during their tours of duty, although members of the RAF Regiment were charged with patrols around the immediate perimeter area. This juxtaposition with the hardship and danger endured by the front-line boys patrolling on a daily basis in Kandahar, Helmand and other parts of the country was nothing new: it has endured throughout history in most conflicts, has often been the source of antagonism and mickey-taking and has usually taken place without due consideration for the respective roles of the various elements of the British military machine.

Accommodation in Kandahar Province and throughout Afghanistan varied massively, from tents to temporary shelters, make-shift portacabins or brick buildings. Some of all these options were multi-nationally owned and occupied, others were the prevail of certain nationalities. I progressed from tentage accommodation (not ideal in 45 degree Celsius without air conditioning) through all the above options. I ended up with many of my colleagues in concrete accommodation when the British withdrawal started and when space became available for British civilian contractors.

Further obligatory safety briefs ensued upon arrival at the accommodation block: what to do when the siren sounds to warn of imminent rocket attack (or quite often when it has just occurred) when in the accommodation block or during mealtimes; what to do when that alarm goes off alerting that a ground attack is underway, imminent or suspected. There was also the dreaded alarm aimed principally at all medical staff to forewarn that mass casualties were expected, calling them to their workstations at medical centres, reception areas or the main NATO hospital that had already seen so much human carnage. Fire drills were covered too. All of this, in military parlance, would equate to ‘actions on’; what do to do under certain circumstances and threat levels. In civvy street ‘lingo’, I suppose most of these briefings would be embraced under the dreaded ‘health & safety’ umbrella – the catch-all, ‘cover your backside’ statements of the bleedin’ obvious! I always had some difficulty rationalising health and safety restrictions with some of the activities inherent in a military environment and lifestyle. But here, in the midst of a war zone, it was an even more divergent paradox of the risks to which everyone was exposed.

In quick time, I was taken to the evening meal – served in one of several dining facilities (or DFACs) on KAF. For the former police and Afghan-origin interpreters amongst my new colleagues, and there were many, and the thousands of other civilians on KAF, I guess the term ‘DFAC’ became part of the daily language, a symbol of one of the few pleasures of daily life – mealtimes. Some of the DFACs were operated by Supreme, an American company run by civilians from all over the world.

As early as my first meal, I found myself exposed to the reality that much of the infrastructure, domestic, logistic and life support on KAF is controlled and run largely by civilians. This DFAC, one of seven on KAF, was contracted to provide 10,500 meals a day over three main meals. It was packed to the rafters. People were sitting and eating, chatting to friends or reflecting in silent contemplation, or as silent as it could be with 300–400 other diners around you. Military personnel mixed with civilians: there was no partition. My lasting impression of that first meal was of the civilian community outnumbering the military folk.

Whilst by far the majority of the military on KAF were American, there were a good few hundred British Army and RAF personnel too, and others from Canada, Australia, Slovakia, Denmark, the Netherlands, Belgium and even one or two from Singapore and Mongolia. All these, and many other nations represented elsewhere in the country, were contributors to the military effort in Afghanistan against the Taliban. It remained of enduring amusement to many that a number of national representatives were from their respective navies, including rather disorientated members of the Royal Navy who had probably never in their wildest dreams banked on being sent to landlocked Afghanistan during their careers. It must be ripe to be a trivia question in the years ahead: ‘what is the theatre of operations, furthest from the sea, in which members of the Royal Navy have served?’ Land-locked Afghanistan must surely be a contender, with KAF being approximately 1127 kilometres (700 miles) from the Arabian Sea. Kabul is even further away at 1770 kilometres (1100 miles) from the sea. I worked in Kandahar for a period with a Royal Naval Commander who was the Chief of Staff responsible for the British contingent and real estate on KAF in 2011. Not only a member of the Royal Navy, but a submariner to boot, he epitomised the adaptability of Royal Naval personnel operating so far from the sea. Well-used to the confines of a submarine existence with absolutely no sight or perspective of the outside world, I suspected that in some ways he felt more at home than many in the cramped, viewless and horizon-less ISAF accommodation and office spaces that were common throughout bases in Kandahar and surrounding provinces. He never looked particularly ‘lost’ or forlorn at the absence of seawater around KAF!

The huge military contingent based at KAF was largely matched by the number of civilians. Upon arrival in 2010, I was keen to get a feel for the size and population of KAF. Estimates on the population seemed to centre around the 35,000 mark, but nobody was absolutely certain. Very much like the all-inclusive American military, during my first few hours on site I saw amongst the civilians at KAF people of every race, creed, colour, shape and size. It was a very normal community in that context, but far from it in others. There were very few women evident, and no children or elderly folk. At that early stage I was advised that there was an estimated 1,000–1,500 ‘illegal immigrants’ on KAF at the very least, people who had perhaps seen contracts expire with various companies but had manufactured a way to remain on site illegally rather than return to a deprived life in their own countries. Many were of Asian origin. By remaining on KAF, there were ways for these people to get fed, free of charge, and somewhere to sleep; until a clampdown was enacted in 2012 to identify and track down the ‘illegals’ and repatriate them.

My curiosity surrounding the community at KAF began to grow in those early days on the base, but I had little idea to what extent the ‘engine’ of the base was dependent on civilians. I discovered how the transient military population often failed to realise the extent of the civilian contribution to the war effort in general, and to the daily running of life at KAF in particular.

Whilst the might of the U.S. military and that of other contributing ISAF nations abounded, there was plentiful evidence of participating civilians in and around KAF. All seemed to have a sense of purpose, whether in their allocated working area or moving around from point A to point B. It took me some time to realise quite what they all did. But as the months unfolded after my arrival, these same civilians appeared in so many of the places normally associated with everyday life. They cooked, laundered, repaired and replaced infrastructure, drove vehicles in combat, and flew aircraft, also in the firing-line. They provided medical and dental services, limited retail outlets, certain kinds of policing, and recreational/sporting facilities. The work done by the Asian community at the base was invaluable, as it meant that military personnel were freed up to fight the Taliban.

I came to reflect that the typical military tour of operational duty of between four and twelve months, depending upon nationality and role, was nothing more than a temporary interlude to the more lasting stays of many civilians, who in many cases provided longevity and continuity spanning years of constant rotations in theatre. A notable difference between civilian and military tours of duty was that nearly all military deployments involved a period of leave at some point mid-tour. British military tours of duty, often of six months duration, nearly always involved this. So, absences of three consecutive months or more were relatively unusual. But not always.

Crucially, the more permanent presence of many civilians allowed trusting and meaningful relationships to be developed with newly arrived military forces that sought advice of the experienced on-site and established civilians. Many a senior Afghan policeman and soldier told me that they found the passing rants, moods, attitudes and approaches of certain military ISAF personalities in Kandahar, strutting to prove themselves to their commanders, less than helpful. As my time at KAF extended, my opinions on this subject developed. But first, I will say more about KAF and the group of civilians with whom I worked.





CHAPTER 3

100 Days: Moods and Views

‘If animals have moody days they handle them better than humans do.’

BETTY WHITE (AMERICAN TV ACTRESS, COMEDIENNE AND ANIMAL RIGHTS ACTIVIST)

‘Other people get moody in their forties and fifties – men get the male menopause. I missed the whole thing. I was just really happy.’

RIK MAYALL (BRITISH COMEDIAN AND ACTOR)

I contend that 100 days separated from home and loved ones is quite a long time, especially when repeated over a number of years. I suspect it is not something that many members of society have undertaken. Understanding how those under my management in Afghanistan reacted to these long periods of separation became a keen focus as I tried to understand the nuances of behaviour. Most former military folk were used to long periods of separation, although not necessarily repeatedly. Some former police officers were also used to separation, either whilst in the police or employment thereafter: others most certainly were not and struggled to adapt to the long rotation routines in Afghanistan. Similarly, some of our Afghan-origin interpreters and cultural advisers were used to long periods apart from their families, others not so. It was often the families left behind at home that struggled most with the prolonged absences of their loved ones in Afghanistan.

I categorically did not work with animals during my time in Afghanistan, but I did work very closely with humans, amongst whom were those who handled inherent and seemingly inescapable moodiness better than others. Betty White’s observation (see quote above) was one upon which I reflected on a number of occasions: I found myself at times wishing that one or two of those that I was charged to manage were in fact animals. This may not have assisted particularly with more efficient or incisive contract delivery, but would surely have alleviated the time spent dealing with the moods of some of the more ‘up and down’ members of the community.

I found Rik Mayall’s quote to be quite telling too. I worked almost exclusively with a male population in their 30s, 40s and 50s. Whether or not men do get the male equivalent of the menopause is a moot point, but what is undeniable is that some did suffer moodiness in Afghanistan. I contend that contrary to what Rik stated about himself, some men may think they have missed ‘the whole thing’ – the menopausal affliction, that is – and are ‘just really happy’, although their immediate friends and colleagues may have begged to differ. Self-perception can be a markedly different thing from the common view of those around you in a cloistered, austere and hostile environment, separated from home by thousands of miles. I had the joy of working alongside some whose moods never deviated from a steady course of benevolent mate-ship, cooperation and team ethic. I also very occasionally encountered the frustrating and patience-sapping challenge of dealing with the genuinely moody, obdurate, petulant and diffident individual who may or may not have recognised this in himself. Some did identify the trait but were either impotent to do anything about it or chose to let themselves be that way, largely, I assume, because that’s the way they were content to portray themselves. It’s strange but perhaps only because I found it different from serving in the Royal Marines when moodiness, I recall, was less rife.

Onlookers – friends, colleagues, visitors – were often best placed to identify the moodiness in others. Those familiar with the swings of the individual concerned generally knew how to spot it, and more than likely the tell-tale symptoms leading up to it. But this didn’t legislate for the individual who suffered from immediate and unavoidable moodiness – a trait triggered by something inexplicable and without warning. An analogy of spontaneous combustion comes to mind: a time for innocent bystanders to give space to the moodily affected victim, to allow him to combust away and sulk unfettered by the presence of others. Let sleeping dogs lie. Some may have refined how best to deal with the moodiness of the surly individual, the one with a large chip on one or both shoulders, or with mood swings from peaks of contentedness to troughs of disaffection. These were the ‘hormoanal’ (spelling intentional!) men, the menopausal ones. These were the ones found in every part of society, but with behavioural traits exacerbated in the environment and conditions found in Kandahar. They were the blokes who needed careful handling when the ‘moodometer’ swung in the wrong direction, when treading on eggshells was a wise precaution in order to avoid the unprovoked antagonism that could lead to sharp retorts. I often pondered whether these people, relatively few and far between, suffered from similar moodiness when back home in ‘normal’ society. My ponderings led me to reflect further on something that I have touched on already – how much allowance to make for these people and what premium to attach for the circumstances encountered in Kandahar. Inwardly, I was biased on the issue. I felt that former Servicemen, used to working under such restraints and conditions, shouldn’t be so susceptible to mood swings and tetchiness – and there were a few former Servicemen in the assembled company that fell into this bracket. For others, I felt there was more excuse for untoward behaviour of this nature, especially amongst those not from strictly disciplined military backgrounds. I tried not to show my bias.

There was general unanimity amongst the diverse group of New Century employees that it was sensible to establish some understanding and ground rules from the outset, particularly taking into account the harsh and testing living and working conditions in which we all found ourselves. I firmly believed, based on past career experience, that minor issues could quickly escalate when compounded by personal hardship – separation from home, testing climatic conditions, cramped and shared accommodation. Most others agreed. Very early on, I consciously added a ‘percentage allowance factor’ to every issue, outburst, dilemma, dispute or complaint to take account of the demanding circumstances confronting everyone. I was acutely aware that the additional stress could lead people to become over-excited about issues that might otherwise be unimportant. I concluded that a 20–25 per cent allowance factor was about right in most cases, and I occasionally proclaimed this openly to defuse tensions over minor spats. It is surprising how many seemed to agree with me. Many were aware that increased tension might be due to the austere and challenging lifestyle whilst deployed in Afghanistan.

Unexplained moodiness amongst a few individuals aside, I had been forewarned before going to Afghanistan of some of the dynamics perceived by someone in our head office in London about the effects of constant long rotations on people deployed in theatre. I was advised that even from London it was often possible to identify someone who was in the last month of their 100-day rotation, through the tone and ‘snappiness’ of their e-mails and conversations via Skype or telephone, even in routine reports. I found this an interesting observation, as my thought process would have suggested that as the prospect of returning home drew closer, one’s mood might improve accordingly. Not so, I was told; the opposite applied, and not only in cases where less-than-harmonious home lives awaited their return.

Heeding this advice from my lords and masters in London, I determined to do two things to counter such allegations in the future. On a personal level, I undertook not to fall into this trap myself, or at least to remain aware of the issue involved, erring instead towards trying to remain on an even keel throughout the posting, maintaining equilibrium of behavioural outlook and demeanour. On a more collective plane, I had wild ideas – more fantasy than likely – about noting anyone in their last month of a rotation, in order to explain any irrational, mood-driven behaviour without needing an in-depth discussion. I mused that perhaps those in their last month should be made to wear some kind of easily identifiable mark or badge, though in the event it was scarcely necessary – if it was clear to those in London whose time was drawing short, it was even more evident in Kandahar. In the event it was often very evident without the wearing of such trademark IDs as to who was in their final month of the 100 days. If clear to people in London, it was far more evident in Kandahar.

Nevertheless, there was a good deal of debate, mostly light-hearted, about the changing degrees of tolerance that one endures through a sustained period away from home. Little things that might not normally be noticed could escalate into serious irritations. There were vacillating views on issues surrounding the period away, but common themes seemed to include agreement that establishing your personal routines helped to pass time more quickly, even when extremely busy professionally. Tolerance levels would be eroded, too, as the days slipped by. There’s probably not much new in either of these concepts, but for the newcomer to sustained periods away from home, certain tricks had to be learned. This inevitably took time. Some people kept diaries or blogs that recorded events and personal feelings. Discussion on the moods and views of a 100-day rotation often took place and could be amusing, particularly amongst those aware of their declining patience levels as time wore on. A distillation of some of the more common and unlikely emotions encountered provided a fitting insight into some of the moods and views encountered.

An overview of the 100-day rotation inevitably began before even leaving home. A departure from home in November or December was the worst scenario, with the upcoming rotation period consuming Christmas, New Year celebrations and Valentine’s Day: a tad morale-sapping. So too was departure at the end of any month, which in calendar terms meant you would be away from home for all or part of five separate months – another psychological challenge, offset by the fact that you moved into your second month pretty quickly. Depending on where one lived, the trip out to Kandahar, via Dubai, generally commenced two days before arriving in theatre. Only then did day one of the 100 days commence.

Arriving back at KAF, tired from the journey, you would inevitably be greeted by civilian work colleagues and friends with comments such as: ‘How many days to go, Andy?’, ‘Nobody has THAT many days to go … apart from you Andy’ or ‘Don’t worry, in 100 days’ time you’ll be leaving to go home again’ – all good banter!

The key for many was to settle back into the work routine as quickly as possible, so too with any leisure activities, enabling time to pass quickly without boredom. My civilian colleagues and I had different ways of monitoring the progress of a rotation, varying from some who preferred not to monitor progress at all to others who kept wall charts on which each day was ticked off. Some monitored the passing weeks, 14-plus of them comprising a rotation. Others measured the passing days in percentage terms, with the 100-day rotation lending itself conveniently to any conversions that people may wish to identify. Many, including myself, tended to subconsciously count the days or weeks up to the halfway point, and then count down from there, monitoring the number of days left until the next leave period. My own sentiments usually told me that the first third of the rotation was usually the slowest psychologically, the second third always the quickest, and the final third the next slowest.

Arrival at the 51 days completed mark was always good for morale: not only was it over the halfway, point but it also meant that you only had one week and 42 days to go! If I vacillated at all, I found my patience wore down as my rotation progressed, up to the final two weeks. Examples abounded of relatively insignificant happenings and sights that could irritate more than usual. Minor failures in IT on laptops certainly did so, especially if it affected your means to talk to loved ones back home. Military and civilian personnel wearing caps and/or sunglasses (usually from one country – guess which?) at mealtimes grated significantly; as did the inconsiderate practice of some gym users to exercise right in front of gym equipment or in corridors, thereby blocking access to others.

Thereafter, the lure of leave being just 14 days away boosted spirits no end. I found that I could then tolerate almost anything. Morale soared further upon receipt of the return flight tickets from Dubai to the UK, usually during those final two weeks.

People found varying ways of keeping in touch with what was going on at home. Some tended to blank it out almost completely in order to overcome any tendencies towards overly missing home – let’s be honest and call it homesickness. Others, myself included, were keen to keep closely abreast with home life, but this was a double-edged sword: you knew exactly what you were missing at home and therefore your absence was brought into more focus, but on the flip side I found it reassuring to know what friends and family were up to. The evolution of live audio-visual communications with home – via the likes of Skype and FaceTime – were key factors in easing the burden of being away for sustained periods. They added a connection with Blighty that significantly changed the meaning of separation, bringing affordable daily contact with your loved ones.

Equally important for keeping up to speed with events at home was to keep track of days of the week, bearing in mind that most on my programme worked six-plus days a week, and not just to let one working day merge with the next. This enabled me to retain some focus on normality, keep perspective on what would be going on at home and to have weekly landmarks – however small and insignificant – that helped the days to pass more hastily.

Before departing from the psychology of dealing with being deployed on a long separation from home and ways in which time can be hastened along, there is a flip side worth mentioning. That is the implied consequence of finding ways to make time pass as rapidly as possible that equates to wishing your life away in order to accelerate a return home. I concluded that this is a far more pronounced effect for civilians working abroad than for military people, who generally deploy far less regularly and in many cases for much shorter periods. One of the factors for me in calling ‘time’ after four years in Afghanistan was to escape from the constant feeling of wishing my life away, albeit in the cause of enduring short-term emotional pain for longer-term financial and professional gain.

One of the keys seemingly unanimously agreed by the civilians at KAF was to settle into a routine during long ‘rotations’ away from home. Even the most seasoned of former military folk observed that repetitively spending three-and-a-half months away from home was a far more demanding routine than the typical British military operational tour of six months, with a two-week spell of R & R (rest and recuperation) during that period. It is worth recording that it’s not often members of the British military spend as much as three-and-a-half months away from home in one go without a break for leave: it does happen, but its more often less than that. Many of my former military colleagues in this strange new civilian world were quick to point this out and to observe that following an operational tour for military folk, there will often be an extended period at home. Not so in the commercial world, where rotations follow in quick order, one after the other, albeit following relatively generous leave periods – 30 days in my case, following 100 days deployed. The only point in highlighting this is to illustrate that the former military guys had to adapt to this slight change of culture, whereas those from non-military backgrounds had to get used to a pretty demanding work/leave cycle, especially those who hadn’t previously experienced much time away from home. One of my former policeman colleagues said upon arrival at KAF that he had never before been apart from his wife for more than three weeks, commenting: ‘It’s OK for me because I have a job to do here – I’m just feeling homesick: my wife has the harder part of the bargain because not only is she missing me and hating being alone at home, she doesn’t even know how to change a fuse!’

As far as possible, people tended to adapt their daily schedules to create that all-important routine, which would hasten the days past as quickly as possible – a natural sentiment, but one that highlighted a paradox. A number of my friends and colleagues decided to leave their jobs in Afghanistan much earlier than planned simply because they didn’t want to wish their lives away in their quests to get home on leave. It’s a tricky conundrum trying to balance the wish to continue doing an enjoyable, rewarding and usually well-paid job, with the natural instinct of wanting to be at home with family and friends. There is no right or wrong answer, so it remained a very personal decision as to how long to remain deployed on contract, with each individual balancing personal priorities to suit their own circumstances. The ability to establish your own routine definitely eased the passage of time for most people, but interruptions and disruptions to that routine served a similar purpose too, so long as they weren’t a permanent state of affairs.

Trips outside the KAF perimeter fence, invariably and necessarily by helicopter, were interludes appreciated by some, including myself. These opportunities provided not only a break in routine, but also the chance to see something of life outside KAF, such as was possible under the circumstances. For those lucky enough to leave KAF for periods of time, the analogy of life on the base switched from one of total imprisonment and the associated risk of going stir-crazy (or ‘wire-happy’, as seen in the film The Great Escape), to one of being in an open prison where opportunities to witness life ‘outside the wire’ existed. Either way, the KAF inmate was generally exactly that to a greater or lesser extent – a prisoner. This applied equally to most of the military within KAF, who were never required or able to leave the perimeter fence.

Unlike most of the British military, who had no option but to return home on leave via 48 hours of ‘decompression’, typically in Cyprus (relaxing, receiving various briefings, talking about experiences, de-stressing and chilling out), most British-based civilians on KAF headed home via Dubai, where any illusions of imprisonment were well and truly blown out of the water. After passing the surly UAE customs officials and immigration control, a whole new world of freedom opened up. Awaiting onward flights to all parts of the world, my civilian colleagues and I revelled in the new-found parole in an airport that is as immaculately presented as any in the world. It remained a treat to visit the plentiful, well-stocked shops and restaurants, imbibing as you liked whilst meandering to board your onward flight. I can now easily imagine what it must be like to be released from prison after a lengthy spell inside.

People with whom I worked almost unanimously concluded that being in a daily or weekly routine helped the days pass quickly. I was one of many who liked to keep a focus on individual days of the week, despite each day effectively being a working day, with little time off. It was important to me to mark weekends – to know that it was Saturday or Sunday, that your family and friends would by and large be enjoying themselves whilst you toiled. It was important to know when it was Monday morning so that I could follow BBC radio travel news, with its inevitable reports of motorway traffic jams and accidents. This allowed me to gloat that the UK commuter was having a tougher time of it than I was during my five-minute walk to breakfast and on to the makeshift office. I make light of the fact that I often had to undertake those short trips in the heat and dust, amidst the stench that always pervades KAF! It made several of us feel ever so slightly smug that we were not stuck in traffic queues trying to get to work.

My colleagues and I had many ways of dealing with the 100-day rotations. None of them were right or wrong; ‘each to his own’, was the cry. In reality, most people were extremely busy at work, which in itself helped pass the time. Those based at KAF had far more to occupy their down-time than those located in small outlying bases, where facilities were usually at a premium. Yet most agreed that whilst time did not always seem to pass quickly, hindsight at the end of those 100 days suggested otherwise. However, we all knew that upon departing KAF on leave, the situation would reverse once more, with the impending return to Afghanistan heralding the start of another 100 days away from home.

But to keep rotation lengths in some kind of perspective, there were many civilian workers in Kandahar and elsewhere in Afghanistan that had much more demanding periods spent deployed. I met many for whom a typical contracted rotation was up to twelve months and occasionally longer, without a break. Those on such contracts often had even harsher ends of the deal too, with, for example, disproportionately shorter leave periods and cumbersome routes travelling to and from Afghanistan and home again. It was a compelling focus for me to reflect that many of these workers came from Third World countries and were poorly remunerated by Western standards, albeit they may have, in their own context, have thought otherwise.





CHAPTER 4

Kandahar

A brief regional and more localised overview of Kandahar Airfield’s setting within Afghanistan might help contextualise the environment in which we civilians operated, whether British or foreign.

Kandahar Province, one of 34 provinces in Afghanistan, is located in the south of the country, approximately 500km from the capital, Kabul. It is bordered by neighbouring provinces on three sides: Helmand to the west, Uruzgan to the north and Zabul to the north-east. Of key significance in the conflict against the Taliban, it has a huge border with Pakistan to the east and south. The population of Kandahar Province is around 1.5 million people, the majority of whom are tribal rural dwellers. It is estimated that the population of Kandahar City is about 300,000–400,000. Pashto is the principal language throughout the province, with Dari being spoken in certain areas.

Set amidst one of the endless barren plains that typify Afghanistan, KAF was selected to be home to an international airport, subsumed by the Russians after their invasion in 1990 and then by the ISAF Coalition in 2001. To the north of KAF, some 2km distant, were situated some typically golden, jagged and rugged mountains stretching to around 3,334m in height. A ‘beauty and the beast’ analogy repeatedly struck me whilst observing the sheer, awesome topography of this part of Afghanistan, and other areas too, when juxtaposed with the war-torn arena that the topography had the misfortune to host. The mountains would ostensibly provide an ideal launch-pad for any Taliban foes to ply their trade on any unsuspecting targets in the base, areas surrounding it or on any aircraft – civilian or military – taking off or landing. That is why observation ‘balloons’ were hoisted into the skies there. Looking very much like the barrage balloon seen during World War II over London and other cities, the balloon was a modern, hi-tech platform, tethered to the ground by cable and housing state-of-the-art observation and surveillance devices that provided immediate warning of any devious intentions by insurgents. Most large ISAF bases had these balloons. ISAF reaction to any evil threats was consequently extremely quick.

For some considerable time, there were a few ISAF bases within Kandahar City, 16km distant to the north-west of KAF. The city, a low-rise and very deprived agglomeration of dwellings and bazaar-like outlets, was clearly seen from the air by flying over it at low level in helicopters. It was an intimidating and seriously dangerous venue for any foreigner or invading force. Informed local Afghan Police and Army opinion estimated that around 70 per cent of the population of Kandahar City were pro-Taliban. Not all were active Taliban operators, of course, but most were sympathisers in one way or another. Others may have been ambivalent, but were unlikely to have been in favour of any invading force, especially Westerners.

The challenge of conducting a counterinsurgency campaign, during which the opposing insurgents are largely unidentifiable, may, in theory, have been easier in Taliban strongholds such as Kandahar City. It could reasonably be assumed that the vast majority of the population were not on your side. Herein lies the very challenge of most insurgent conflicts: how to win over the ‘hearts and minds’ of the local population – those who could be persuaded to adjust their allegiance in your favour if fed the correct information and courted in an appropriate manner. This would then help multiply the tide of support against, in this case, the Taliban. But the population in Kandahar City made for a rich hunting ground for the exploitation of Human Intelligence operations. There were chinks in the Taliban stronghold there. Those wavering, with views that could be exploited by ISAF HUMINT operatives, were targeted. The city was never going to be an ISAF stronghold, never mind falling to forces from outside Afghanistan. And it wasn’t.

As more central ISAF bases closed in the city, one or two remained operational in the outskirts, particularly FOB (Forward Operating Base) Wilson. United States operating bases, of whatever size, are commonly named after a serviceman/woman who has fallen in conflict. FOB Wilson expanded vigorously from 2010 onwards as other ISAF bases closed in the vicinity amidst the jungle drums of unclear political direction. The FOB in question overlooked a key arterial road into Kandahar City and was sited next to an Afghan Police station, the principal task of which was to monitor, if possible, the movement of Taliban insurgents into and out of the city. The police station was horribly vulnerable and was attacked frequently. It was visibly decrepit on the inside and out, and desperately understaffed by corrupt and easily bribed officers who only fuelled Taliban operations against the Coalition forces. It was in all respects a classic example of a dreadful Afghan police station.

One of the many U.S.-funded investments in southern Afghanistan was a large police base and training centre, located just outside the immediate perimeter fence of KAF, but within the outer perimeter defences. It was functionally designed by ISAF and seemingly fit for purpose as a training base. But its initial presentable façade soon deteriorated into a wreck, suffering predictable abuse as soon as ISAF began to withdraw from the area. From being a thriving hub of activity and a centre for ISAF training and mentoring, from where Afghan Police tried to plan and coordinate operations, it swiftly – and unsurprisingly – fell into disrepair. New plumbing parts had been stripped out and extracted for onward sale and personal profit by the perpetrators, whose culture simply dictated that this was an opportunity to make a small ‘Afghani’ gain – their local currency. Electrical components were dismantled too, toilet systems (such as they were) were extracted, broken apart and sold onwards, any spare paint was commandeered and flogged, and garden plants were dug up to either sell or brew into something dodgy. But as I reminded myself time and again, it is (arguably) wrong and certainly pointless to try to impose Western values, and ways of behaviour, on one of the poorest, most deprived and war-torn countries in the world. How dare we Westerners (and others) impose in such a way?

In trying to reconcile and understand different cultures overseas, and to grasp diametrically opposite views, behaviours and lifestyles, in recent years the Brits have had a very good track record all over the world. Not always, admittedly, but British troops have tended to be more sensitive of prosecuting ‘hearts and minds’ operations worldwide with care and appreciation for indigenous cultures. This was clearly and frequently seen in Afghanistan, often resulting in detrimental consequences to perpetrator nations. The ‘hearts and minds’ effort is part of any conflict campaign, a key element in trying to win local support in an otherwise hostile environment. This is historically a forte of British expeditionary forces.

KAF was secured, or made as safe as possible, at least in part by a double-perimeter fence with a no-man’s land in the middle, between the two highly strengthened and reinforced fences and anti-blast walls. This was an area where some local Afghans lived and forged their usually very testing lives, several being employed as trusted locals within the base. It was an environment that would challenge the most hardcore of folk.

Also located in the no-man’s land between the KAF perimeter fences were old blocks of Russian-built flats, developed during the Soviet occupation. Many of the very basic, even primitive blocks had been bombed, and remained an eyesore on the area surrounding KAF but also home to many local, and grateful, inhabitants, offering some refuge and solace to those who would otherwise have been essentially homeless. Satellite dishes were to be seen on the roofs and balconies – an extraordinarily juxtaposition with the otherwise primitive circumstances. Security threats abounded in the immediate vicinity, but somehow normal life seemed to prevail. When the winter rains came, the kids revelled in splashing around in the close-flowing stream that escalated into a more threatening torrent that served many purposes for those living nearby. It became a car-wash facility, somewhere to paddle and swim, a source of personal and clothes washing and drinking water, and an opportunity to dam and secure power from water to pressurise hoses to spray innocently playing children.

In winter, this stream also served to cut off the only road that led from KAF to FOB Lindsey a base some three kilometres distant that was to be my working venue for a number of months. FOB Lindsey was the main ISAF base in the no-man’s land, with ramshackle huts providing shelter for local traders offering everything from sickly sweets to worn-out tyres, cans of drink and local breads and snacks that promised little other than tummy bugs and the proverbial ‘runs’.

The FOB was for me and the U.S. troops a terrifyingly vulnerable target, an isolated base just outside the main Kandahar Airfield. I worked there every day for a while and had to content with the knowledge that the Taliban were potentially waiting for you during drives to and from the base. I admit it was sometimes a bit dodgy and scary, even for a seasoned military bloke.

The trip between KAF and FOB Lindsey was theoretically reasonably secure, but was nevertheless fraught with potential danger and not to be undertaken lightly. The threat of ambush or suicide attacks abounded. I and many of my colleagues worked in Lindsey for months, some living there and thus avoiding the commute to and from KAF. The food was wonderful on Lindsey, genuinely excellent, offering some solace for the other hardships endured. The laundry service was good too. The gym was adequate, but the sole ‘shop’, dealing principally in DVDs, had very little to commend it. There were few other facilities at Lindsey, but there were a couple of secure viewing points from which I spent hours staring at – and taking prohibited photos of – the huge quantities of Russian military hardware left abandoned when they withdrew. There were countless discarded tanks, armoured personnel carriers, artillery pieces and other items that comprised the Russian military machine. Simply gazing at this abandoned mountain of former military might gave some insight into how the Russians had hastily retreated from there.

The military served their combat role, of course, but to many it seemed to be only a flirtation with long-term reality. This was, after all, a political conundrum, not one caused by the military. A six-, nine- or 12-month tour of military duty does not in isolation resolve enduring problems, despite the best intentions of those involved. Enduring presence, liaison and relationship-building in Kandahar earned a degree of well-harnessed respect amongst some of the local Afghan community, albeit that the main long-stay foreign players were civilians. The local community, whilst sometimes recognising the value of the well-intentioned military, also realised that the uniformed troops never really competed with the continuity and hard-earned trust that some of the civilian brethren brought to this dreadfully fragmented society. It remained a source of interesting debate whether the military players achieved anything of longevity beyond their tours of duty. Especially under scrutiny were the few military commanders who insensitively chose to ‘bulldoze’ their way through their tours of duty. This was not an effective ploy, serving only to increase Taliban resolve against the easier targets on the ground – the troops on patrol.

Nearby and also close to the Russian flats was a basic primary school, built by the Canadians. It was one of the few areas where Afghan women would be seen, delivering and collecting their kids from school. Dressed in their traditional blue burqas, they were seen drifting almost ghostlike, with children in tow, to and from the school, where boys and girls could receive some form of education. Sadly, the school, which had been very well intentioned, had not involved due consideration of practical and cultural factors. Air conditioning installations were promptly ripped out, electrical appliances stripped, panes of glass extracted, classroom furniture (such as it was) purloined for personal use and the limited sanitation facilities dismantled. A swimming pool was built in the grounds without consideration for the lack of water to fill it or that schoolgirls would be unable to use it for cultural reasons. It was a rather sad, empty and decaying shell when I saw it crumbling further over my four-year period in Kandahar. In many ways, it epitomised cultural and other differences between the local community and the ‘occupying forces’ from the West and elsewhere.

The entrance to Kandahar’s civilian airport, that used the sole runway with ISAF, was also in the no-man’s land between the perimeter fences. The heavily secured and guarded civilian terminal was totally segregated from the area used by Coalition forces. Entrance to the civilian terminal was controlled and defended by countless Afghan Police and Army personnel, as well as ISAF troops. The area was subject to frequent attacks, particularly by suicide bombers. Many deaths and injuries were thus recorded there, both civilian and amongst ISAF and Afghan security forces.

In a rather sinister way, the main highway leading into Kandahar City passed close by the outer fortified gate of KAF; sinister because this artery was the pathway for many Taliban atrocities, the route for the movement of arms and ammunition, and the route to Kandahar International Airport. The airport must have been one of the most dangerous and ineffective in the world. Understandably, few airlines operated out of this airport. Those that did so included Kamair, Ariana, Safi and Aseman. The airport was and is billed as being a 24/7 operation, but it was not. It was and probably remained throughout the occupation of Afghanistan at very best a sleepy site, with staff only remotely evident during the build-up to a flight arrival or departure, or when suicide bombers struck. It remains one of the worst-presented airports of any kind. The garbage outside the terminal, passenger-side, was almost indescribable; one hoped that in terms of flight safety, it didn’t drift towards the runway or taxiing area.

***

My team of civvies comprised up to 60 individuals who all played their part in helping counter the Taliban insurgency – the most expansive insurgency conflict in recent history. There were three other similar New Century programmes based in different parts of Afghanistan. The geographical expanse of my programme was initially confined to the province of Kandahar, but as the programme developed, we were asked to expand our operation into two neighbouring provinces to the north – Uruzgan and Zabul.

Definitions of ‘insurgency’ inevitably vary. But the definition I like to apply is the one from the Oxford dictionary: ‘a movement within a country dedicated to overthrowing the government’. This definition encapsulates the nature of the challenge facing military forces and civilians in any fight against insurgents: for the most part, you simply do not know who the enemy is/are, as they blend in with the local population. That is until they raise their heads above the parapet at a time of their choosing, by conducting actions – active or passive. To expedite the process of identifying who the insurgents are, there are ways that their regime-supporting foes, military or otherwise, can proactively exploit chinks in their armour.

One such method was to plan and execute a HUMINT strategy, designed to elicit unprocessed information from the local population, usually covertly accrued, that might lead to useful assessed intelligence on enemy intentions, plans, personalities and perpetrators. My team, contracted to train and mentor the Afghan Police and Army, was based on former UK (and the Republic of Ireland) police and military specialists who had HUMINT backgrounds in this dangerous but potentially effective strategy applied in conflicts worldwide.

The team broadly fell into four categories. The first of the broad personnel groupings contracted to deliver the programme consisted of a small headquarters (HQ) element based at KAF. There was myself and my deputy, who was usually, but not always, a former senior specialist HUMINT police officer. Three of the four successive deputies that I had the pleasure of working with over my four years in the country were former senior police officers. The fourth had formerly been a senior Army officer. At least one of myself and my deputy, but usually both of us, was required to be in Kandahar at all times to oversee and manage the programme, report to our in-country HQ in Kabul and maintain close liaison with the co-located ISAF forces.

Mick was a former RUC/PSNI (Police Service of Northern Ireland) Special Branch officer with a formidable background of experience of service in Northern Ireland during the harshest times of ‘The Troubles’. He was a HUMINT specialist through and through. Like me, he wondered how life would be after leaving his familiar, strife-ridden and challenging career. Mick greeted me in Kandahar shortly after my arrival. He showed me to my ‘pit’ for the next few nights, which was a shared space about the size of a cupboard. He was on one side, I was on the other. The only space for any baggage was under the makeshift bed – which suited me fine as a light traveller. Mick and I got on very well. He greeted me with some trepidation – as I soon found out – that I’d be an overbearing military ogre, despite his extensive experience of working with the British military in Northern Ireland. We agreed on the biggest immediate challenges facing us as the management team: to get on together as newly found civilian buddies (which we did); to harmonise the working relationships amongst our team of very diverse-background civilians; and to properly and closely engage with the ISAF forces, mainly the U.S., in order to deliver our HUMINT information to them for the overall benefit of the war effort. Mick and I have remained good friends.

Greg was another former RUC/PSNI Special Branch officer with the same formidable background of experience of service during ‘The Troubles’. Short in stature (half my height!), Greg was a massively fuelled man and operative with incisive judgement and drive. On day one in the hotbed of Kandahar, he took to task without hesitation a couple of folk with whom we had dealings. He won the verbal battle. He was punchy, yet diplomatic, and very effective.

Carl lived abroad. An Oxbridge law graduate, Carl had a successful career in the British Army before venturing into civvy street. He had many endeavours before joining New Century, most of them abroad and in some very dodgy areas. A huge source of advice and counsel for me, he went on to run his own New Century programme in Helmand Province before becoming the Country Manager based in Kabul, overseeing all four programmes nationwide.

Rowan was a big, tall man with a Metropolitan Police background, including time spent on the Murder Squad. Like me, he had no substantial HUMINT background. He had first served as a ‘Compliance Officer’ on the programme in Kandahar, then progressed to become the Deputy Programme Manager, much to my delight and privilege. Rowan and I enjoyed each other’s company and revelled in the banter and repartee entre nous. He sorted out problems that fell beyond me, especially one particular man-management issue that tilted towards a pending drama when I was on leave.

Also in the HQ element were former military communications and logistics specialists, as well as three Compliance Officers who toured our areas of operation to ensure that our people were delivering the contract as stipulated. These three individuals, all experienced former police and military folk, spent most of their time flying around the area, with inevitable endless delays for flights to bases where our people were operating. Their findings and report writing were crucial to the successful delivery of the programme, and to accountability to our USG masters.

The next two groupings were HUMINT subject matter experts – one group with police backgrounds and the other from the Armed Forces. These were the deep-seated specialists; those for whom HUMINT had been a bread-and-butter way of life. They had prosecuted the art through conflict and in peacetime. They had pursued their professional craft at home and, for the military guys, abroad in conflicts too. Now they were all civilians, abroad in a hostile Afghan environment. They were individually and collectively known as Professional Intelligence Mentors (PIMs). Many of the police PIMs hailed from backgrounds with the former Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), at the time recently renamed the PSNI. They had accrued huge experience of operating during the Northern Ireland Troubles and in the years following the conflict. There were also police from mainland forces. The military PIMs had a widespread experience of conducting HUMINT operations in conflict zones worldwide.

The fourth group, without whom our programme delivery would not have been possible, were our interpreters. Their role spanned a far more wide-ranging remit than just ‘interpreting’. They were also tasked with providing cultural advice to all others in the programme to help avert any tensions caused by ignorance or lack of awareness of Afghan cultural sensitivities. This aspect of their role took on increasing significance as the programme unfolded. This was because our Afghan Police and Army mentees were always considered likely to resolve cultural insensitivities imparted by our mentors, usually unintentionally, with a potentially lethal firearms response. And yes, most of our Afghan mentees were armed – always. The role of ‘cultural advisor’ thus resulted in our interpreters being named Accredited Cultural Advisors (ACAs) rather than just interpreters.

They all had to be fluent triple linguists, and were examined accordingly during their selection process, in English, Dari and Pashto – the last two being the languages used locally in southern Afghanistan. They were all carefully selected, UK-based British citizens of Afghan origin, and were closely security vetted. They came from a wide variety of backgrounds, including university graduates, taxi drivers, businessmen, takeaway food operatives, delivery drivers, medical professionals (including doctors), academics, newsagent owners and a plethora of other occupations. Many had fascinating and harrowing stories about how they’d escaped from Afghanistan, some legally but others as ‘illegal refugees’ crossing borders with impunity. Many still had family members living in Afghanistan.

Their reasons for wanting to become a New Century ACA varied. Handsome remuneration was certainly one attraction. Many declared their wish to do something tangible to help topple the Taliban insurgency, while others felt a need for revenge against the Taliban for friends and family who had been killed or injured by them. All were committed to doing their bit, no matter how small, to prevent the Taliban winning the conflict and returning to power and reintroducing the harsh, intimidatory, violent and discriminatory Sharia law associated with their regime in the 1990s.

There was broadly one ACA for every PIM, and they were paired off for deployment to the ISAF bases within our area of operations, where their mentoring would take place. All these bases were in close proximity to or adjoining Afghan Police or Army bases, from which their specialist mentees, as determined by the Afghans, would be drawn. Our PIMs and ACAs did not deploy into, or operate in, the local communities, bazaars and other areas themselves. They would have stood out like beacons to the locals. Instead, they mentored the Afghan specialists in how to prosecute HUMINT operations in their local areas through training and preparation, and by extensive debriefing following operational activity. Thus, all the information gained was garnered by the Afghans themselves, but the subsequent processing of the information gleaned was led by our PIMs, with the interpretation, aid and advice of their ACAs. The product of this raw information gathered by the Afghans led to a mounting avalanche of life- and limb-saving intelligence that ISAF commanders increasingly proclaimed as a key part of the intelligence war against the Taliban; not least in helping thwart intended Taliban operations against ISAF.

***

Most of my civilian colleagues had embarked on other occupations and careers before diverting their attention and focus to Afghanistan. Not many had intended to land in Kandahar to do their bit to combat the Taliban, but upon reflection I believe that many would not have chosen any other pathway.

The folk from former military backgrounds were, to a large extent, a known commodity to me. But many had varied backgrounds, from different areas and parts of the Armed Forces with different cultures and pedigrees. Most, however, had similar values, morals and work ethics. They were used to degrees of imposed danger and periods spent away from home. In Afghanistan, most of them seemed utterly tolerant as civilians living in often very harsh conditions. Some, but not many, found it a trickier transition to civvy life without the expected provision of military routines. But without exception, every one of them whom I had the privilege to manage, lead and work with attributed themselves in magnificent fashion.

Lynne, an Afghan Army mentor, was one of only two women I worked with at Kandahar. A former member of the Intelligence Corps, she had a background in HUMINT in Northern Ireland and elsewhere. She had previously prosecuted her trade during the toughest of times in Northern Ireland; and, as I gathered, unflinchingly. Her bravery in so doing was evident from what informed former colleagues of hers told me. She arrived in Kandahar to deliver her professional expertise to help us undermine and hopefully topple the insurgent, hidden enemy that was the Taliban, by mentoring her female mentees from the Afghan military. There were few female members of the Afghan Police and Army, but it fell to Lynne to train and mentor those who felt able and inclined to embark on the HUMINT mentoring trail in Kandahar. She was awesome and courageous, delivering her HUMINT training programme with aplomb, accuracy and sympathy to her mentees. Her sense of fun and adaption to seriously testing conditions was, in all respects, infectious.

A former Royal Marine warrant officer, Paul was a mentor and a key member of my programme for the first two years that I was there. I’d not met him previously. He was assigned to the perilously placed FOB Lasham Ghar, relatively high up on the very edge of the Arghandab River flood plain, where the Taliban insurgents ran riot. It was their territory – or so they thought. Paul mentored a group of Afghan soldiers, would-be HUMINT specialists. Paul and his New Century-employed interpreter lived and worked in a relatively big FOB, space-wise, but right in the firing line. They shared a 20-foot former shipping container for a living and office space: one half of the container each. They mentored their Afghan soldier mentees to huge effect. They both empathised hugely with their charges. The information gleaned by their Afghan trainees from the local community and bazaars frequently translated into hugely useful intelligence. Local ISAF commanders were clear that this helped save many lives and limbs.

Those from police backgrounds were often very similar to those with a military past. As with the military guys, most were fantastic to work with. Their respective experience was huge in the widest context and massively diverse. They offered an immense array of views, experience and reality in the cauldron that was Kandahar and its surrounding provinces. Most of the ex-police guys heralded from the former RUC, mainly from Special Branch. Their pedigree in imparting acquired HUMINT, in theory but mainly in practical terms, was second to none. Many had worked endlessly and tirelessly with British military specialists throughout the Troubles in Northern Ireland, so there was an often-seamless transition to their programme delivery, now as civilians, in Afghanistan.

Mentor Danny worked with his interpreter at FOB Pasab – a small and vulnerable base, overlooked by mountains on which ISAF had lookout posts. There were very few facilities at Pasab to make daily living anything other than totally harsh: austere shipping container bed spaces, fresh food at a premium, little space to exercise and absolutely minimal facilities for recreation or leisure. Danny formed an exceptionally close working relationship with his interpreter, Bibi, an intelligent graduate (not always the case these days!) with obvious roots from Afghanistan. Danny was a particularly confident man, whose roots lay with service in the RUC’s Special Branch, often prosecuting HUMINT operations in a dangerous environment. His confidence allowed him to establish very close relations with the Canadian military contingent that were in situ upon his arrival in theatre. A similar pattern followed with ensuing military contingents from other countries. He was a forceful yet empathetic mentor, well respected by his Afghan mentees. FOB Pasab was hit often by the Taliban during his time there. Danny never complained about anything.

Prior to joining New Century Dave O’D had had a very successful career in the Greater Manchester Police Force, rising to the rank of detective superintendent. He was engaged as one of the three Compliance Officers on the Kandahar programme tasked with ensuring that our mentors in all the widespread FOBs complied with our USG contract conditions. Thus, he travelled the province widely, often spending hours awaiting helicopter flights. I immediately took to Dave. Of a similar age to me and with a wealth of life experience under his belt, Dave adapted rapidly to his role. His compliance visit reports were, unsurprisingly, always incisive and constructive. Furthermore, he became a valuable source of advice to me, often proactively making suggestions and observations. His value to the programme was significant. But he was a blighted traveller when proceeding on leave, with his flights to Dubai seemingly always delayed or cancelled. He paid to upgrade to business class on one of his final flights on leave. However, he told me he fell asleep shortly after take-off, remaining so for the duration of the flight, thereby missing out on all of the benefits of travelling business class! Very sadly, Dave died suddenly and unexpectedly in London in 2021, a couple of hours before another colleague and I were due to meet him for a reunion lunch.

The most diverse group on my programme, understandably, were the ACAs/interpreters. Coming from a wide variety of backgrounds, they had obviously passed the language tests and other criteria in order to be employed by New Century. Yet their motives for taking up such a role in their country of origin varied considerably. Upon arrival in Kandahar, it was clear that some were entirely unsuited to the role. There were those who couldn’t live away from home in the UK for extended periods, some who couldn’t handle living in the austere conditions, others who were unable to work harmoniously with their mentors and those who simply didn’t empathise appropriately with their Afghan mentees. Some failed to interpret as required. It was sad to reflect that some were driven only by financial remuneration, at the expense of conducting themselves appropriately. Others, however, were excellent.

Aisha was the second and only other female to be employed as part of the programme in Kandahar. She hailed from a village near Spin Boldak, right on the border with Pakistan in the south-west of Afghanistan. As I already knew, based on my visits there, it was a fearful place to live or work, never mind being brought up there. She convinced me as someone dedicated to helping her mother country to sort out the latest conflict. But she was seriously transitory, and ‘disappeared’ from Kandahar within a few days of me meeting her. I’ve no idea what fate befell her.

Aakrama was of mixed Afghan/British extraction. He was brought up mainly in the UK by his Afghan father and British mother. But prior to joining New Century, he had gone to Afghanistan to assist in the fight to defeat the Taliban. He got a security job at one of the biggest fuel stations in Kabul. Bored, he wanted to move on, and was next employed as a security guard at Kandahar Airfield – the civilian airport that served little more than two flights a day. He proved to be an excellent ACA/interpreter after joining New Century, showing a clear empathy with his Afghan Army mentees and a particularly astute eye for advising his mentor on any likely cultural oversights – an important part of his job. He worked for three separate mentors in two different FOBs.

Sayyid was another one of our interpreters for a brief period. He was very unusual in that he had previously resided in the United States. Nevertheless, his undeniable English accent hardly concealed his East London roots, where Sayyid had run a pizza takeaway place in Stratford. Fed up with the hours involved and the cuisine, he decided on a career change, applying to New Century for a role as an interpreter, preferably in Kandahar. Hailing initially from Bagram, in north-east Afghanistan, he readily accepted a position in the southern province of Kandahar at KAF. He initially took over from a Dutch private soldier running a mini-course for Afghan-origin folk who wanted to improve language skills, freeing-up the military from having to do so. He performed some interpreting for New Century on my programme before realising that his true roots did indeed lie in pizza-selling in Stratford. He returned there five weeks after arriving in Kandahar.





CHAPTER 5

Life on KAF

Accounts of life on KAF are bound to vary. A plethora of determining factors prevailed in these recollections, but key amongst them were whether they emanated from military folk or civilians, what roles they performed, their living conditions and the duration of their deployments. Some never escaped the confines of the base during their time away from home, whilst others were required to travel widely within the usual constraints of the security situation that inevitably meant moving by air – rotary or fixed wing – or in armoured convoys by land. The other crucial factor on perspectives of life on KAF rested on whether the observer had experienced previous periods of confinement whereby their freedom of movement was limited, usual home comforts denied and degrees of austerity inevitable. That said, KAF was without doubt one of the more ‘comfortable’ ISAF bases in the hotbed of southern Afghanistan, with facilities undreamt of by military and civilians alike in the many ISAF patrol bases and outstations.

The latter peppered the conflict zone on an increasing basis from 2001 onwards. In some FOBs, life was far more testing, with few facilities to speak of: no running water and very limited fresh food. In those FOBs, portaloos prevailed as the main source of toiletry facilities. But in some bases there were not even these, usually because they couldn’t be delivered or serviced due to the security threat surrounding the particular FOB. In such cases, there was the need to defecate in bags as there was no alternative other than digging holes in the ground, which would have attracted unwanted visitors, although peeing was possible in carefully located scrapes in the ground. None of these options were ideal, for obvious reasons, when the temperatures were typically upwards of 42 degrees Celsius during the summer months. For many former military folk, this was nothing new, but it certainly was for civilians with no military background. Throughout my time in Afghanistan, I had to constantly remind myself that this was not only a country at war once again, but that it was also believed to be one of the poorest Third World nations on the planet according to a quick Google search. I draw on those that are more informed than I am to draw this conclusion. A lack of basic infrastructure, even on military bases, was thus an accepted norm.

On many bases, including KAF, it was common to live in claustrophobic former shipping containers or portacabins that provided virtually no protection against in-bound rocket attacks or explosive-laden suicide bombers. Tents, offering even less protection, also provided accommodation, especially in the early days of the conflict, before more substantial facilities could be provided for living and working spaces. Tented accommodation provided further challenges to the quality of living. I stayed temporarily in a number of tents whilst visiting members of my team in outlying FOBs, and was struck by the lack of hygiene, especially in tents allocated for ‘transitory’ visitors like myself where hygienic practices were not enforced. Litter abounded and food scraps were horribly evident all too often. This was especially the case in U.S.-run bases and in tents frequented by U.S. military and civilian personnel, transitory or otherwise. There was one rather obvious downside to this scenario: food scraps left lying around attracted hungry rodents, which themselves attracted perhaps even hungrier snakes. These were not ideal tent companions!

Within KAF, it was probably the stench that hit most people at first, likely as the first tentative steps were taken off the plane, or even whilst still in the aircraft awaiting disembarkation. Dependent upon the wind direction, one of two strong and competing, sometimes overpowering, smells would envelop people arriving at KAF. Occasionally, conditions conspired to cause a collision of these odours, creating a quite intolerable challenge to one’s olfactory senses. The degree of intensity of the pungent smells was usually determined by the hot daily temperatures which lasted throughout the long summer months. Occasionally, temperatures in excess of 50 degrees Celsius were recorded. If the wind was from the south, the lesser of the two evil odours would stridently blanket KAF.

This was the foul-smelling smoke from the airfield’s incinerators, the huge industrial-sized ovens that devoured everything and anything that was discarded, including some things that weren’t intentionally cast off or originally intended for the all-consuming furnace, but which ended up being disposed of in this way out of necessity. These were the crematoria for the refuse from the airfield’s population of over 30,000 people; the garbage, the waste, the litter and more, some of which would have been biodegradable, but much not. It was all piled unceremoniously into huge ovens that laboured 24 hours a day to rid KAF of its ton upon ton of refuse, transformed it into black acrid smoke with no evident sense of environmental preservation or regard for where it chose its flight path – or, more pertinently, who it selected to envelop. Unsuspecting victims had no escape. There was no immunity. The smoke penetrated everywhere and everyone in its path. Offices, waiting areas, smokers’ havens, gyms, canteens, cafés, hangars, helicopter landing sites, aeroplane assembly areas, hardened anti-rocket shelters and accommodation blocks were all affected. Even hiding under your duvet, if you had one, wasn’t safe! The pungent smoke got you wherever you were. It infused clothing and clung there immovably: it was intractable. It often lingered and festered until you got home, reminding one of this invisible and indelible feature of KAF. It remained ingrained in the memory for a long time, being horribly oppressive and unstoppably intrusive.

Competing for top spot in KAF’s premier league of most grotesque smells – and arguably an even more gut-wrenching one – was the penetrating odour delivered to most of KAF by a westerly wind, which occurred more frequently than the southerly breeze. The westerly wind sweeps in across the open plains from Helmand Province, with only the odd mountainous outcrop to interrupt its passage. It infiltrated almost invisibly into KAF until hitting the perimeter fence and barricades of the airfield. Then it swept over the HESCO barriers and blast-preventative T-shaped walls, through the mesh fences and razor wire, past sentry posts and unsuspecting perimeter guards in watch towers. It gusted across the westerly end of the runway, through parked aeroplanes and helicopters and the array of military hardware compounds, before breezing across the infamous KAF ‘pooh pond’, where it picked up its hostile and foul-smelling aroma – the emissions of only partially treated sewage.

The pooh pond had a certain infamous and legendary status locally. For those seeking mementos of their time at KAF, it was possible to find pooh pond mugs and T-shirts in a couple of outlets around the base. I couldn’t help feeling though that such keepsakes would have little impact on those at home with no first-hand experience of the pooh pond and its effects! In similar fashion to the pungent smoke emitted from the incinerators, the pooh pond’s vaporised output invaded and permeated every nook and cranny on KAF downwind, even more so perhaps than the hideous smoke from the furnaces. There was no escape from the smell of the sewage works: it went where it wanted with the prevailing wind. This was sewage-infused air at its most prolific. In its most invasive mode, it was indeed gut-wrenching.

Spare a thought for the thousands who lived in the tented accommodation immediately to the east of the pooh pond. With no little irony, the nearest building to the pond was the vast laundry immediately adjacent to it. The laundry was sited within the odour’s flight path when the westerly wind blew. Spare a thought too for the mainly Asian staff, also all civilians, who worked in the laundry, day in and day out, 24 hours a day. Nevertheless, I never actually detected the smell of sewage on my efficiently processed laundry, despite assertions from others that it could easily accompany your clothes home on leave. It was an occupational hazard at KAF to endure an ever-present smell, one or other of the two described, and although one developed a sense of resignation about the status quo, it was never other than very tricky to reconcile oneself fully.

Approximately 800 metres to the east of the pooh pond, very close to where I lived and worked for the best part of my time at KAF, there was another much smaller pond that no longer played any part in the war or in the activities or infrastructure of the base. It was one of the features of the airfield that presented and reflected some semblance of normality, serving as a temporary distraction from the oppression found elsewhere. In its own small way, it almost stood in defiance of all the surrounding hostility. The pond was known, with some degree of affection, as the ‘old pooh pond’ – nomenclature that accurately summed up its past as the old sewage works. In recent years, it had been transformed into a markedly different site. Broadly circular in shape, with a circumference of about 600m (I know, because I paced around the pond endlessly during wind-down perambulations throughout my time at KAF) and surrounded by natural rushes for most of the year, the pond had developed into a mini-haven for passing bird life. But this haven was still prone to the effects of its successor as the KAF sewage works when the west wind blew. Runners and walkers enjoying circuits of the pond could easily suffer the fate heralded by the westerly wind, so too anyone out for a period of reflection or passing bird watchers hoping against hope to catch sight of any bird naïve enough to zone in on this inhospitable part of the world. All would be struck, without differentiation or favour, by the smell drifting in from the west as it smothered anything in its unswerving path.

The longer-term inmate at KAF undoubtedly attuned to life in general on the base. I wasn’t aware of anyone serving a life sentence there, but if there was, I imagine they were well accustomed to it and perhaps even became dismissive of whatever the base could throw at them; poor sods. But there were a number of people from deprived countries who felt it better to remain at KAF than return home. Some could arguably be called KAF illegal immigrants. Those based at KAF for extended periods probably never adapted sufficiently to be able to call the base ‘home’, although there were one or two of my colleagues who inadvertently let slip to their wives that it was always nice to get back ‘home’, on arrival back at KAF, after a leave period. I think what was generally meant was that it was nice to reach your destination after a long, laborious and tiring journey back to the ‘front’ line that was Afghanistan – but try explaining that to a long-suffering wife!

‘Normality’ to the KAF resident, either the transitory military population or rather more permanent civilian sector, meant something rather different, I suspect, to that of a passing visitor. Not that visitors constituted anyone other than those passing through KAF en route to some other destination in theatre, or the lucky ones on the way out, usually to Dubai on leave or to return home for good. As one might expect, there was no option for any visitor to KAF apart from officially sanctioned ones, equipped with requisite passes and paperwork. There again, who on earth would have wished to travel to KAF and its war-torn environs unless required to do so? It was hard for those arriving at KAF for the first time not to notice the peculiarities of the place, its nuances and unique atmosphere. The same could have been said of all ISAF bases in Afghanistan. Life at KAF was certainly not normal for most of its inhabitants. The abnormality started with the heartbeat of the establishment, its people. They were undoubtedly not representative of any other normal community.

It remained puzzling that KAF’s administrators were never able to accurately gauge the population on the base. Whereas military numbers would have been known in detail and retained as classified information, for obvious reasons, the civilian population confounded the administrators and logisticians. Some were clearly accounted for, but others not. Stories abounded of those illegal immigrants living in communes on KAF, quite happy in their own way with easy access to food and some sort of accommodation. Even without being paid a wage, some were allegedly content to remain at KAF to avoid returning to what might have been a worse life in their home country. Some were allegedly ‘left behind’ by companies whose contracts had expired, whereas others perhaps found ways of remaining when their periods of employment ran out. Some doubtless found alternative cunning ways of engineering their continued presence on KAF. There were stories of those who had stayed on following cancelled leave periods – leave cancelled by their employing companies, usually with little notice. Some of the employees, usually from Asian countries – typically India, Sri Lanka or Bangladesh – remained in theatre because of anticipated bureaucratic difficulties in being able to return to Afghanistan from their home country. Rules concerning exit procedures were liable to change at any moment, preventing them from returning to the lucrative employment in Afghanistan. Some considered it better, therefore, not to go on leave in the first place in order to negate that risk. It was widely assumed that civilian numbers roughly matched those of the multinational military contingent, leaving the estimated population of KAF as being well in excess of the previously mentioned 30,000.

One needed to look no further than the population at KAF to observe obvious differences from society back home, wherever that might be. For a start, the vast majority of those on KAF were male, which in itself created some interesting and challenging issues. The inhabitants were a mixture of multinational military and civilian personnel, with the role of the military being rather more obvious than that of most of the civilians. There were no children in the ISAF bases. Probably the only time anyone saw children inside KAF was during the weekly local bazaar, when suitably vetted Afghan traders arrived to sell their wares in a secure and discreet area of the base, in some cases accompanied by their sons of varying ages. There remained the intense, ever-present suspicion that smart and corrupt individuals would be able to smuggle on to the base, part by part, the component parts to assemble an explosive device. Bazaar traders might have been blackmailed (threats against family, perhaps) in order to comply with Taliban intentions to assemble the wherewithal to make an explosive device that might wreak havoc amidst the crowded weekly bazaar, mainly amongst Coalition troops, and mostly American. The bazaar was one of the few manifestations of what one might call ‘normal’ Afghan life that was permitted inside the base. Yet even here, in an apparent scene of Afghan normality, females were not allowed out in public very often. Far from it.

The youngest people amongst the resident KAF community were thus usually the most youthful members of ISAF’s military contingents. There were also very few over-60s. This was entirely unsurprising, especially when considering the exacting medical standards that most civilians (and military) had to meet to deploy to this war zone – although looking at some of them, evidently this requirement did not apply to all. Not everyone was fit and healthy, though the last thing wanted in theatre was a drain on limited medical facilities and resources by people who frankly shouldn’t have been there in the first place due to existing medical conditions, or identifiable problems that could lead to such conditions. Medical staff had quite enough to do dealing with battlefield and other injuries and illnesses.

Stories abounded that bored U.S. and other military sentries would ease the tedium of their spells on duty in the many watchtowers, checkpoints and various other sentry points on KAF by playing ‘people games’: ‘spot the pensioner and/or female’, perhaps scoring a point for one and two for the other when such people were sighted or passed their sentry position, accumulating as many points as possible within their given timeframe. Or maybe it was ‘human golf’, scoring a par shot for a passing soldier, a birdie for a female, an eagle for someone aged over 60 and a bogey for a male and a female walking hand-in-hand together. There were few boundaries in how scoring could be construed. I’m sure this is something that is done all over the world amongst bored sentries, with war zones often consisting of periods of tedium and waiting, followed by intensive spells of destructive carnage. Most members of the military are age-restricted, with minimum and maximum age limits, although casual observers on KAF might query that when looking at some passing members of the RAF in terms of upper age. In general, though, you would not see pensioners queuing to get their weekly state hand-out at KAF.

It was very rare, for obvious statistical reasons, to see any mixed-sex courting couples on KAF, but there was at least one pair of men openly showing their relationship in public, and doing so on a fairly frequent basis. They were civilians, which was presumably a relief for the American and other military commanders, for whom such a scenario would have presented a taboo conundrum had they been serving soldiers. Debate raged over whether two civilians carrying on in this way was actually contrary to any American stricture on those living on the American-run base, but it was more than likely in breach of some clause that directs and limits behaviour in conflict zones. With such an imbalance of males to females in the closed community that was KAF, it is hardly surprising that many of the women found themselves under the constant gaze of male observers or being subjected to male behaviour to try to impress. Although there were doubtless those who rather enjoyed the attention, there were probably far more who didn’t. Some chose to wear ‘false’ engagement or wedding rings to deflect any men who felt moved to pursue their interest a step further than was either intended or wanted by the female minority – no different from anywhere else really.

With the foregoing picture of KAF now emerging – a hot, dusty, smelly and potentially dangerous place frequented by a wholly unbalanced population of around 30,000 military and civilian people of somewhat one-dimensional proportions – a sense of the lifestyle of these civvies in the firing line may begin to emerge. The principal off-duty focal points of the community on the base were the DFACs (canteens) and around the honeypot that was the Boardwalk. Meals played their part in the daily routine and were potentially a social occasion for people, with the chance of engaging with others outside immediate spheres of work. Although this was nothing remarkably different from life back home, it was more meaningful in that there was little else to occupy time at KAF by way of facilities provided. Apart from the DFACs, the other exception to that was the Boardwalk – a much talked-about facility in ISAF circles around Afghanistan.

Although the make-up of the population at KAF was one-dimensional, there was nevertheless a raft of interesting and surprising people. Some looked totally out of place at the base, and I often thought it would be fascinating for everyone’s ID badge to record what their role was there. On occasions, I observed passers-by who bucked the civilian norms of those at KAF. For example, there were two elderly ladies whom I saw around during a period of six weeks or so, who although dressed to suit the environment would have looked more at home knitting on Brighton seafront! They would undoubtedly have been worth a ‘golf eagle’ or more in the sentries’ human golf challenge. What, I mused, were they doing at KAF? Then there was the posse of three young civilian girls who cannot have been much more than 18 years old, who looked like they had taken the wrong bus from the King’s Road in London to end up at KAF. Why were they there? There was also the man in his late 50s with a marked waddle and huge girth – how on earth did he pass even the most cursory of medicals? What was he doing at KAF?

The KAF community also had elements of normal society. There was a major ISAF hospital that dealt with battlefield and other casualties. Situated adjacent to the main runway, the hospital was serviced by a helicopter landing site that was the delivery point for casualties from all over Kandahar Province following battlefield evacuation. It was also the point to which some insurgent casualties were transported, as well as civilians from the local area. Following one notable attack in Kandahar City in 2012, when over 20 Afghan Police officers were killed as well as a number of civilians, several ISAF casualties were airlifted to the hospital along with a couple of policemen. Later that day, one of our interpreters was linked up with a young Afghan policeman, with his frail elderly father in tow – both locals to the Kandahar City area. The young police officer was one of our mentees. In desperation, he explained to us via an interpreter that one of his brothers had been killed that day in the attack, with another wounded and supposedly taken to the KAF hospital. Could we arrange for he and his father to go to the hospital to check on the ‘missing’ son/brother? This was a considerable ask, not one that any of us expected to be possible with the inherent security risks, never mind the rules, regulations and restrictions on who could be granted access to the ultra-secure KAF base.

Remarkably, after a lengthy negotiation process with the security people at KAF, permission was granted for the old man and his son to enter the base and proceed to the hospital, with a heavily armed escort. The gentleman duly went to the hospital to enquire about his son. He was told that he had died, but that he could go to the mortuary to formally identify him. This he did, before removing his body in the back of a pick-up truck to take him home for the traditional burial within 24 hours of death. I have to confess that this humanitarian touch in allowing the elderly man on to KAF was a remarkable deviation from normal security restrictions. The outcome wasn’t ideal, but it did at least allow the father to identify and retrieve his son’s body – the second son he lost that day during the same attack.

Aside from the main hospital there were a number of other civilian medical centres on KAF that dealt with people from across the civilian community for primary health care and other more serious cases. Shops were very limited, although more in abundance on KAF than anywhere else in southern Afghanistan. Getting about KAF regularly was a necessity for some on such a large base, where the length of the long runway alone was over 14km and the perimeter fence in excess of 30km. Distances between the various ‘ramps’ from where aircraft and helicopters arrived and departed was considerable, and with flights taking place at all hours of the day and night, independent transport was essential. There was a rudimentary bus service between some key sites (red, green and blue routes) around the base, but this did not provide for access off recognised beaten tracks. The buses seemed an interesting collection of rejects from Europe, particularly Germany. It was always amusing to see these buses with their former logos or purposes and contact details still emblazoned on their sides – ‘Luxury Tourbus: Travel in Style Tel 0098 43 783882’ being one such example that tickled my fancy. I’m sure the former owners would have been aghast to see the now transformed vehicles operating in the dust bowl of Kandahar, dirty, dented and worked to the bone, transporting sweaty people from DFACs to their accommodation blocks or from the Boardwalk to compounds all over KAF. Similarly, there was a raft of other vehicles operating on the base that in any other environment would never have passed an MOT. Some cars and trucks were owned by local Afghans and had been made to work sufficiently well for them to be hired to people based on KAF, and there were other more serviceable rented vehicles that had been flown in from elsewhere or shipped in by lorry, typically from or via Pakistan.

There were bigger commercial vehicles too, many of them making deliveries from abroad (also often from Pakistan) that had queued up outside for days on end, undergoing a ‘soak’ period to ensure that no explosive timer devices were on board, primed and ready to detonate an explosion. Each vehicle was then subjected to the most intense of searches and scrutiny before being countenanced for entry to KAF, even then under close escort. As well as all this traffic on KAF’s limited and congested roads – some were tarmacked, many were not – there were the kings of the road, for which everything else was well advised to make way: armoured vehicles. Generally speaking, the thousands of armoured vehicles – mainly American – did not form holy alliances with other road users. If there was ever a vehicle ‘spat’, there was only one winner. Armoured vehicles were liable to sweep all before them, so it was wise for other vehicles simply to pull over or get out of the way to let them pass.

Visibility in many armoured vehicles is poor, so the drivers had an inherent disadvantage anyway, but add to that the reality that some of these vehicles seemed to be oblivious to or exempt from tight speed limits and have a total disregard for other road users, and a recipe for disaster awaited. Although having their own assembly and parking areas, these huge, armoured vehicles nevertheless had to use the same roads as all other vehicles. That alone raised the question of why anyone would wish to ride a bicycle around KAF – but they did. An increasing number of bicycles were in evidence as time progressed through my four years on the base, and whilst recognising that they in theory provided a reasonable and even practical way of getting about, they also presented a number of practical challenges, namely having to mix it with thousands of vehicles, including armoured ones, on the same roads. Although mountain-style bikes offered the opportunity to cycle away from the main roads, even off-road, such was the nature of the terrain and tracks that these routes too were difficult for even the sturdiest of machines. The ever-present dust caused havoc with the gearing of any bike, the loose gravel too, as well as making the surface very unstable; buckling of wheels and broken spokes were frequent occurrences, and there was the very real threat of theft too. All of this, combined with the danger to life and limb – squashed bikes are one thing, but flattened, twisted bodies entirely another – legislated against the use of bikes on KAF for me and many others.

Junctions and crossroads were always interesting points on any road journey, providing a particular challenge to any newly arrived driver, never mind the unsuspecting cyclist. With so many different nationalities using the roads, there was inevitably a coming together and sometimes a clash of different road etiquette (or absence of), procedures and rules. The established protocol on KAF for navigating through junctions and crossroads took a little getting used to. It involved the right of way being taken in turns by those joining from different directions, but not in any prescribed manner such as clockwise, anti-clockwise or left to right. It was taken in turns based on who had arrived first, then rotating car by car, one at a time, from each of the adjoining roads. Hence, as the driver you had to be savvy as to which car had just proceeded to cross the junction and where you lay in the queue relative to others waiting to cross next. In any event, at a four-road crossroads with cars queuing from each direction, your worst place in the queue would be the fourth car to move from arrival at the front of your particular queue, having given the right of way to the other three roads first. Of course, if there were only cars at the junction from two directions, things were a little easier and you would either move first or second.

One day, a visiting female colleague rather summed up life on the base, at least in one sense, observing over a snack lunch that life at KAF for civilians couldn’t really be much easier than it was, adding quite rightly that it was even easier for the average serviceperson, who had virtually nothing to concern him or herself with outside of work. She was referring not to the duress of the climate, restricted living conditions, limited freedom or the potential danger, but to the fact that everything was pretty much laid on for those at KAF – life on a plate, so to speak. She was right in this context: there was no need to worry about routine food or other shopping, where the next meal was coming from, when to pay utility bills or when to put the bins out. Important daily decisions rested instead on such critical matters as what time to go and eat any of the three meals provided each day, what to eat from the choices available when you got there, when to take your washing to the laundry and when to make the covert dash to buy some chocolate from the NAAFI. Accommodation was always something of a concern for civilians, with presence in any particular block, building or tent never guaranteed to be anything other than short term. Tents were always an option to be avoided, if at all possible. Inherent, self-evident disadvantages included the need for meticulous attention to hygiene and cleanliness. The dropping of any food scraps, for example, would always be liable to attract rodents, scorpions and insects. As previously mentioned, snakes would then follow in pursuit of the rodents. Such considerations aside, life was indeed a fairly straightforward affair for those civilians on KAF, with few of the complications encountered back home.





CHAPTER 6

The Boardwalk

‘The what?’ I recall saying that when I first heard mention of the Boardwalk during the somewhat trepidatious banter on that first flight of mine to Kandahar. The idle chat emanated from two of the more seasoned contractors who were sat behind me, clearly returning to Kandahar after a leave period. Their wide-ranging spectrum of comments and asides left me wondering what on earth they were talking about.

Before I eventually turned to ask them (‘the what?’), my mind raced widely in rather random, uninformed fashion. Images of some type of fairground challenge or a boarded walkway over marshy ground sprung to mind, although the chances of finding either anywhere on KAF were about as likely as discovering bacon butties being sold in the Taliban stronghold of Kandahar City. Upon reflection, if I’d had more time before being dropped into KAF in a rush from Devon, I would have done some more research and undoubtedly uncovered the not-so-hidden secrets of the Boardwalk.

I was soon to learn that the Boardwalk at KAF was almost as synonymous with the place as the Taliban were with the surrounding area. And so it was, two days after arrival at KAF in October 2010, that I was invited to meet a colleague and a couple of potentially useful contacts outside the Green Bean coffee shack on the much talked-about Boardwalk. I’d already gathered that the Green Bean, of which there were two outlets on KAF, was a half-decent coffee outlet that served pretty reasonable coffee whenever it was available to be served – as dictated by in-bound resupply flights. I was advised that a particular recommendation throughout the long hot months was their iced coffee, including Americano and latte. I immediately suspected that the ice might be a slightly dodgy ingredient in this part of the world, but I was reassured that it had not yet caused any upset stomachs. Having ascertained roughly what and where the Boardwalk was, and looking forward to my refreshments at the Green Bean, I set off with map and compass in hand to navigate my way there – some 800m or so from my bed-space and what passed for an office.

As I neared what I thought was going to be the Boardwalk, I noticed a clear upsurge in pedestrians strutting purposefully around, some clutching paper cups of drinks, others munching on unidentified alleged edibles, many chatting away, some with heads down too deep in thought to look up or pass the time of day with fellow passers-by. Most carried weapons. Bees around a hive came to mind as I strode ever closer to where, quite evidently, the honey was likely to be found. I wanted to ask somebody to check that I was on track for the Boardwalk, but I discounted the option on two grounds. Firstly, whoever I chose to ask would probably assume that I was a visiting buffoon from some in-bred community (and a civvy to boot); and secondly, it would blow my cover and reveal me as a newcomer to KAF, which could have led to all sorts of devious shenanigans to dupe me into new-boy suckerings. So I remained schtum and ploughed on in determined and hopeful fashion across a couple of busy roads, past hardened rocket-attack shelters, through yet more crowds before passing small groups of smokers in designated smoking areas. Just ahead of me was the Boardwalk, where, as I later found out, smoking wasn’t permitted, at least not on the actual walkway itself. Bingo! But on the final approach to my destination, I was further challenged by the road system. As a pedestrian, crossing any of this maze of roads leading to the Boardwalk was akin to a life and death scenario. Check for traffic left, right and above; if safe to proceed, then onwards to the Boardwalk.

Here, situated roughly in the centre of the main built-up area on KAF, was a broadly oval open space approximately the size of an athletics track, surrounded by a raised and covered wooden ‘boardwalk’. It immediately reminded me of a scene in some old Western movie featuring John Wayne, although I don’t think John Wayne ever served or filmed in Kandahar, so perhaps that’s where the analogy ends. Technically, the Boardwalk consisted of just the raised platform around the open area in the middle, but it was customary to refer to the whole area as such: a collective area of limited recreational facilities, a rare oasis of leisure opportunities in an otherwise barren place.

The walkway around the perimeter was of all-wooden construction and was primarily designed to house a number of small retail outlets, cafés and eateries, all in units that were mostly former shipping containers or similar, fitted out as make-do shops, all of which faced inwards towards the central open area with the walkway in between. The retail outlets, such as they were, included a few local ones provided by trusted Afghan traders who were prepared to pay the high rent to operate from this potentially very lucrative ‘pitch’, where the captive audience of over 30,000 people circulated throughout the day and night. They sold a variety of goods, including local rugs and mats, jewellery, DVDs (some worked, others didn’t), electrical goods (that worked if you were lucky), wooden and china products and down-market souvenirs of all sorts. There was a degree of potluck in what you bought, with quality being at best variable. Carefully selected items may have been of decent quality, but some were far from it. There was a glitzy ‘bling’ appeal about some of the products, if that’s what fired your rockets, but the more discerning retail therapist had to be patient and search hard for the more tasteful items on offer, and of course get to them first before others swooped them away.

Other outlets comprised small shops from various participating Coalition nations such as the Netherlands, France and Germany, that variously sold everyday needs, military-style equipment, electrical goods, food and refreshments. The British NAAFI was sited some way from the Boardwalk, offering similar products. So, too, the U.S. PX (Post Exchange), that was predictably by far the largest and most comprehensively stocked facility. ’Twas ever thus with the Americans, who are notoriously good at providing such facilities for their deployed servicemen and women, who generally want for little when away on operations, especially when compared to other nations. But it should also be noted that the Americans were good to allow those of other nationalities – military and civilian – to use their PX, so long as they were custodians of the correct ID documents. General opinion suggested that the French shop, called Downtown, sold some excellent coffee and patisserie-quality cakes (when ingredient availability permitted), and sandwiches that wouldn’t have been out of place in the chic areas of Paris. This was in stark contrast to the oppressive climate and turbulent conflict that raged in the surrounding environs. It also stocked some good-quality but very highly priced clothing that seemed to be more aligned with the Champs-Élysées than downtown KAF. The German shop offered a great selection of clothing and military equipment, magnets to the kit and military paraphernalia geeks amidst the KAF masses, but nothing to eat or drink. Meanwhile, the Dutch shop had some good clothing and an excellent array of other products, including a wide selection of rather tempting chocolate.

The much-employed trick to avoid detection as a chocaholic was to eat the chocolate alone in your room covertly and then dispose of the wrapping paper in someone else’s bin when they were put out into the corridor for morning emptying. This had the double beneficial effect of not leaving court-admissible evidence in your bin, whilst laying clear, undeniable evidence attributable to someone else. No referral to the subject would be complete without mention of the much-heralded ‘Twirlgate Scandal’ that took place during the summer of 2014.

Over a period of weeks, one of my close colleagues, Rick, was subjected to an intense period of having empty Twirl and other chocolate wrappers placed in the bin outside his room during the silent hours. The mounting pressure of being accused of being a chocoholic grew on Rick. He denied it. As a result, a poorly conceived investigation took place to track down who was placing the wrappers in his bin. As the British Royal Military Police declined to take on the case, an in-house investigation was launched using the full might and experience of the assembled company of former police officers. It was all to no avail, however, and only when one member of our corridor, Andy, left the programme did the great chocolate wrapper scandal begin to abate, with the volume of empty Twirl wrappers deposited in Richie’s bin starting to subside. It didn’t subside completely, however, although the need for a kangaroo court to try suspects in the corridor was no longer felt necessary. Andy was thereafter known as the ‘guilty bastard’, despite not having been convicted by a corridor court. After ‘chocolate wrapper trauma counselling’, I am pleased to record that Rick was able to return to normal duties, having sussed that by keeping his bin inside his room, it would remove the option for anyone to leave unwanted wrappers in it. The episode was one of many that lightened morale during extended periods of life on KAF.

Next door to the delights of the Dutch shop was an impressive not-so-little café called Echos (pronounced ‘Eeekoz’), where you could get very good and reasonably priced sit-down meals. This was about as far removed from KAF in atmosphere as it was possible to get, but with no alcohol on offer as KAF was a totally ‘dry’ base, as was everywhere else in Afghanistan. Very few people I talked to missed access to alcohol – not one jot in fact. The reality is that most people recognised that bombs, bullets and booze don’t mix particularly well, and so were fully supportive of this restriction that fell within the constraints of the U.S. Military’s General Order Number 1 – a decree that all at KAF, as a U.S.-run base, were bound to adhere to. Amongst the prohibited items under this decree were alcohol, illegal drugs and pornographic material, although quite how the U.S. military expected the latter to be adhered to remains a complete mystery. Only the Americans could seriously try to impose this constraint whilst maintaining a straight face. Whether or not there was alcohol covertly available on KAF remains a moot point. I personally witnessed it on only one occasion, when one of my Afghan-origin interpreters/cultural advisors tried to ‘smuggle’ a bottle of spirits back from a leave period, allegedly to give to the local Chief of Afghan Police, whom he and his former PSNI HUMINT specialist were mentoring. The individual concerned in perpetrating this attempted smuggling breach of U.S. regulations was dismissed from the programme and from Kandahar post-haste.

It was, however, widely suspected that a few organisations on KAF – military and civilian, British and other nationalities – had some access to alcohol. Whether this was an example of those organisations pleading ‘special cases’ or simply defying the ban was never up for discussion. There was the occasionally encountered opportunity to procure alcohol from local sources within the Afghan community immediately surrounding KAF – the perpetrators being folk living nearby, Muslims regardless. To the uninitiated, this would appear to contradict one of the main constraints of the Islamic faith. I was reminded by my Muslim friends and colleagues that was indeed the case. To others, it was an example – one of a number that would readily come to mind – of how not all Muslims are ready prescribers to all the ‘terms and conditions’ of the faith, deferring instead at times (or even regularly) to wayward practices that defy stipulated restrictions for personal gain, achieved in any number of ways, the sale of and/or consumption of alcohol being just one.

Other eateries on the Boardwalk included Nathan’s burger bar, a kebab outlet, a pizza café and, believe it or not, a Thank God It’s Friday (TGIF) outlet. These were hybrids, adapted for limited business in a conflict zone, but which nevertheless offered some degree of normal social enterprise amidst the bullets, rockets and hardship that surrounded them. They were appreciated and well frequented, even if supplies limited menu choices. But they were only accessible to those lucky enough to have been based on KAF, or to transitory visitors; they were not in the many other provinces of Afghanistan that were for that 14-year period the domain of the ISAF Coalition force. Those in the outlying bases had no such luxuries.

The fare served by these places was of generally good quality, and was enjoyed by my colleagues and I at various times to mark certain occasions. That said, the fundamental appeal and enjoyment of eating in them was to offer a change to DFAC feeding or to contribute to part of people’s weekly routines. Echos became a favourite haunt for ‘entertaining’ guests, such as it was possible on KAF. Guests included any supportive or friendly contacts for our programme and colleagues who were being ‘dined out’ upon leaving us. Nathan’s burger bar became a favourite for colleagues Ron and Andy (and myself occasionally) on a Friday evening. When eating the decent burgers and chips (with milkshakes) outside, they were able to watch the weekly roller-skating enthusiasts doing their thing to music on an area of the hardstanding at the Boardwalk. This was one of those strange happenings on KAF that defied the moment: an informal gathering, organised by an American enthusiast, for anyone who had an interest to don some skates and roll around the concrete quadrant for an hour or two, with music blaring. It was well supported and well watched too by spectators. It was a short period of escapism from the war going on around us all, a total diversion from normal duties. Participants and spectators seemed to be similarly taken by the moment – not quite a Friday night out on the town, as life at home would have it, but at least something slightly different.

As previously mentioned, the challenge for all the places that served food was the difficulty of getting the produce they needed to fulfil the promise suggested by their menus. TGIFs had a most impressive menu, and the interior décor even looked similar to what you’d find in towns and cities back home. Unfortunately for the uninitiated, dining at TGIFs was often a deflating experience. The menu was usually fundamentally misleading, with a good percentage of that proclaimed as being on offer actually proving to be unavailable. They seemed to be very prone to shortfalls and shortages – ‘no burgers today, Sir, nor Coke, no steaks, no fries and no chocolate brownies’. Onion rings were never quite the same without the onion; menu-listed chicken and fries lacked substance without any chicken; so too the ever-popular mozzarella bites failed to impress without any mozzarella.

Within the Boardwalk perimeter was an open space for recreation – limited recreational opportunities, that is. There was a running or walking track of approximately 400m circumference that followed the path of the wooden walkway, but immediately inside it. This was not a facility for the faint-hearted or ungainly athlete, because whilst providing the wherewithal to clock up the miles for those bold enough to showcase their athleticism, it also presented the opportunity for the masses perambulating around the surrounding raised walkway to pause to gaze and take the micky out of anyone whose performance wasn’t up to scratch!

Within the running track was a crudely laid astroturf-type pitch (about half the size of a football field) that was typically used for soccer, touch rugby, tag American football or frisbee games. This was only laid in late 2012, so was a fairly late addition to the Boardwalk’s facilities, but it unsurprisingly got pretty much constant use as well as providing further idle moments for spectators. It was here that international rivalries kicked in to debate the relative merits of American football versus rugby union or league, of cricket versus rounders (oops, baseball; sorry, American friends!). There were two volleyball courts, or more correctly ‘beach volleyball’ courts because some fairly rough sand (i.e. grit and dirt) formed the playing areas. There was also a small oval-shaped pitch (or court?), enclosed by a low wall, that was used for ‘ice hockey’, without the ice that is! Built originally by the Canadians, it was used extensively by the Canadians, Germans, Slovakians and Americans when they had enthusiasts amongst their military or civilian contingents based on KAF. This sport, using equipment and protective gear similar to that seen on ice hockey rinks, was fast, aggressive and often taken very seriously, and included international contests at times, occasionally preceded by the playing of national anthems – brilliant theatre! There was a small stage in one corner of the Boardwalk that was used for the occasional concert provided by visiting groups or artists, and for other events such as an annual carol service. Another small corner of the area was segregated and allowed to be used by a ‘cigar club’ on a weekly basis! Smoking in the centre of the Boardwalk was otherwise not permitted. Temperamental and rather ad hoc portable floodlights were used for evening and night-time use of all these facilities. The whole of this recreational arena was generally quite well used, but of course the area was affected by the usual and ever-present KAF hazards such as extensive dirt and dust (or mud during the relatively short winter rainy season), the heat, the pooh pond and incinerator smells and the ever-present threat of rocket attacks.

In addition, it was possible to find the odd table tennis table, gaming machine or table football facility in ‘welfare’ areas, provided principally for the military, and in which one could watch films, use internet facilities or borrow donated books and DVDs. There were a variety of gyms. It was strange in many ways that no attempt had been made to provide other recreational facilities such as rough-and-ready tennis courts or portable squash courts, though this was presumably because it was never expected that the base would be there so long. Nevertheless, an opportunity to cater to a niche in the market and provide tennis and air-conditioned squash courts was undoubtedly missed by the canny local entrepreneur.

The recognised and only currency used on KAF was U.S. dollars – notes, but not coins. The latter were replaced by circular ‘pogs’ (values of 25, 10 and 5 cents) made of thin cardboard. There were, however, only two cash machines on KAF, one issuing U.S. $20 notes and the other U.S. $100 notes. These machines, provided by a local businessman, were frequently out of order or simply ran out of cash. Their closure was a factor that had to be considered by all civilians when returning to KAF after leave periods: you had to top up with cash before arrival or risk running out whilst deployed. There were other ways of getting cash, and certainly so for the military whose national contingents would have been able to provide for them. That said, it remained one of the peculiarities of living on KAF that you didn’t need to spend much cash at all whilst deployed. On one occasion in 2012, the ATMs were closed for business for several weeks. Informed rumour had it that the provider’s family had been targeted, attacked and some members killed by the Taliban because of his business dealings with ISAF on KAF. This highly likely scenario was a sobering reminder of the risks that local trade and businesspeople took in dealing with ISAF, whilst living in the local area and amidst the local population that was heavily pro-Taliban.

I knew one local trader who lived in Kandahar City and travelled daily to work on KAF. In his very impressive English, he explained that essentially he had to live a double life, with very few people outside of his family knowing what he actually got up to providing a service for ISAF. Retribution would have been swift had the local pro-Taliban community been made aware of his true activities. But like most local businessmen who worked with or directly for ISAF, they had to make hay whilst the sun shone, making as much money as possible before ISAF left. By mid-2014, many traders had been evicted from KAF, and the opportunity expired. Whether their risk-taking in doing what they did before eviction should be described as mere stupidity or simply business sense is a moot point, particularly when considering what might have followed had their cover been blown or when ISAF left, or both.

The Boardwalk remained as a stark contrast in this war zone. Having a time-out and a chilled coffee within sight and shouting distance of where seriously or terminally injured battlefield casualties were being unloaded from helicopters into the hospital remained a major conflict of emotional dilemmas. There were those who, for this and other reasons, argued that the Boardwalk and its facilities should NOT be provided in a war zone as it was morally wrong. One American commander on KAF had a McDonald’s outlet on the Boardwalk closed because he felt it was responsible for allowing too many of his servicemen and women to put on excess weight. This had happened before my time in Kandahar, but it was evident that other eateries had sprung up since, presumably leading to similar overeating problems.

The Boardwalk was for a long time something of a haven and an escape for many people. For me, it offered four years of limited recreational refuge; a brief sight of some sort of normality. It was a unique facility, the envy of many civilians and military people who knew of its existence but weren’t based at KAF. Visits to KAF were almost seen as periods of R&R by some, and that was largely down to the Boardwalk.

The sentimentalist in me was quite sad when it began to be dismantled towards the end of 2013, especially so through the first half of 2014 when large parts of it were reduced to rubble before complete clearance took place to return it to the barren, flat, dirty and dusty area that it had previously been. This was in keeping with the ISAF policy of reverting everything to the way it was before the war started in 2001. All buildings, structures and facilities were summarily dismantled, reduced to rubble, and debris removed. Nothing was to be left that could remotely have been of benefit to the Taliban or been open to misappropriation and abuse by other members of the local population. This all made sense to me, but I wasn’t alone feeling that tinge of sadness in witnessing the dismantling of the Boardwalk. By the time I left in July 2014, it had disappeared completely.





CHAPTER 7

Civvies in the Dining Facilities (DFACs)

Food, the fuel for those of us lucky enough to have access to it, was a key part of the daily (and nightly) life on KAF and elsewhere in ISAF bases in Afghanistan. The meals, in some cases available 24 hours a day, catered for those combatants and others involved in the 24/7 conflict, and were potentially a highlight of daily routine for many.

The life pattern in any conflict zone, for military and civilians alike, is not a ‘9–5’ job. It’s an all-consuming absorption of one’s life. As a serviceman or woman, you sign up to agree to those broad conditions of service. Civilians with whom I worked also signed up to the demanding lifestyle that was the lot of being a ‘civvy in the firing line’. The fighting troops would, I know, have opted for as many meals as possible to fuel their seriously dangerous forays and patrols into bandit country outside the KAF wire. For me, mealtimes were not only necessary functions, but something of an event that helped form the everyday routine – time to chat to friends, colleagues and strangers alike, to pass the time of day and even on frequent occasions enjoy the food.

The three-times-a-day meal service was a staple of many people’s routine. Others may have elected to skip meals in pursuit of a trimmer waistline or at least to soothe their conscience. One of my colleagues who only occasionally attended the evening meal chose instead to feast on rations sent from home in the form of tinned mackerel or tuna, eaten from the tin without any significant accompaniment. Another less health-conscious friend and work colleague opted for digestive biscuits spread with thick butter and topped with Cornish Cruncher cheese, with Pringles to help satisfy any remaining appetite! There were others who ate so quickly that nothing touched the sides, nor a single word passed their lips, while they were dining. They seemed to miss out on those key culinary and social moments of the day that for others added focal points for any given day.

For those attending meals, it was undoubtedly an opportunity to get away from the daily work routine, to break up the day somewhat and hasten time towards the next day, weekend or month – and ultimately the next leave period. Many of the civilians, me included, were keen advocates of establishing a daily routine as soon as possible after each leave period. This would psychologically hasten the time by, with daily landmarks duly ticked off day after day. This negated the impact of having to face one long and seemingly endless rotation without readily identifiable benchmarks on the way.

The DFAC – the U.S. acronym meaning the Dining Facility – is where you were fed. Referring to it as ‘the DFAC’ is misleading because there were several of them, located strategically around KAF, many of them run by the same company – Supreme. The DFAC in which I ate the majority of my meals was known as the Cambridge DFAC, the bastion of typical British food – like chicken tikka masala! The other DFACs each professed a certain culinary speciality, several of them dishing up archetypal American food to cater for the overwhelming U.S. presence at KAF. There was also a Far East DFAC specialising in Asian food (and generally very good too), that inevitably attracted the thousands of mainly civilian Asian employees on KAF, and the Luxembourg DFAC which served … well, food not dissimilar to that found in the Cambridge one. Nobody seemed sure what type of food hailed from Luxembourg, with the debate finding resolution in defining the culinary delights of the Luxembourg as ‘European’ or ‘Luxembourgish’.

For the most part, people on KAF had a choice of where to eat, and more often than not easy access and geographical convenience determined where one did so. Possession of a vehicle, normally of an armoured variety, to travel the not inconsiderable distances (up to 10km in some cases) between DFACs and one’s accommodation or offices was also a key factor. Working on the basis of a change being as good as a rest, it also added spice to the daily routine when debating where to eat on a particular night – just to ring the changes and be able to line up in a different queue, with different people around you in an alternative DFAC, presented in a not-so-familiar colour scheme. Patience to queue ‘in line’ abounded, but was less evident amongst U.S. military people than the civilians. The British military were always great at it.

The Cambridge DFAC was deliberately presented to look like a London Underground station. Its semi-domed roof was annotated on the side with typical ‘Cambridge’ Underground signs that left newcomers to KAF in no doubt that this was an essentially British concern. Curiosity most definitely got the better of some newcomers who failed to resist the temptation to stray inside through one of the two entrances amidst the usual carnage of vehicles trying to find somewhere to park in the dust of KAF. The adventure of a meal in the Cambridge DFAC then began. Entrance through the first door took you into an air-locked type of space, that wasn’t air-locked at all. It was a small linear room packed with basins – troughs to be more precise, with six automatic water taps in each. – conveniently placed, as they are in all DFACs, to allow clinical washing of hands before touching the food served within. Health and hygiene were crucial in order to prevent the spread of anything contagious. Diarrhoea and vomiting are potential scourges that can reduce a community to a dysfunctional mass in very quick order, a mass of human forms reduced to sitting or bending over toilets, basins or queuing to use them whilst urging the current custodian to ‘bloody well hurry up!’. Worse still were the thousands of ‘portaloos’ that adorned KAF – not a huge amount of fun at the best of times in a hot climate, but with D&V rampant in 45-degree heats it takes on a whole new meaning.

With handwashing complete, diners turned through 180 degrees to be confronted by evidence of a successful worldwide entrepreneur who had spread his influence to the far-flung outpost of Afghanistan – Mr Dyson! Wall-mounted hand dryers adorned the approach to the check-in, where two gentlemen, employees of the contracted catering company, Supreme, usually waited to greet you.

The process for checking-in for your meal was straightforward: in return for a validated signature, or more usually the swipe of a meal card, one of two very pleasant members of staff gave you a plate. A plate, that is, of the cardboard variety, segmented into three distinct sections. I could never fully shake off my curiosity as to why the plates had three sections, each with a mini perimeter to prevent inter-portion fraternisation. With a critical eye to keeping one’s allocation of food duly segregated, I suspect that there were those amongst the plate-designing fraternity who could have imagined nothing worse than peas slipping their moorings and straying into another ‘unauthorised’ and alien segment of the plate to mix with a portion of chilli or a serving of beef casserole. Even worse, perhaps, is the spectre of any gravy or sauce slinking across into the crispy potatoes, thereby rendering them soggy spuds – enough surely to send the unsuspecting plate designer to an early grave, much like the potatoes!

The staff handing out plates were civilians, from overseas, operating in a hostile environment. This task was quite obviously people-centric, and thus potentially interesting from a passing conversational point of view. A key function was to ensure that arriving diners washed their hands before entry, before issuing plates to those who qualified for one. I often wondered how anybody could do this for however many months their rotation on KAF might have been, for around 10 hours on each day’s shift. I took the plunge and was delighted when two of the DFAC ‘sentries’ agreed to tell me a little bit about themselves and their jobs.

Ljupcho Bojchevski, a swipe-card supervisor and plate issuer from Macedonia, was a well-travelled man. His far-reaching global trekking, that belied his 25 years, had taken him to places all over North and South America, the Middle East and Europe. He was known as the ‘globe-trekking man from Macedonia’, who had come to roost temporarily in Afghanistan. He always stood out authoritatively over the desk/console, past which all diners had to pass to swipe their meal card or append a qualifying signature in exchange for a plate for the meal in question. Without a plate, you were essentially ‘stuffed’. None of the 1,500 or so diners who feasted at the Cambridge DFAC three times per day escaped the keen eye of Ljupcho when he was on duty. The diners had little option but to comply with procedures by swiping cards or signing forms as they passed en route to the food, otherwise risking being challenged by Ljupcho. As the swipe-card supervisor, one of two to work the southern entrance to the DFAC, Ljupcho was charged with keeping a watchful eye on his ‘partner-in-swipe’, there being two swipe-card operators to cover all shifts at this busiest of venues.

Ljupcho characteristically towered over each of his assistants, both from Asia. Ljupcho oozed dignity and was supremely courteous, taking the time to at very least say ‘hello’ to each diner as they passed his scrutiny – or not. He saw it as his role to police the entry to the DFAC in a manner befitting front-of-house status. Talking to the diners was just part of that role; he enjoyed chatting in his very accomplished English. He observed that all sorts of characters passed before him, but it was the Americans who tended not to talk back. Their manner, he said, oozed unjustified arrogance and suggested a total disdain for ‘TCNs’, or Third Country Nationals working in Afghanistan. It was also an observation by Ljupcho that the Americans simply didn’t ‘get it’. Their lack of reality and inability to ‘get it’ in overseas lands means that Americans often don’t impress in foreign fields with their swaggering, shouting and bulldozing. Nevertheless, it’s hard to argue against this, as the United States has done so much to reconcile conflicts over the years. Its contribution in that sphere cannot be quantified – it’s immeasurable.

His feelings about the Americans, however, didn’t colour Ljupcho’s view that the more engaging and pleasant characters, from all parts of the globe, outweighed those who seemed to consider themselves a cut above others. He enjoyed engaging with folk who chatted, without abrasion, and who didn’t offend: he enjoyed a lack of arrogance and pomposity in those to whom he spoke. It also helped him overcome any suggestion of boredom caused by the mundane core task.

Ljupcho retained a fatalistic view on life. This was manifest when he talked about any lurking dangers of life on KAF. ‘When it’s my time, it’ll be my time,’ he told me, unfazed by any suggestion that he might be in danger on the base. As far as he was concerned, the benefits of earning good money far outweighed any minor disadvantage, such as the Taliban threat. He confessed to even having gone for a prohibited drive around the local area in Kandahar with an Afghan friend, outside the perimeter wire into bandit country. I don’t think he really understood my surprise at hearing this revelation. When not going on joyrides, he explained that his leisure time at KAF was mostly consumed by reading and using the gym. Perhaps the latter was directly linked to his role as unofficial DFAC sentry (or bouncer). Not one to remain static for any length of time, I detected that Ljupcho was next planning to visit Myanmar, where he once had a girlfriend. With Burma then opening up to the outside world, who knew what might be in store for this amiable and charismatic young man from Macedonia? I felt enriched by befriending someone who was so different to me, whom I’d been lucky enough to meet in the most unthought-of circumstances.

Then there was Jave Agoc Alvez, or ‘Mon’, as he liked to be known, one of many employees throughout KAF who hailed from the Philippines – all civilians. A junior swipe-card operator and plate issuer working under the watchful eye of one of his two supervisors, Mon seemed to be a more or less ever-present fixture at the Cambridge DFAC southern entrance – the more demanding and busy of the two entrances, as I was continually reminded. The northern entrance, on the other side of the DFAC, was far less busy, where Mon’s colleagues, he told me, had it ‘dead easy’ as they were unchallenged professionally. He added in quick order, with a cheeky wink to me, that his colleagues on the northern entrance were consequently less competent than he was.

Mon came to KAF following attempts to find work in Dubai, where he encountered problems as he was under 25 years of age – he was only 18. Referral from an employment agency in Dubai resulted in him joining Supreme. Soon afterwards, in October 2008, he found himself on a cargo plane bound for KAF. He had initially felt some trepidation about entering a war zone, in particular the inherent danger likely to be encountered at KAF. I think his worries had largely evaporated after four-and-a-half years at KAF, but he did mention that this was not the case for his brother and grandmother, who resided in the Philippines and whose imaginations were perhaps alerted to bigger dangers than actually existed on KAF.

Four-and-a-half years was a long time on KAF, and I suspect it was even longer when your task was to check in diners through the swipe-card system and to hand out cardboard plates. Based on Mon’s work/leave rotations of six months on (working seven days a week) followed by 21 days off, and splitting his job 50/50 with his counterpart, I calculated that each year, Mon would have personally handed out approximately 675,000 plates. Mon said he did occasionally get bored with the mundane nature of his work, but that, just like Ljupcho, he enjoyed talking to the variety of diners, particularly the civilians, who, he said, were generally less abrupt than some of the military personnel and more ready to chat to him. He enjoyed earning good money too, and this was clearly a key factor that kept him in Afghanistan for such a long time. Another binding factor was that he had a boyfriend who was also based at KAF – an American civilian of rather more advanced years. The pair of them were often seen walking around holding hands in their off-duty moments. This was a somewhat unusual and contrasting sight in a conflict zone amidst the daily and nightly life around KAF.

Mon had a keen eye for miscreant diners and was always on the lookout for risk-takers, those who tried to live the dining experience on the edge: the ones who infringed at the signing-in routine, attempted to take prohibited backpacks into the DFAC (considered to be a security risk) or, most heinous of all, tried to wear caps and other headdress into the Cambridge DFAC, much against common British protocols. Mon would apprehend such offenders and politely put them right.

In his limited spare time, Mon enjoyed whacking a volleyball around and drinking coffee. He had no medium- or long-term plans or aspirations in life. Or if he did, he didn’t tell me about them. During our fleeting moments of banter as I entered the DFAC whenever he was on duty, I asked him if it was OK with him if I recorded a few memories of our chats. He said ‘yes’. Towards the end of my time on KAF, he imparted to me one piece of his life’s jigsaw to which I’d been hitherto unsighted. In his rather phlegmatic and matter-of-fact way, he told me that he’d go with life’s flow in whichever way it took him, but that he always had the fallback of option of returning to the Philippines to complete his training as a physiotherapist.

Progress into the DFAC hastened having passed the scrutiny of handwashing, drying, swipe card and idle conversation. You then collected a tray, paper tray cover (loosely described as a ‘mat’) and packet of plastic cutlery before proceeding to one of two or three main serving points, and two other areas where fruits, salads, cold meats, breads, condiments and other accessories could be hoovered up until your tray was completely overloaded, should you so wish. The hot dish serving points used to be self-service, but portions were later served for you by industrious and normally courteous staff, mainly of Asian origin. This was a potentially hazardous part of your meal assembly, not least caused by language differences between meal-grabbers and servers! Over-eating was an enduring threat that was only occasionally eased when certain items disappeared from the menu due to supply problems.

One important element of eating in the Cambridge DFAC was the ‘breakfast experience’. In the middle of the food service area was a rectangular console where one could queue for and request eggs cooked to order on a griddle – fried, scrambled or omelettes, all with fillings or toppings such as cheese, ham, peppers, if desired. Behind the breakfast console at the Cambridge DFAC on KAF was a legend in his own breakfast time: ‘Mr Omelette’, who hailed from Bangladesh. He was another true character, a master of his art, an eccentric and utterly charming individual. He cooked up to 1,000 orders every breakfast time and had the innate and uncanny ability to remember people’s orders having served them only once! He unfailingly remembered the first time that you ordered anything cooked from him for breakfast. Yet this could lead to a testing scenario if you wanted to change your order. It wasn’t easy to convince Mr Omelette that you needed to alter your order, or how to change it before you were clocked queuing up and had your usual order already under way on the griddle! Mr Omelette had a theatrical style and a warm, engaging persona. He spectacularly waved and juggled his cooking instruments around his griddle, raising his legs in time with imaginary music and slamming the surface with clanking and rhythmic beat, whilst the eggs did their thing on the griddle, heating to a perfect finish.

It rapidly became evident when I sat down one day with San-losh Gianga am Gihogaie over a cuppa outside the NAAFI in warm spring sunshine that I’d made an unforgiveable mistake in suggesting that he was known as ‘Mr Omelette’. He was Mr Omelette to me, to some of my friends too, but in a subtle and almost self-effacing way, he pointed out that he was in fact called ‘The Omelette King’ on KAF, and had been for a number of years. I began to regret that I’d not carried out some more effective research before I’d spoken to him, but frankly, I wouldn’t really have known where to start. Had I done so, I would have realised that I was on well-trodden ground with The Omelette King, that I was just the latest in a line of people who had been drawn to this most entertaining and endearing of civilian DFAC characters. I would have realised, too, that he had already featured in a book about other aspects of KAF, and that in the index of that book he had been chronicled as, yes, ‘The Omelette King’! I might also have learned that he has been the subject of a number of approaches by people who had seen him in action in the Cambridge DFAC, who subsequently asked him to come and work for them, cook for them, help set up restaurants or hotels – to cook and to entertain in his own inimitable way.

I found myself ‘interviewing’ The Omelette King, conscious that I was the very essence of a journeyman journalist interviewing a superstar in his own right, someone who was well used to fascinated onlookers asking questions and being amazed at his utterly delightful persona and charm. He was kind to me and broke me in gently, releasing little snippets now and again to let me know that he had ‘history’, that he’d been through all this sort of stuff before.

I suppose that if you report for work every morning at 4am and begin your day by personally breaking and mixing around 2,000 eggs – the core ingredient for the omelettes and other egg-based breakfast dishes to follow – and chopping up other ingredients to accompany omelettes as fillings, you’re bound to have something unusual to talk about. Something perhaps to divert those tedious shop-talkers away from their dull dialogue, to brighten the day of those downcast with the endless monotonous routine or to cheer up those depressed by weeks and months of separation from home. But for The Omelette King, this was but a curtain-raiser to which few were privy. The main show followed behind the griddle, sited within a small square-shaped area which was The Omelette King’s domain – his stage. It was here, every single morning of his six-month unbroken spell of work, with no days off, that the curtain went up at 5.30am on the one-man show that was The Omelette King at work. Hungry ‘breakfasters’ queued to place their orders, watching in fascination as The King swung into action, taking orders from up to 12 people at a time, before cooking them all simultaneously: omelettes with fillings, scrambled eggs with toppings, fried eggs of all varieties – sunny-side up, sunny-side down, hard-cooked, soft-cooked, flipped or not – the full Monty! Neatly cooking away in two rows with six orders in each, The Omelette King probed, flipped and turned them all with eccentric and theatrical precision. Further dramatic effect was achieved through his bodily twists and turns, little kicks of the legs backwards and the flashing of spatulas towards the ceiling, with intimidatory and inquisitive poking of the innocently simmering eggs. The audience always watched and revelled in the theatre of this much-welcomed distraction from the ongoing conflict with their Taliban adversaries. The next 12 punters in the queue, or ‘line’ as the Americans called it, watched as their breakfast cooked away, each order carefully lined up on the griddle and earmarked chronologically for its intended recipient. The King told me that he had few disasters whilst cooking. Such is his system that orders rarely go astray or get confused: it was a methodical, regimented and extremely well proven way of cooking breakfast for the masses. Mishaps only occurred, he told me with a cheeky grin, when the customer messed up. Like the U.S. soldier who dared stray from the queue to grill some toast, having already placed his order, who failed to return to claim his goods before they were cooked. His tardy appearance to collect his breakfast threw out the order process, with all those behind him in the queue set to receive the wrong plateful – disaster in the making! However, it was easily averted by The King with sleight of hand, speed of thought and coolness under pressure. There was relief all round.

The King had that energetic demeanour, constantly moving around his console, wielding the tools of his trade, shuffling the eggs from their ‘death row’ to meet their fate on the griddle. His eyes monitored his watching and waiting audience, surveying newcomers and acknowledging the majority who were his regular clientele. His eyes were always shifty and penetrating. And herein lay the magic of the little wizard: his quite remarkable memory that unfailingly enabled him to remember people’s orders, even after periods of absence. I plucked up courage eventually and asked The Omelette King how it was that he managed so unflinchingly and with such accuracy to remember people’s orders: was it their eyes, their height, their banter, the timing of their arrival at breakfast, their twitch or some secret recording mechanism unseen to most? This was a question too far, and a rather elementary error on my part. With a typical twinkle in his eyes, he just smiled ruefully and I knew I’d never find out.

The Omelette King, like so many of his fellow countrymen from the subcontinent, worked away from home doing long hours in a testing environment so that he could support his wider family back home and improve their future quality of life. He was the oldest of four siblings and took care of his brother and two sisters, as well as his parents back home in Goa. His wife had now gone her separate way, a Queen no longer. He had been cooking since young, being introduced to culinary skills whilst doing a cleaning job in a kitchen in Goa. He later trained as a chef, and mentioned specialities of his including delicious-sounding masala dishes, tiger prawns and fish and chips! He excels at filleting fish. He hoped that one day he would be able to set up his own business back home, that is if someone else hadn’t persuaded him to star for them elsewhere first. He struck me as a natural workaholic, even when at home on leave. He told me he made bracelets that he sold for the equivalent of a U.S. dollar or two, a tidy sum in India. He also made tasty pickles to sell. Conscious of business diversity, he had another rather unusual string to his bow: extracting venom from snakes for medicinal purposes, before releasing the snakes back into the wild. When I pressed him on what he did for relaxation when on leave, he confessed to enjoying going to the beach with his nieces and nephews, and his siblings too. But that aside, he never seemed to stop working.

He already had six years working in Iraq before he came to Afghanistan in 2009. He recounted a moment in Baghdad when he had a close encounter with a rocket that seemed destined to kill or injure him. He prayed hard, as he always did, that the ordnance wouldn’t harm him; and it didn’t. A Hindu, he prayed for 30 minutes of his scarce spare time every day in the multi-faith chapel on KAF after his shift had finished. The chapel was situated centrally on KAF, close to the few shops that surrounded the Boardwalk. This was where The King also fed the few birds that frequented KAF with seed. This was a particularly touching liaison of a human with the limited wildlife that had either chosen to live on KAF or been unlucky enough to have been stranded there amidst man’s conflict. The King absolutely adored his job at KAF, and it paid sufficiently well to make him one of the wealthier native residents of his homeland in Goa. His embryonic thoughts about setting up his own business in Goa would stay on hold a little longer as he planned to continue to ply his trade as The Omelette King until after the ISAF withdrawal in 2014. Thereafter, he was philosophical about how world politicians would influence the longevity of his stay in Kandahar and his future career.





CHAPTER 8

Christmas on KAF

I don’t suppose anyone in their right mind would choose to spend Christmas away from home. Whilst many of my colleagues in Afghanistan had military backgrounds and were thus relatively used to the prospect and reality of spending further Christmases in distant lands, some of my other workmates from civilian backgrounds most certainly were not used to the concept. For them it was not a pleasurable prospect, and nor was it for their families. Yet it was an inevitable part of the ‘deal’ when working abroad on a civilian contract in a conflict zone, that a high percentage of those engaged would be required to remain deployed in country at all times. One of the first priorities for all civilians was to try to influence deployed rotations and leave periods to enable them to be on leave for the next Christmas, and if possible for New Year too. Some were lucky, others not so, but it was a pretty sure deal in our company that if you managed one Christmas off, you would surely be working for the next one. It was only fair to the others, who would probably have worked the most recent Christmas period. It was a wise punter, therefore, who prepared himself and his family for some Christmases away from home, which the more philosophical would have regarded as small penance to serve to benefit from generally good remuneration. This was not an issue for all my colleagues, however as most of our Afghan-origin interpreters did not celebrate Christmas because of their Islamic faith, so being away from home over the Christmas period wasn’t a major issue.

There was another significant consideration, often overlooked, in debating the whys and wherefores of taking time out at Christmas. In our training and mentoring programme, we were contracted to deliver our services to our Muslim mentees largely to suit their availability. They, rightly, expected the mentoring process to continue over the Christmas period, barring their holy day of prayer on Fridays. It remained a little challenging to balance the wishes of those of us who strove to return home for Christmas and New Year, against the professional need to maintain the mentoring over that same period.

Conversely, the Muslim holy period of Ramazan (the Afghan spelling of Ramadan) offered a similar conundrum, but in reverse. All the Afghans whom I had the pleasure to meet marked Ramazan in one way or another. This meant that our mentees were often totally exhausted during daytime hours as they observed the rhythm of fasting during daylight hours, then stayed up to eat and drink with friends and family during the hours of darkness. The month-long Ramazan period was therefore an obvious time for British mentors to take leave, allowing the mentees to fully mark Ramazan, and help mitigate the effect of mentoring to exhausted mentees. But this was rejected by our USG masters resident in Kabul, so mentoring, of a sort, continued during Ramazan.

For the Brits, a Christmas spent on KAF remained a likelihood for every other rotation. I would spend two in Kandahar. The general view of Christmas on KAF, by most civilians, was that it had to be ‘just another day’. Most had to work in some fashion, but most Western-based civilian organisations recognised that some additional down-time on Christmas Day itself was a reasonable assumption. The lead-up to Christmas was a generally subdued and understated period, with focus, if there was any, on assembly of the odd Christmas gift from home – a couple of cards maybe and at least one present if at all possible. It was important to have something to open on the day and a card to display in the time leading up to Christmas. It was a little more challenging to reciprocate the gestures back home, there being very little to buy at KAF that would have been of any interest to family members. It was therefore all about advanced planning and preparation, with some of us secreting presents in nooks, crannies or drawers at home during the last leave periods before returning to theatre, leaving gifts and cards with neighbours to pass on at appropriate moments or indeed sending gifts via many of the companies that did postal deliveries in those days. Marks & Spencer was a favourite for gifts based on their quality of goods and reliability of delivery service. Another option was to use a company specialising in the sending of electronic ‘cards’ by e-mail – a very useful facility to have when abroad, especially if you forget occasions such as birthdays and anniversaries, with these cards available to be ordered and sent at very short notice.

Certain preparations for Christmas were evident at KAF, and even the most committed of Christmas cynics would not have failed to spot decorations appearing at the few retail outlets around the Boardwalk, in buildings, offices, cafés and accommodation areas. The British NAAFI was one of the more spectacularly decorated areas. A few artificial Christmas trees appeared as if by magic, and one was placed on the stage area of the Boardwalk, where there was usually a carol concert held in the days immediately before Christmas Day – another occasion that was routinely threatened by inbound aerial explosive greetings from the Taliban.

As the days got closer to Christmas, there would be the inevitable exodus of those lucky enough to have wangled the most sought-after leave period of the year. For those left behind, there was an opportunity to seek favours: to ask, very nicely, if someone going home would be good enough upon arrival back in the UK to post an envelope or package on your behalf to a loved one, or one that some may have been hoping to get to know better and love in the months ahead. With festive spirit prevailing amongst those departing on leave, there was usually only going to be one answer to such a request – a positive one – especially when added to a slight guilt factor amongst those folk deserting the still-vibrant ship at such a time of year. Or maybe not, as some might have been recalling only too well that they were the ones to have suffered the previous year. A spirit of giving undoubtedly prevailed amongst the departing rats too, as many gave willingly to those left behind in the form of chocolates for workmates or handed over highly valued DVDs for Christmas viewing. Others contented themselves with black-humoured repartee and banter centred on the time they’d be enjoying at home whilst business continued pretty much as normal at KAF. Not much different from other settings really.

The arrival of Christmas Day heralded a reminder and further realisation to all civilians that they were just that, civilians without any status tag. As a civilian, you were generally further down the food chain than military counterparts in most areas, particularly in a literal sense when it came to the issue of a Christmas meal in some of the DFACs, including the Cambridge. It was made quite clear that civilians were not welcome at the traditional festive meal that spanned much of the middle part of the day: indeed, civilians were not permitted to dine there at all for Christmas lunch on two of the four Christmas years that I was based away from home at KAF. This irked more than a little. Most of us civvies had some issue with being banned from the canteen at which we were welcomed to eat, and in which we paid to eat, for every meal throughout the rest of the damned year. What was so different now?

The reason for this rather unsatisfactory state of affairs was said to be because there was not sufficient time over the extended lunch period to serve more than just the British and other Commonwealth military contingents under the traditional format of the meal – the age-old custom of the officers and SNCOs serving the meal to the rest of ‘the lads’, a tradition that has been observed by the British Armed Forces at home in the UK and all over the world for many years. It’s a great custom, one that should undoubtedly be maintained. The serving of these meals does indeed take longer than a normal service to complete – quite a bit longer in fact – and most civilians agreed that the occasion should be the principal, but not necessarily exclusive, domain of the military. But for the contracted catering company not to find the time and wherewithal for civilians to be offered any kind of traditional Christmas meal was a little mystifying, if not unkind. The flip side and consequence of this exclusion of all civilians from the British canteen meant that we migrated to one of the other DFACs, where we knew we’d be welcomed as normal. We chose to drive to one of the U.S. DFACs, where equally impressive fare, although somewhat different, lay in ambush for us.

In 2010, my first Christmas spent in Afghanistan, a group of us decanted for Christmas lunch to a small U.S. DFAC in a similarly small FOB just inside the outer KAF perimeter wire, across the buffering no-man’s land – a relatively safe 2km drive in an armoured land cruiser. It was rather different from driving to church on Christmas Day morning in rural England, prior to a family-centric festive turkey lunch. It was a somewhat apprehensive trip, armed as usual, across no-man’s land, hoping that the inhabitants, all trusted Afghan dwellers, would respect our pursuit of a half-decent Christmas Day’s outing. With the obvious advantage of not having to appoint a ‘nominated driver’ for the Christmas meal outing in this alcohol-free combat zone, we got stuck into the typically wholesome and plentiful fare that constituted the traditional American Christmas Day. It was more typical of the U.S. Thanksgiving feast, which is served up by Americans the world over – ham, turkey, cranberry sauce, corn pudding, corn bread, sweet potato pie, green bean casserole, pumpkin pie, pecan pie, apple pie et al. The American military are well practised and extremely accomplished exponents of ensuring that their troops and associated civilians are well looked after wherever they are in the world – and their co-located allies too. We Brits were certainly extremely grateful on this occasion.

After a substantial meal, we returned to base to get on with the rest of the day, with people variously doing some work, personal administration or retreating to rooms to open the present that awaited, if lucky enough to have one. Another initiative that prevailed on the first two Christmas Days that my colleagues and I were at KAF was to meet and watch a film together during the afternoon or evening, with the favourite being The Great Escape.

There was also the issue of when best to try to call home, most likely using Skype, which had so drastically redefined the meaning of separation from home in recent years. Although subject to the inevitable vagaries of communication pathways and their reliability, Skype had enabled the modern traveller, away from home, to remain very much in touch with home verbally and visually. The judgement to be made at likely peak times was when best to make the call, in the knowledge that with localised limited bandwidth being stretched, reception would in all probability be poor, resulting in poor voice and visual reception. Whilst this could be tolerated and endured to some extent, there would likely be resultant frustration at each end of the line if communications were cut off or intermittent. The trick on Christmas Day, in particular, was to prearrange a time to call home that fell outside the normal ‘rush-hour’ at either end, given the four-and-a-half-hour time difference between Afghanistan and the UK.

On Christmas Day 2010, one of my closest colleagues and very good friend, Davy, and I decided to call home fairly late in the day in Kandahar. Before making the calls home, we inexplicably decided to venture to the Asian DFAC on KAF for a snack evening meal. With our cardboard plates charged with various selections from the food on offer, we duly took our seats and began to consume the food which, tasty though it was, we really didn’t need! I think we’d agreed that it would at least pass away the time before calling home later in the evening. We ended up taking far more time over the meal than we had bargained for. About 10 minutes into our latest Christmas Day culinary experience, an explosion sounded not far away, followed almost immediately by the rocket attack siren forewarning of a rocket that was imminent about 15 seconds previously! A second explosion followed in short order. The usual drills applied as, amidst a frenzied scraping and toppling of chairs, diners and staff, civilian and military, ‘hit the deck’ to lie face-down with eyes covered, in anticipation of an explosion that might send glass and other debris flying around the DFAC. Thankfully, it didn’t happen. Emerging from my prone position, and somewhat dishevelled, I opened my eyes and refocused attention towards Davy, who was in an equally undignified position, almost crouching whilst leaning on one elbow, both of us under the fragile canteen table. I looked at Davy with some degree of surprise and rubbed my eyes to ensure they weren’t telling me ‘porkies’. As the first people began to resume their positions sitting at their tables, I took a second look at Davy. He was happily under the table, crouched opposite me, still holding his plate of food, which he had taken with him when he took cover. One or two others nearby also saw the funny side of his exploits, which I remain convinced were done instinctively and without consideration that this was anything other than perfectly normal behaviour. Forty-five minutes later, when the ‘all clear’ siren sounded, we scampered back to our shared room to make our celebratory Skype calls, with me at least having an amusing tale to tell resulting from a Christmas Day Taliban rocket attack.

My second Christmas spent in Kandahar, in 2012, was little different in most respects to the experience of 2010. The one stand-out difference was that the main Christmas Day meal was this time enjoyed not in a U.S. DFAC but in the small Dutch eatery called Echos, situated close to the Boardwalk and to which I have already alluded. A group of us headed off to this extremely pleasant little oasis, having booked a table for the occasion, and enjoyed a waitress-served meal (unheard of anywhere on KAF at any other time!), with a live guitarist strumming his stuff in the background. A bottle of fizzy grape juice added to the occasion, with the champagne-like bottle even looking like the real deal. It was a pleasure to be able to eat at Echos off proper china plates and with metal cutlery – one of only two places on KAF where that was possible.

As the Christmas Days came and went, and with them either people’s triumph of having managed to get home for the occasion on leave or resignation at spending the holiday period in KAF, 25 December duly became the 26th – Boxing Day to those back home, another public holiday. The civilians on KAF, as elsewhere in the world no doubt, generally accepted that being away from home at Christmas was just another part of the deal. Although everyone would have preferred to have been at home, it really wasn’t that bad.

Civilian contractors remained as susceptible as their military counterparts to spending precious key holiday periods deployed in conflict zones. A major difference was that whilst military folk, such as me in previous incarnations, might have to endure a Christmas or other holiday away from home during a six-month operational tour of duty, civilians with enduring contracts would expect to do so more regularly. That was part of the expected deal. But for our ACAs of Afghan origin, their Islamic faith meant that they did not miss the religious significance of being deployed away from home at Christmas. But they of course lost out on celebrating Islamic holidays such as Ramazan and Eid at home, by being away in Kandahar. There were plenty of other faiths represented on KAF amongst the civilians and military personnel, members of which no doubt would have similarly missed out on spending significant occasions with family.

Regardless of their faith (or lack of it), I know that all those civilians with whom I worked and met remained eternally grateful to their family and friends at home, wherever that might have been, for their support for what they were doing in Afghanistan. Landmark calendar dates and occasions such as Christmas, Ramazan and Eid could be some of the trickiest times for those deployed away from home. On these occasions the support of loved ones at home became even more telling and appreciated.





CHAPTER 9

Femke

As I met and got to know an increasing number of civilians on KAF, I became increasingly interested in why some of these characters chose to sacrifice so much at home and spend endless months in the hostile and barren land that is Kandahar, or indeed in the wider conflict zone of Afghanistan. Despite the healthy remuneration, there were inherent risks to mind, life and limb. It goes without saying that the financial rewards available for undertaking such a working lifestyle were a key factor for some if not all of those whom I met and got to know. This was not a subject that dominated conversation, however, although it certainly played a part in some of the more reflective moments when fantasising about plans for the next leave period or when people returned home for good at the end of their contract. The money went towards a new car perhaps, a much-needed extension to the house, a flashy holiday or simply an increase in allowance for demanding teenage or younger children. Some of my friends and colleagues only remained in Kandahar for as long as they did as a result of family ‘councils of war’ – family agreement being necessary for the lifestyle to continue for a little longer on condition that the new car would be forthcoming or pocket-money increased – a sort of domestic blackmail.

Whilst most of those with families left behind at home had some feeling of guilt about spending so much time away, there was the quid pro quo of having to endure month upon month in Kandahar, with its clear analogy to spending time in an open prison: both had implicit restrictions, limited horizons and a monastic lifestyle. However, the time away afforded many the opportunity to accumulate funds that may only have been dreamt of hitherto, and to alter family and personal lives unequivocally. The key was not to be overly seduced by potential earnings and to be able to recognise when to call it quits and return home to normality. It was also important not to be greedy. It remained a great source of sadness for me to watch some people accumulate large sums of money with disregard to and sacrifice of all else, notably family life.

This was brought starkly home to me when a friend and former soldier died in Afghanistan, having spent many years in various conflict zones working as a civilian, accumulating considerable wealth in the process. He died suddenly and unexpectedly of natural causes in Kabul whilst out running. Most people agreed that they saw little point in wishing to become the next ‘richest man in the graveyard’, adding focus to the conundrum of whether one ‘lives to work, or works to live’. Not many of those I spoke to had any doubt about this, but there were too many who simply didn’t know when to stop earning the big bucks before they jeopardised the ultimate aim of being able to enjoy the result.

Some other civilians I met called themselves ‘professional contractors’ who travelled their way around the world’s trouble-spots providing services as required in return for good money. There were those who were on sabbaticals from more permanent jobs back home, perhaps to gain particular experience in something before returning, supposedly enriched and more worldly-wise, to give something back in return to their usual employer. Others were trying to develop or bolster their CVs for one reason or another, adding variety to a staid and unremarkable career to date, or building experience towards something specific for the future. One of my good friends and colleagues confessed that he’d jumped at the opportunity to add his particular role to his CV as it would look good for the future, and he was at the time aged nearly 60 – extraordinary! I did politely ask exactly what sort of career he was hoping to build towards and pursue at that age, puzzled by how time spent in Afghanistan on the front line might practically benefit his other interests of line dancing, indoor bowling or beekeeping in retirement.

You might note that I haven’t listed here the wish to contribute positively to a warzone, so at this point, let me introduce one of my fellow civilians at KAF. She was a ‘she’ for a start, which immediately plunged her into a minority group on KAF. As a member of that minority group, I thought from the outset that she might have some different views than me on life at KAF. She and I met whilst at KAF and were not work colleagues. She came from a completely different background from me, was much younger and had come to Afghanistan fulfilling a not dissimilar role but for very different reasons. She agreed to talk to me in the full knowledge that I planned to publish my ‘findings’. She even had the good grace to admit that she was honoured to be one of the subjects of my book – I kept schtum on the fact that I couldn’t find any other woman willing to talk to me! Let me introduce Femke.

I was philosophically waiting for my obligatory annual medical examination to take place in the waiting room of one of the main medical centres on KAF in October 2013 when I heard someone ask in passing if I worked for New Century. I was embedded in the Geographical magazine at the time, but jolted upwards to try to identify from where the voice behind the question had come.

I saw in front of me a fellow patient. The diminutive thirty-something lady, equipped with blonde hair and piercing blue eyes, was stood in front of me. I replied that I did indeed work for New Century – I was actually wearing one of the company’s corporate polo shirts – and enquired politely why this might have been of any relevance to her. She suggested that we may have a mutual contact/friend called Eric at the New Century head office in London. I did indeed know Eric quite well. With common ground established, we introduced ourselves and exchanged business cards. Before I was summoned for my appointment, I glanced surreptitiously at the newly received business card – ‘Femke SP’. My initial thoughts were twofold: firstly, I reflected on the unusual name, Femke; and secondly, I thanked The Almighty I’d met her, because had she just e-mailed me and introduced herself as Femke, and I wouldn’t have had a clue what sex she, or he, was.

I met Femke for a coffee at the NAAFI several days later, and just to test her memory to assess whether she really was kosher, I wore an incognito shirt. Could she remember the name New Century, I wondered, or was that all bluff? She remembered – and convincingly so. We agreed that meeting in the medical centre waiting room was an unusual encounter, and fortuitous in that I’d been wearing the company polo shirt that provided the catalyst for her impromptu chat-up line.

Subsequent dialogue and chit-chat focussed on several areas of conversation. We discussed Eric, one of my main and enduring contacts at New Century. He was a shaven-headed former Army officer with a serious record of achievement. He did indeed work in the New Century London office, and I had plenty of dealings with him both in London and in Afghanistan. Although this definitely seemed to be the same Eric that Femke and I both knew, I thought I’d check anyway; soon after our meeting, I e-mailed Eric to check out the coincidence with him. Femke, it seems, did likewise, checking out this bloke allegedly called Canning masquerading in a New Century polo shirt.

Thus it was that Femke became one of my other civilian mates on KAF. I was curious about her name. ‘It’s Dutch,’ she said. Brought up largely in Hong Kong by a Dutch father and Swedish mother, who eventually settled and still lived in Belgium, Femke was educated to International Baccalaureate level in Belgium before graduating with a law degree in England from Southampton University. She was married to an Englishman, subsequently divorced, and lived in Clapham in London – well, that’s where she had a property. She actually lived abroad in various places, including currently in Kandahar for most of the time. Her path to Kandahar was interesting and varied, primarily working in London. Earlier roles Femke had held in the London were testing financially, as so often seems to be the case for so many living in the hugely expensive capital city: Femke’s solution to easing the financial stretch was to become a fitness instructor. Her qualifications allowed her to ply her trade privately by taking early-morning fitness sessions at 5.30am on Wandsworth Common for punters who presumably, like herself, set off for their day jobs in the city thereafter.

After suffering the sobering experience of being made redundant from her job in 2008, Femke accepted a short-term position with a British company that ran an operation on behalf of Maersk, the Danish shipping line. By chance, this happened to coincide with a burgeoning interest in Femke to work in ‘crazy places’. ‘What’s crazy?’ I asked. Afghanistan fitted the bill apparently, so too Benghazi – another possible employment option at the time. Thus it was that she ended up running a Maersk shipping container depot outside Kabul in 2009, working from London but with regular visits to the less-than-secure depot which was guarded by an Afghan security company – never a banker for absolute security or undivided loyalty. Femke, unsurprisingly, had major security concerns. The talk back home in London during Femke’s leave periods often drifted around to her unusual tales from Kabul. Curious friends quizzed her, and war stories must have followed: ‘what’s it like in Kabul?’, ‘is it dangerous?’, ‘what exactly do you do there?’, ‘have you been shot at?’, ‘have you seen any Taliban?’. It’s not very likely that the average Londoner would have had any encounters with the Taliban, been shot at, rocketed or bombed. Neither would many have met people who lived in warehouses or called 20 shipping containers ‘home’, especially in a barely secure compound just outside the capital city of a country in the midst of a violent insurgency, and that has been at war for decades.

It was thus hardly surprising that Femke’s time in London was dominated by dialogue about her experiences in Afghanistan. She often unwittingly and unintentionally found herself the centre of attention, but she wasn’t shy about unequivocally expressing her delight with the ‘craziness’ of the challenge and experience of her role in Kabul. It was equally unsurprising that her former husband, who like most people in their social circles had a ‘normal’ job in London, became somewhat riled by the lopsided situation that prevailed during conversation in social gatherings.

Femke’s pursuit of the ‘crazy’ progressed further in the summer of 2013 when she was contacted by the CEO of a company and was offered the role of country manager with Copenhagen Contractors in Kandahar. This Danish company, based on Kandahar Airfield, had four diverse business concerns on KAF. It was responsible for running the large and highly impressive NATO gym and the mortuary, as well as having a construction element to the business on KAF and a vehicle repair workshop. With this wide-ranging portfolio, Femke settled into the role as the company’s only female manager deployed in Afghanistan in September 2013.

She had been warned by the CEO that she would be the only female manager, so was at least prepared for that aspect of her new role. But although she had joined a male-dominated community, my sense was that this was never going to faze her. Amongst her own Copenhagen charges of 44 personnel there were only two other women, and it was with one of them in particular, Tina, that she found solace. Tina was a Danish fitness instructor in the gym on KAF, and with her Femke found an avenue to escape the male-dominated assemblage on occasions by having some ‘girl-time’ together.

I quizzed Femke on the inevitable: what it’s like to be one of the very few females amongst some 30,000 men? Whilst remarking that certain women would undoubtedly have enjoyed the attention afforded by some of the male population, including the less-than-subtle staring and leering, many women did not relish such focus. Femke became accomplished at simply switching off from those around her and blanking out the perpetual gazing. This was particularly rife in communal areas such as the DFACs, where a female walking with a tray of food to find a seat may have become akin to a model walking down a catwalk, with undivided stares from the already-seated menfolk. In many cases, it seemed that these men felt no shame in staring whilst misdirecting fork-loads of food into a gap where they thought their mouth should have been. The ability to focus only on their own tunnel of activity, whilst excluding anything on the periphery, is an art it seems that most women perfected, and needed to perfect pretty quickly on KAF to avoid the feeling of being under the microscope of male scrutiny from dawn to dusk. Femke also made the point that it would have been highly likely that any form of impromptu or more enduring relationship with anyone on KAF would almost certainly have quickly ended up in the public domain – hardly surprisingly, given the lack of privacy anywhere. Femke thus had a well-founded intention to avoid any such pitfalls whilst based on KAF.

Femke’s presence as Country Manager in Kandahar had as much to do with her commercial nous and affinity with managing as it did to her other competencies for the role. An early riser at 6am, she usually found herself at her desk by 8am, ready for the spectrum of challenges that each day brought, including dialogue with company HQ in Copenhagen when the time difference allowed. Acutely aware of management engagement, visiting the gym and mortuary at least a couple of times a week, Femke was faced with the fascinating and diverse range of daily HR and personnel issues that makes management such an interesting responsibility. She informed me that some of her employees were able to survive with skill levels that would not be acceptable elsewhere simply because of the lack of competition in the unusual and demanding environment of Kandahar.

Although very conscious of line-management procedures, Femke preferred an open-door policy, happy for anyone to call in on her as they pleased. This resonated with my own preference, not least to allow scope to see people with the type of personnel issues that one may not see back home, such as those feeling homesick or feeling guilt for being away for extended periods from family and ailing relatives, or those whose wife or partner at home simply could not hack it alone. The latter, I might add, was hardly surprising, as in some cases I had people on my team who had never been apart from their wife for more than a couple of weeks. This was not something encountered in the military.

Femke happily discussed her perception of what her portfolio of Copenhagen responsibilities, and the output from them, offered to the overall war effort. Essentially concerned with the provision of services to support the war effort at KAF, Femke expanded to say that she believed the provision and operation of the mortuary was of key importance to KAF. The mortuary, the only one on KAF, dealt with both military and civilian fatalities, including those who died of natural causes or as a result of non-war-related accidents. With obvious and understandable intonations of discretion and publicity aversion, Femke explained that the mortuary staff – her staff – plied their trade largely unnoticed to the outside world in KAF. Unnoticed, that is, to all apart from those who had the misfortune to have to enter the mortuary for identification or other essential purposes. The staff were efficient and courteous, yet incognito to most on KAF. They ran the most sensitive part of the Copenhagen operation on KAF – a key component of the society that was Kandahar Airfield. There were sadly far too many bodies that ended up being sent to this mortuary whilst awaiting repatriation to their home countries: both military and civilian.

The magnificent NATO gymnasium was a very different proposition. Femke believed the gym directly supported the war effort through the provision of one of the few recreational facilities on KAF that allowed personal fitness to be attained and retained, as well as providing a vital escape from the demanding life and environment elsewhere on KAF. I, for one, fully supported such a view, as did many of my friends and acquaintances, military and civilian (the military didn’t provide their own training facilities), with whom I sweated, grunted and groaned in the gym on a daily basis throughout my time at KAF. It definitely did support the war effort, providing a haven to escape the harshness of daily life elsewhere.

The management and other challenges aside, it was interesting to hear Femke’s views on the conflict – the insurgency amidst which everyone operated at KAF. Well informed on the more strategic and political aspects of Afghanistan, she was quick to express her view that she did not believe the conflict was one that the Coalition forces could win. She added that she nevertheless felt inspired by the unfolding reality and prospect of being part of history as this particular campaign drew to a conclusion, and even being around at the very end. Femke was the only person I spoke to who consciously and specifically expressed any sentiment about being part of the history of Afghanistan and of witnessing the denouement of this particular conflict within that history. It was an interesting and refreshingly different view, especially coming from someone without any military background.

In reflecting on her sentiments, I pondered that neither I nor many of my closer former military friends and colleagues had been deployed in theatres of operation as conflicts actually concluded. The military mind-set was generally to crack the six-month tour, get out and return home. Femke perhaps unknowingly distilled focus on this concept: civilians, who are generally not tied to rigidly applied, relatively short-term tours in theatre, are more likely to be able to remain longer and to develop more of an emotional tie to a host country. In some cases, they might be able to remain until the bitter end to be part of the day’s news that would become history for later generations. The more I reflected on this, the more I detected that this alone was reason enough for Femke to have been at KAF and to have remained until the end. This was yet more ‘craziness’, perhaps. It was a very different, highly unusually accrued experience. It would, in CV terms, deliver a bold and at the very least unusual statement that would make an impact and inevitably allow her to stand out from the pack to any discerning HR scrutineer. Soon after leaving Kandahar, Femke changed jobs and moved to Hong Kong to live with her new partner.





CHAPTER 10

Homegrown Help

I’d spent some very pleasant and enjoyable times in Islamic countries before touching down in ‘Costa del Kandahar’ in 2010. Although I’d already had experience working with Muslims in foreign parts, I realised long before arrival in Afghanistan that this was going to be different. It was going to be up and close, a far more intimate experience than previously encountered. It was also, as I was to find out in pretty quick order, to be a far more educational experience, during which I was to learn a good deal more about the Islamic faith and its followers.

During my four years in the south of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, I would encounter a very select sample of the local population – the ones with whom there would be some professional and other interaction. In other words, contact with those who were ostensibly friendly towards the ISAF Coalition presence and not the estimated 70 per cent of the region’s population believed to be pro-Taliban. I was also to have a good number of British citizens of Afghan origin as colleagues and friends – perhaps about 50 over the course of my time there. So yes, this was certainly going to be different.

In my early days in Kandahar, I had numerous conversations with my Afghan-origin Muslim interpreters and work colleagues, all UK residents and all with requisite British security clearances. As is always the case, people came from different walks of life; many were the previously described highly qualified individuals from British and other universities, well established in the workplace in the UK, whilst others were less qualified academically. Nonetheless, all applicants were selected because of their Afghan upbringing, heritage, cultural awareness and ability to speak and write fluent Dari and Pashto – the main languages in Afghanistan. They were all, of course, fluent in English, which was key when translating between the Brits and local Afghans. Initial and thereafter regular discussions between what started as a disparate group working for the same company in a united cause included subjects that could have been catalysts for tension caused by religious or other differences in cultural issues.

I asked my new Muslim friends and colleagues about aspects of the Islamic faith on which I justifiably claimed total or partial ignorance. I was keen to identify sensitivities concerning issues that might arise as potential areas of disagreement amongst colleagues in coming months (and what turned out to be years).

In an effort to gain a better understanding of the Islamic faith, I was referred to and given an excellent book – Islam for Dummies – which I enjoyably breezed through in quick order to expedite my understanding of key issues, and which I subsequently used as a reference and educational document for my time in this war-torn country. The style of this publication was right up my street: simple portrayals of the key tenets of Islam, with plenty of pictures and illustrations to boot. It was an easy and informative read.

I soon became familiar with key characteristics of The Prophet Mohammad: the five Pillars of Wisdom, the five essential beliefs of Islam and an awareness of the Qur’an and Islamic law. Some of the theory described and explained in the book was later borne out to me in practical terms when, for example, I witnessed first-hand how Ramazan is adjudged to have started each year on a date that varied, to mark the commencement of the Islamic Holy Month of prayer, reflection, daylight fasting, family union and charity-giving. I was to see how Muslim colleagues observed Ramazan with restricted daytime routines and largely sleepless nights, whilst still being required to work as normal and as required to fulfil their professional contractual obligations.

I became aware of the due courtesies and marks of respect that could and should be shown by others, non-Muslims, that would be appreciated by practising Muslims during Ramazan – such as not eating, drinking or smoking in front of them during daylight hours whilst they were fasting and observing other self-deprivation measures. I learnt that some provision should be made for Muslims to eat, drink and converse once dusk fell, and often well into the early hours of each night, necessitating time the next day to catch up on sleep. Some of the DFACs provided food for this purpose, allowing those observing Ramazan to eat during the night. I discovered that children are exempt from observing Ramazan up to the age of 16 (not that there were any children on KAF), and that those travelling during daylight hours would be permitted to drink water to help them on their way. In other areas of the Islamic faith, I learnt more about the requirement to pray five times a day, washing feet beforehand on each occasion, the reason for most Muslim men wearing headdresses was articulated, the place in society of Muslim women explained and the rationale behind arranged marriages.

It was also pointed out to me that prayer in the Islamic faith is rather more than just praying five times a day in a mosque or elsewhere. Every action is considered to be a prayer, such as being kind, offering a smile, charitable acts or even, as one Muslim colleague so appositely put it, wearing some perfume to smell nice – the latter was to explain quite a lot in coming months! These simple everyday acts were in themselves regarded as acts of worship, being civil and considerate to your fellow-man out of love for your Creator. On more complicated issues, I am not entirely sure it ever became clear to me how observance of Islam rationalises with warring factions that have the same religious beliefs, or how Muslim ‘converts’ from other religions were accepted on either side of those warring factions.

I sought views from my Muslim friends and colleagues on what it’s like to suffer racist treatment in the UK, and, even worse, to be seen by uninformed and ignorant members of the public as ‘terrorists’ just because they are Muslims or have a different coloured skin and carry backpacks on the London Underground. My Muslim colleagues and friends were all around me, and I felt it helped enormously to try to understand their faith, attitudes and routines as we were to be work colleagues for, in many cases, some considerable time. Not all, of course, were genuinely practising Muslims – far from it in some cases. Each had their own reasons for being in Afghanistan on the crusade to deliver a training and mentoring programme. Many had family still in Afghanistan and wanted to help them in some small way; others simply wanted to do something to help thwart what they deemed to be the tyrannical Taliban. There were those that wanted a change from whatever jobs they were doing in the UK, and others who were unemployed anyway, and so free to do as they pleased. A few told me that they purely wanted to embark on the adventure in Afghanistan offered by New Century. But in most cases the decent financial remuneration for undertaking this dangerous work played its part, too.

Afghanistan was the catalyst that brought us together – an eclectic mix of Afghan-origin Brits, those from British civilian society or with military and police backgrounds, which in some cases provided a stark juxtaposition of a highly disciplined background with a more, shall I say, flamboyant and carefree attitude and approach to life. Most in both categories had little trouble adapting to and understanding the other’s approach: those who did struggle were starkly exposed and had difficulty fitting in with what became the norm for the living and working lifestyle that we all had to adapt to during the unusual circumstance in which we found ourselves.

Now I’d like to introduce Mohammed, or ‘Mo’ as he was unsurprisingly known. I first met him at the beginning of October 2010. He was one of the dual-role ACAs – interpreter and cultural advisor. As cultural advisers, Mo and his fellow interpreters were to play a key and often unquantifiable role in helping avert situations that may have led to ‘green-on-blue’ attacks on those military and civilian personnel who were working for ISAF.

These strangely named attacks were coined in accordance with military jargon that generally referred to one’s enemy as ‘red’ forces, whilst friendly forces (or allies) were ‘blue’. The emergence of occasional attacks on ISAF personnel by a further grouping, the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF, both military and police), who were supposed to be on your side and weren’t technically ISAF allies but ‘partners’, initially caused a colour-coding conundrum. ‘Green’ was the collective name decided upon to describe other third-party partner organisations. Hence the term ‘green-on-blue’ attacks. Attacks by ANSF on ISAF forces became an all too familiar part of everyday life. These attacks were generally unexpected or surprise attacks that involved members of the Afghan security forces seizing opportunities, often timed quite randomly, to kill or maim ISAF personnel.

Numbers of these attacks reached a peak in the Kandahar region during the period 2011–13. Often, such episodes were triggered (literally in some cases) by arguments, disputes, cultural differences or incidents that could have inferred disrespect towards the ANSF members and/or their religion. These were often settled uncompromisingly through the bullet or other lethal means – a perfectly normal and in many cases accepted way of resolving disputes in this troubled land. Many of these events could have been averted, had ‘cultural advisers’ spotted all the warning signs of a looming incident involving those ISAF members who had routine face-to-face contact with the ANSF. This was a key part of the role of the ACAs engaged by the company for which we all worked.

Based alongside me on KAF, I had every opportunity from the outset to get to know Mo quickly. On our first meeting, I figured a good starting point was to enquire about what he’d like to be called. Conscious that an otherwise uninformed approach could get me off to a poor start by selecting the wrong name or part of the wrong name from the selection presented to me, I asked him that penetrating question.

‘Mo,’ he replied with a broad grin, after some hesitation. As time unfolded, I made a point of always asking this question of our interpreters, just to be sure of assuming the correct protocol and, more importantly, of ascertaining personal preferences. They varied too: some wanted to be known by their first listed name, others by their last name or other family-based name, some by a nickname or by a pseudonym used for personal security reasons to disconnect their presence in Afghanistan from their real identity – not that their names or personal details were publicised anywhere in the public domain in connection with their work in Afghanistan. I always felt it best to check on their preferred nomenclature.

As the weeks and months unfolded, I met more and more Mohammeds (with various spellings) working for New Century and elsewhere on KAF. To my surprise, all seemingly preferred to be called by the shortened iteration of ‘Mo’ by English speakers. The challenge of specific identification developed into a serious, thought-provoking conundrum: a solution was needed, so the finest minds with whom I worked, including the ‘Mo fraternity’ themselves, were called upon to offer their thoughts on ways around this most tricky of predicaments – how to tell the various ‘Mos’ apart? Distinguishing between them using ‘Mo 1’, ‘Mo 2’ and ‘Mo 3’ etc. seemed clinical and impersonal to me, so too ‘Mo A’, ‘Mo B’ and ‘Mo C’. Some wondered if linking each Mo to their UK home town or city might suffice: ‘London Mo’, ‘Manchester Mo’ or ‘Birmingham Mo’, perhaps, but this was a flawed concept because several came from each city (surely we couldn’t be expected to have to sub-categorise by going down the ‘London Mo of Harrow’, ‘Manchester Mo of Stretford’ or ‘Birmingham Mo of Bromwich’ route, could we?). So, the most simple solution was decided upon: any Mohammeds, Muhammads, Mohammads, Muhammeds, Mohamads or Mohumeds who wished to be called ‘Mo’, would indeed be called ‘Mo’. Sorted!

My first Mohammed (just called ‘Mo’, to be absolutely clear) seemed happy with this arrangement, which was all that really counted in those early days. Mo immediately struck me as an extremely pleasant, confident and worldly young man who spoke excellent English. Initial exchanges revealed his impressive academic achievements, with an English university degree and a Masters in Management. He had considerable successful business experience in the UK and responsibility, financial and other, for additional family members in the UK. He was, in 2010, a single man in his mid- to late 20s living in London with some of those family members. On completion of his contract in Afghanistan he was 30 years old. He was quick to point out that he had grown up in Afghanistan, where he had spent approximately half his life before his family moved via Pakistan to London in 1996.

Like many of my Afghan-origin colleagues, Mo had a captivating and chilling tale to tell when asked why and how he had ended up in the UK. Prior to 1996, his father and wider family had been successful business people in Jalalabad in north-east Afghanistan. This was during the era of Taliban rule in Afghanistan. Initially, many of the people of Afghanistan were hopeful that Taliban rule would bring some degree of prosperity to the country. Those early optimistic signs soon dissipated as the true nature of the regime’s intentions and policies came to the fore. Chaos, discontent and an exodus ensued as people witnessed the imposition of Sharia law with its oppression, threats, violence and extortion. Women were suppressed and beaten.

To escape the sinister net that was closing in around society in Afghanistan – for the women in particular, but for homes, schools and businesses too – Mo’s family decided to escape to a better, freer life in Pakistan. Together with his mother, two brothers and sister, Mo left Jalalabad and headed to Pakistan. His father remained in Afghanistan. Things didn’t improve much in Pakistan, where there was still an ever-present feeling of insecurity and oppression. Their future looked bleak. Then came the biggest and most defining decision, one that was to make an indelible impression on Mo and his family: they decided to follow a well-trodden path and try to get to England via Iran – a pathway fraught with difficulties, dangers and uncertainty, with no guarantee of ultimately getting to their destination.

Following this epic decision, Mo’s married sister and her husband opted to head for Canada instead – a more assured and less hazardous journey, on paper at least. The rest of the family set off on the much-used stepping-stone to Europe that is Iran, where they sought casual work in return for a pittance, but enough to survive, living all the while under the threat of discrimination. There was a darker side in Iran, which involved the very real threat of migrant men being forcibly sent to fight in the war in Syria for as little as U.S. $500 per month. Other sinister precedents suffered by transiting Afghans included unprovoked beatings and even hangings for minor crimes. It is hardly surprising that, like their fellow country people before them, Mo and his family hastened onwards to Turkey, the next realistic transit stop westwards, with the minimum of delay in Iran.

Although the much dreamt-of gateway to civilised Europe, they discovered that Turkey wasn’t quite what they had imagined, although it was clearly a glossy holiday destination for financially solvent tourists. More exploitation of Mo and his family ensued in Turkey, although they were not guilty of any crimes in this relatively moderate but at times oppressive Islamic society. Mo had also entered NATO territory, with Turkey being the longstanding southern flank nation of that alliance – an alliance that he was ironically to be part of when he returned to Afghanistan to work in Kandahar.

Proceeding through Turkey as rapidly as the interminable bureaucracy would allow, the family travelled overland to Greece. Mo did not wish to reveal how this was achieved, such was the sensitive nature of a passage that may still be used by others, but he did explain that this part of the journey – perhaps the most hazardous of all – epitomised the very desperation that fleeing migrants felt in their quest to reach safety in the West.

Severe risks would be taken to secure their passage to Greece. He did observe though that even then, in 1996, any transit by sea was generally attempted in highly overcrowded and most certainly unlicensed boats operated by unscrupulous owners, with many vessels capsizing or sinking as a result. Many of Greece’s islands are peppered with the unmarked graves of those who drowned in attempting the crossing. By road, the method generally involved the use of goods containers and trucks, often with dire consequences. Stories abound of Afghan and other migrant families and individuals suffocating in cramped, airless spaces whilst on the move, and of young children and adults freezing to death in cold-storage containers. Those who used trains risked electrocution. All migrants risked being shot by border guards or chased by guard dogs.

Against this backdrop, and after further passage through mainland Europe, Mo and his family members eventually arrived in London in 1996 and managed to establish themselves in the city. Here, Mo completed his education as a Pashto speaker (he hadn’t mastered Dari at that stage, although this was to change soon afterwards). He was a competent English linguist too – a talent which was to develop over the coming years, having learnt the basics at school in Afghanistan. In completing his education at a sixth form college in London, he also embarked on what was to be the start of a successful business career. He smiled with his customary cheeky grin when he explained to me that he started big, in Covent Garden no less, selling shoes and Levis in a shop there. He progressed via a university education to other business ventures in 2000, which focussed on buying failed catering concerns and turning them into successful enterprises. The recipe for success was simple in concept and successful in execution, illustrating something that I identified in many of Mo’s colleagues – so many of them have a natural and astute business brain. Mo’s focus was evidenced in the three failed businesses that he turned around, all of them eat-in/eat-out restaurants with a focus on the provision of cuisine from The Silk Route – so an amalgam of Afghan, Chinese and other Asian food. Income – healthy income it was too – from these ventures helped family finances and funded Mo’s continuing further education.

Thus, life began to find an equilibrium for Mo and his family members in London, but in 2009 he decided to try his luck back in his mother country. Realising that there was more to life than just money and the means to earn it, a hankering to return to the land of his birth was the catalyst for him to seek employment and reunite with his father, who had stoically remained in the country throughout the intervening years.

Fired with the optimism that you might imagine under such circumstances, and enthused that his homeland may have returned to the happier status quo that he fondly remembered as a child, he accepted an offer to become a project manager for a construction company in Kabul – the first time Mo had worked in full-time employment in his motherland. It didn’t last long. A man of admirably high moral values, he soon became uneasy with a number of practices that he witnessed and in particular the endemic corruption that permeates Afghan society. He began to look elsewhere for opportunities – anywhere.

For any inward-looking Westerner, it is easy to pass comment on the ‘corruption factor’. That it’s generally considered to be an abhorrent practice in developed society, overlooks many of the root causes of corruption, not least that Afghanistan is one of the poorest and least developed societies in the world. What Westerners might deem ‘corruption’ is just one of the ways in which society in Afghanistan ‘works’ – it is often how business is done, how deals are clinched, promotions achieved, favours met and progress generally advanced. It is culturally embedded in Afghan society: it’s a way of life. It therefore takes some understanding by visiting or on-looking outsiders to appreciate why what some call corruption, is in fact that very way of life. To say that is wrong may well be ethically correct in downtown London or New York in the eyes of inhabitants of those cities, but it is far harder to accept that judgement of the situation in Afghanistan where circumstances are so very different, and where ‘corruption’ is arguably what makes society work at all.

It was a constant source of angst to see arrogant Westerners stride into Afghanistan with bellies full of criticism for this aspect of Afghan life without showing the remotest understanding of the situation, nor wishing to listen to explanations of the rationale behind the corruption aspect of life in Afghanistan. Many Afghans would argue that it is wrong too, but that this is the way it is and it can’t and won’t be changed. I saw time and again evidence that this is certainly the case – an interfering Westerner will not be able to alter what is a culturally embedded status quo in Afghanistan.

Having left the construction company, Mo reacted to a tip from a friend about opportunities working for a British company that provided specialist training and mentoring for the ANSF in Afghanistan. His CV was soon on its way to the company office in London. This heralded a change of direction for Mo, who was called for interview and subsequently selected for a role based at Kandahar Airfield for what was to be the next five years. Without having to read between any lines or interpret innuendo from Mo, I detected that this would potentially satisfy his inner desire to be able to offer some tangible help to his Mother Nation, to assist in a way that he probably hadn’t even contemplated or knew was possible at that stage. That it was to require his language skills (and cultural awareness) was evident, but it was also to offer the chance to interface daily with members of the Afghan Army and Police – people who were at the front end of the ongoing insurgency against the Taliban, people who were still suffering in his native country and who for the most part were less fortunate than Mo and his family, who now lived in the UK amidst safety and in a degree of relative affluence.

For Mo and his similarly employed peers, there was the huge potential challenge of working in an alien military environment in Kandahar or any of its ISAF forward operating bases with former British military and police professionals delivering a U.S.-sponsored training and mentoring programme to members of the ANSF.

All of this had to be endured amidst the previously mentioned testing climatic and other conditions, including a degree of domestic austerity with few home comforts. And it was always potentially dangerous. I often wondered how Mo reconciled the dangers of embarking on this undertaking, with clear risks to personal security and potentially that of his wider family too. In a way that surprised me, Mo made light of the threat posed when deployed in Afghanistan, which during our time there was focussed on two very real dangers: indirect fire, mainly by rockets that were routinely fired at ISAF bases around the country, and the more sinister and harder to predict green-on-blue attacks. In the first instance, those with military or police experience may have been used to such indirect fire attacks, or at least the threat of them.

This was not necessarily something with which the average Afghan-origin interpreter, now resident somewhere in UK’s suburbia, would have been particularly familiar or comfortable. Their resolve in coming to terms with this omnipresent threat came more easily to some than others, especially those who had lived in Afghanistan for many years. Of far more pressing concern to many of the ACAs was the fear of reprisal should their employment become evident to the more radical terrorist elements that operated worldwide. Mo’s worries that his family members in the UK and in Afghanistan could be jeopardised were very real, and a focus for how he could retain his anonymity in the context of his new role in Afghanistan.

He surmised that the terrorist acts that had recently been seen in the UK could be just the tip of the iceberg, with the 2005 London bus and Underground bombings being the precursor to yet more horrific acts, such as Taliban-style beheadings on the streets of the capital, as reprisals. For such reasons, Mo was unequivocal in taking all steps to conceal his true identity regarding his activities in Afghanistan. But it was equally clear that he felt he could achieve this whilst still fulfilling his dream of offering practical help in Afghanistan, and that it was a calculated risk worth taking.

Separation from home, for 100 days at a time, was a challenge for all of us, more so for some than others, one which was to prove too much for some or their loved ones at home. Trite observations from me that Mo might have found life altogether easier by simply staying at home in London, continuing with his various businesses, were met with retorts that this opportunity in Kandahar would at very least give him the chance to contribute something to his nation of birth and to make a difference, however small – something that would not have been the case from running a restaurant in East London. This was the rationale and motivation behind Mo’s readiness to embark on the mission that preoccupied him professionally for five years. He wanted to help Afghanistan, however that might be possible, to make a difference and to take pride in so doing.

Mo had little difficulty settling into the peculiar working and living environment on KAF. He quickly adapted to the ways of the military and pseudo-military, and it was evident at an early stage that his experience in London would serve him well. I came to value his advice and views, as I did with others who had the experience and vision to appreciate that the coming together of cultural and religious beliefs, in claustrophobic living proximity, can rapidly cause frictions unless issues are discussed, explained and resolved post haste.

Mo was always ready to explain the historical, social, political and cultural nuances of the Afghans – with humour and clarity too. Anyone able to give understandable insight on issues as far ranging as Afghan history, the Russian invasion/occupation and the differences between the Taliban and Al Qaeda, to the suppression of Afghan women, corruption, attitudes of rural Afghans to Westerners and arranged marriages, was likely to have captivated those participating in the programme. This was especially so for those whose daily responsibilities included direct interface with native Afghans. We had regular discussions over breakfast in the early days on all these types of issues: or to be more precise, Mo took the opportunity whenever asked to explain to myself and others the nuances and background to such matters. I don’t think it was necessarily part of his remit as a cultural adviser to mix culture with poached eggs and porridge, but it certainly served as a most interesting and valuable insight for those of us whose knowledge of such issues was at best sketchy.

On the other side of the coin, it was clear that Mo commanded respect amongst the Afghans, mainly Afghan soldiers, whom he and his former British Army mentor were coaching on a daily basis. He was highly respected for his sympathetic translations, his empathy with his Afghan charges and his willingness to advise on other issues for which he was not technically contracted to do, such as helping his Afghan mentees with basic IT skills. Mo explained that there was an inherent respect from such mentees for fellow Afghans who had been educated and for those who understood the issues involved in the complex jigsaw that is Afghanistan. Being of a not dissimilar age to many of the mentees must have helped too. Mo’s pairing with his ex-British Army mentor was one of the most successful and enduring relationships, lasting until his mentor was transferred to a different part of the programme. As Mo’s Regional Manager in Kandahar, I must record that he was exceptional.

When asked about the repetitive 100-day rotations away from home in the UK, Mo was almost dismissive of the inference that this would be a defining challenge for most people engaged on the programme. For him, it was a much yearned-for opportunity to make a difference in his homeland, and if that required the 100-day deployments, then so be it. His convivial and sociable character, together with his seemingly laid-back attitude and laissez-faire approach, made light of the long periods continually spent away from home.

He did, of course, eagerly anticipate the leave periods, like everyone else. It was perhaps fortuitous that Mo was still a single man when he deployed to Kandahar in 2010 for the first time whilst engaged by our company. He had none of the potential domestic pressure, either imposed or self-generated, that those with wives and families would have, although that is not to say that his family in the UK wouldn’t have missed him, and vice versa.

All that changed in 2012 when Mo got married in the UK. It had been interesting in the lead-up to the occasion to hear Mo talk openly and honestly about his forthcoming coupling to a girl of Afghan origin in an ‘arranged’ marriage. It was fascinating to hear first-hand about the long-established process leading up to the marriage, the role played by his mother and family in finding a suitable bride-to-be and the procedures involved in ensuring an acceptable match, culminating when Mo finally went home on leave to the UK to meet his future wife for the first time. Mo was tolerant and understanding towards myself and others. We were invariably curious about the arranged marriage concept and asked what must be stereotypical questions from non-Muslim Westerners, for whom such a concept was still really quite alien: ‘what happens if you don’t fancy her?’, ‘how do you know you’ll love her?’, ‘can you decline to marry her?’, ‘can you get divorced?’.

After every enquiry, Mo calmly took time to explain the situation for each posed scenario, stressing above all that this was a different cultural approach to marriage, not one that should be compared with Western norms. I listened intently as he explained that, according to The Prophet and in current-day practice, an Islamic woman would be sought for marriage with four principal facets in mind: her financial status (a broadly similar financial background is required); similarity in social circumstance and standing (required by her family); her beauty; and her religious beliefs, as a strong faith in Islam was key. Robust ethics and moral righteousness would also contribute to the secure foundation of the marriage that would, Mo explained, get stronger with time, leading to lasting love and a stronger union between husband and wife, even after life.

It was interesting to hear Mo describe how there was actually no need to fall in love with each other: the foundation for such sentiment and emotion was borne more out of mutual respect and sacrifice made for each other, where actions counted more than other more ethereal and intangible qualities. Mo took time to explain that a husband is not necessarily absolutely everything to his wife, as she too has her own life to lead, and that this is an accepted and respected part of an Islamic marriage.

Nevertheless, he explained, your Creator wants you, as a married couple, to share and benefit from all the mutual practicalities that go with life, such as procreation, love-making desires and the provision of housing, clothing, food and education if possible. The sum of all this will amount to far more than a simple contract between two people. Whilst I detected that Mo’s exposure to Western ways throughout his time in the UK may have given him visibility of alternative routes to marriage, it was equally clear that he sought to follow traditional Islamic ways as he headed towards his wedding day.

Regardless of their respective pathways to marriage, Mo and his new wife were to have their resolves placed under immediate scrutiny as he continued with his work in Afghanistan, and with it the repeated periods of 100 days at a stretch spent away from home. Whilst such separation may have been experienced by many newlywed servicemen and women in the past, very few would have spent successive spells of three-and-a-half months away from their new bride. This would have been challenging for any couple, particularly newlyweds; particularly so in this case, where Mo’s wife hailed from Afghanistan and was all too aware of the dangers involved in working in Kandahar.

It was poignant to hear that she supported Mo’s quest to contribute something positive and tangible to their homeland, doing the work at which he had become so accomplished and to which he was so well suited. In 2013, Mo’s wife gave birth to their first child, a son, who just had to be known by myself and others as ‘Mini Mo’ – not least because of his beguiling similarity to the man himself in photos that Mo so proudly showed anyone who asked.

‘What next?’ I asked Mo on more than one occasion. ‘After this is all over for us in Afghanistan, I mean,’ I added, suspecting that his natural instinct and aptitude would lead him back to the business world in London or elsewhere. Here was a man who was extremely comfortable with his lot – he had a lovely wife, a new baby son and a recently purchased substantial house in North London. Despite the trials and tribulations of his early life in Jalalabad, he was now settled and happy at ‘home’ in the UK. Here was a man whose solid and admirable educational achievements, along with his vibrant and engaging character, had allowed him to be contracted to a company to offer his linguistic acumen and cultural nous to a cause in Afghanistan – to make that difference about which he talked so freely. Had he made the difference that he had dreamed of?

In typically reflective and realistic mode, Mo was cautiously optimistic that he may have made some small difference in Kandahar, but added that it was premature to make this judgement. In specific terms, he observed that through his role in the mentoring pairing to which he had been party, he had at least been able to convey specialist information, guidance and advice to the Afghan Army protégés to whom he had the bestowed privilege of mentoring over a sustained period of time.

He was proud to have had this opportunity and to have executed it to the best of his ability. In this context, he felt he’d been able to make that tangible difference to realise his dream to help his homeland. He had been lucky to have the chance to do so, and this was gratifying in itself, but the key, he said, was for the Afghan soldiers now to develop and exploit the specialist knowledge in which they had been mentored in a sustainable way to best effect, in order to see the results of it in the shorter and longer term. This would, he was sure, reap rich rewards in the fight against the Taliban.

Then came the chilling caveat, as he said the endemic and deeply rooted divides within the Afghan Army still endured: divisions of ethnicity, geography, tribes, priorities, loyalty and corruption – no more than a microcosm of wider Afghan society. Mo’s very real concern was that any fragmentation of the Afghan Army, of the very individual soldiers whom he had been so proud to help, might result in all the specialist mentoring effort and knowledge being used against the ANSF by splinter groups. Or even worse, and probably more likely, they could be used in direct support of Taliban operations by defectors from the Afghan Army. This historically much-seen twist of events would sadden Mo greatly, but with his characteristically pragmatic and philosophical outlook, and with a reflective twinkle in the eye, he stated that it had been his mission to play his part in the mandate to deliver the mentoring for the present, with hope for its application for the future. Clinically, it was not part of that mandate for him or his colleagues to worry about the future. So yes, in that context he felt he had been able to make a difference, and he was quietly pleased with that.

Content with his achievement, contract fulfilled with considerable success, I reflected on whether Mo would return to being an entrepreneur amidst the business opportunities in London or elsewhere. The vibes I got from Mo were mixed. He surprised me initially by saying that he felt a certain lure towards a political career – something which I could see him doing, and probably very successfully. Whilst I think he saw business as his forte in forthcoming years, in order to support his family, there was also a certain wanderlust lurking beneath the surface and I sensed that he may yet be drawn into fulfilling this unsatisfied ambition in some way.

Nevertheless, like most of us completing a sustained period of time away in Afghanistan, he had some unfinished business to attend to first; to be more accurate, some very embryonic business to attend to. He was determined to take some time off simply to get to know his wife and ‘Mini Mo’ properly. More than that: ‘Mini Mo the second’ arrived in August 2014!

I believe that Mo’s largely unseen contribution to Afghanistan, as a normal civilian outside of the programme in Kandahar, was hugely significant in delivering the HUMINT training and mentoring for which we were contracted. I’d further stress that without the wider collective efforts of the ACAs, the programme delivery would not have been possible. Their triple language fluency, cultural awareness and advice, as well often unbridled engagement with the Afghan mentees, were instrumental qualities in that programme delivery.





CHAPTER 11

Mortuary Affairs

‘We’ve been less busy recently,’ he stated matter-of-factly. Not a good sign for most businesses, I reflected, as the eloquently spoken young man from Denmark chipped in at the start of our coffee together. He added that the downward trend in business had been quite marked recently, which was an encouraging development and tangible evidence that the war was tailing off. I’d met this fellow a week or so previously, in January 2013, and discovered that he worked in ‘Mortuary Affairs’. His place of work was an unobtrusive building that was marked only by a small, almost apologetic sign that was easily missed by any unsuspecting passer-by. It was close to the runway on KAF and unsurprisingly situated adjacent to the base’s hospital. Quite why it was curiously named ‘Mortuary Affairs’ and not just ‘The Mortuary’, I had no idea. I asked the question, which was met with a nonchalant shrug of the shoulders and a suggestion that ‘Mortuary Affairs’ covered more than just a storage facility. Some paperwork too, perhaps? I was never able to find out from anyone who might have been able to offer any semblance of a rational explanation why the building had the slightly mysterious name. But it was suggested to me after leaving Afghanistan that the naming of the mortuary was simply down to U.S. military naming convention.

My initial meeting with ‘the man from the Mortuary’ took place when I was having a coffee with ‘JD’, a trainer and instructor from the NATO gym. They both worked for Copenhagen: one in the gym and one in the mortuary. I often mused over the irony that this Danish company had the contract to run such diverse concerns as the gym and the mortuary. It must have been a cunning business ploy, an astute move that was predicated on the one concern feeding business to the other – punters in the gym simply overdoing it, keeling over and being whipped away directly to the mortuary by staff all employed by the same company. No fuss, minimal paperwork and a steady stream of non-battlefield (as well as battlefield) business to keep the mortuary and its staff in business.

So it was that I met Helmer, from Denmark, a friend of JD and a young man who unhesitatingly talked about his role working as a forensic cleaner in the KAF mortuary. It was not perhaps the normal conversation for the NAAFI outdoor area, and not the usual craic to be had amongst two newly introduced strangers. I spoke in a rather self-conscious hushed voice to conceal the real nature of our exchanges. He didn’t. I briefly explained that I was in the embryonic stages of gathering material for a possible book about some of the civilians who worked on KAF, about the role they played in the community on the base. He immediately said that he would be prepared to meet and for me to explore his role on KAF and his rationale for being there. Helmer had transitioned from managing a small slot-machine shop in Copenhagen (the city this time) to working as a facility cleaner in a mortuary in Afghanistan. I struggled to make the direct link between the two employment options; maybe Helmer was just unconventional, I thought to myself. It was with some anticipation that I started to find out more about Helmer’s chosen path.

As has been the case with most Scandinavians I have met, Helmer spoke excellent English, and with a confidence and eloquence that flew in the face of his early claims not to have excelled whilst at school, where he completed what he described as ‘just a basic Danish education’. My immediate impression of Helmer was that he was self-effacing and very matter of fact. He told me that he eschewed the chance of further education, in a manner that suggested to me that he tended to undersell and underrate himself – unjustifiably, in my opinion. He was wonderfully engaging, confident and delighted to chat to me about a raft of issues. It quickly became clear that he was very well informed. He was forthcoming with some interesting and well-founded views on the wider international politics surrounding Afghanistan, as well as the more parochial areas on which I was hoping to quiz him – why was he working in a usually busy mortuary in Kandahar?

Helmer was quick to offer views on Afghanistan. He rapidly surmised that he fully recognised the strategic position of this trouble-torn country to Western and other countries, but that essentially he believed the war should be being waged in neighbouring Pakistan, from which most of the problems emanated. That point was arguable. He talked about the imbalance of the conflict in Afghanistan, stating that in his view, whilst insurgency-fuelled terror had to be stopped, a modern aircraft attacking a group of Third World (yet very competent) insurgents, with inevitable collateral and other consequences, was not the most sensible or politically savvy way ahead. He suggested that this type of unequal contest might indeed provide an immediate but short-term solution to some situations, but his clear inference was that it was unlikely to have lasting effect. My mind raced to ‘hearts and minds’, and I was left wondering if he felt that such Coalition attacks on the insurgent enemy might even have an adverse effect in the longer term. He seemed almost resigned to recognising that things would, in all probability, continue much as they were, with unequal contests duly taking their toll on the battlefield. He wryly added that should a reversal of this situation be seen, then he and his colleagues would in all likelihood be less busy in the mortuary. He stated forcefully that it was investment and infrastructure that Afghanistan needed in order to develop and transition from its seemingly permanent state of being at war or its involvement in conflict of some sort or other. He maintained that only in this way would Afghanistan ever be able to begin to exploit its very considerable mineral wealth and other natural resources that are known to exist within its borders. He felt that this was probably the only way forward for a country that had the potential to emerge from its enduring abyss, but which would need investment and technical know-how to help it achieve its potential for the benefit of itself and the rest of the world. Helmer was fluent in his dialogue, never pausing to reflect or even once suggesting that he was exposing his much-considered views for the first time – to the contrary, he had obviously aired and debated his views previously, and probably frequently. He did admit that he had cultivated and refined his views on the subject in the round since he had begun work in the mortuary, as an intentional mental diversion from his daily employment and the rather ‘closed’ environment in which he spent most of each day’s working hours. He recognised that this was some form of escape from the reality of the world that is Afghanistan outside his daily deathly confines and duties. It became a point of temporary reflection on whether the world outside the mortuary, beyond the KAF perimeter fence and in the scorched, barren and dusty terrain that was the enveloping Kandahar Province, was actually any less deathly than the mortuary. Helmer identified a clear analogy between the microcosm of the mortuary and the wider world of Afghanistan. He had a point.

When I met Helmer in February 2013, he was 27 years old and single. He struck me as a man with vibrancy, enthusiasm and purpose, but without clearly defined longer-term direction. He spoke with unabated enthusiasm and evoked the impression that he lived for the moment, not necessarily the future. I was a relative stranger to him, but after an hour or so chatting, I genuinely felt as though I’d known him for quite some time. What a compelling and refreshingly honest guy he was. He explained early on in our discussion that his sister was to blame for him being in KAF. It was she, in her capacity as an HR executive in Denmark, who had spotted the vacancy for a ‘Forensic Facility Cleaner’ in KAF working for Copenhagen. Helmer partly latched on to what this role might entail. I think he convinced himself at the time of his apparently limited research into the opportunity and role that too much detail would be unhelpful and potentially put him off pursuing it further. I can think of nobody else who would have followed this line of logic when contemplating any new job, but particularly this one, that even he could identify at the outset as involving work in a mortuary, in a war zone. After pondering the opportunity for 14 days, he decided to accept the position (and the potential risk involved in operating in a war zone), resigning in the process from his manager’s role at the slot-machine outlet. So it was with no more than a hazy grasp of what was to follow that he arrived in Kandahar in March 2011, never having ‘encountered death before’. He was, however, well aware that the move would make serious financial sense. Like most people who offer their services for particular roles in any war zone, Helmer was tempted by the healthy remuneration on offer.

We deliberately talked scantily and in veiled terms about the detail of his work in the mortuary. He quite rightly felt it appropriate to adhere to the confidentiality required under the conditions of his employment, and didn’t really consider what he did to be a big deal. He indicated that it was generally others who wanted to quiz him on the detail of what he did, rather than him wanting or feeling a need to talk about it proactively. He did, however, state that he was contracted to be on call 24 hours a day, six days a week. His work/leave rotation was based on three months’ work in theatre and 14 days off – better than some, but not as good as others. It took a number of months before Helmer saw his first body in the mortuary, and it was only after pestering his Country Manager, a tough negotiator, and then the company CEO that he was allowed to witness any bodies at first hand. Helmer didn’t state as much, but he seemed to think that initially he was deliberately being prevented from seeing any bodies: his job was to clean the mortuary and fulfil other similar tasks therein as required. I think he felt he was thus being short-changed. Helmer was then exposed to bodies, military and civilian, on a daily basis, which, as one might expect, included victims of the full spectrum of causes of death – war-inflicted, accidents, natural passings and illnesses. It also became apparent that a steady number of suicides ended up in the mortuary, confirming the veracity of the poorly kept secret on KAF that suicides were frequent, and especially so amongst the military – mainly from one rather large country. Suicides were not publicised widely in KAF or elsewhere, for rather obvious reasons. It was perhaps more shocking to hear stories that some of these suicides were caused by bored or depressed soldiers embarking on ‘games’ such as Russian roulette. Whether or not done under the influence of illegal drugs, which I believe was sometimes the case, they still had a serious impact amongst others at KAF who got to hear about them. One couldn’t help feeling huge sympathy for the families of the suicide victims.

Helmer was broken in gently. His first body was that of a soldier who had been ‘cleanly killed’ with a single round, a lone shot from a Taliban foe, perhaps a sniper. No mess or serious disfigurement. The gentle introduction didn’t last long. Stark reality followed on frequent occasions, serving only to hammer home the reality that KAF was right bang in the middle of a war zone, where battlefield casualties from immediate and outlying areas were flown to the hospital on the base. Helmer became attuned to the more gruesome causes of death, those inflicted by high- and low-tech weapons and explosives. Improvised explosive devices (IEDs) were a favourite weapon of the Taliban insurgents in the Kandahar region. They had mastered the production, emplacement and use of these crude yet deadly devices. They caused many deaths and disfigurements amongst intended targets and unintended victims too, as would have been evident for anyone who followed news bulletins on the conflict in Afghanistan over the years. Booby traps also wrought havoc amongst Coalition troops who were out on the ground, particularly when searching premises.

From the moment he started work in the mortuary, Helmer kept telling himself that he ‘had to be strong enough to do this work’. That he wasn’t sacked and that he didn’t feel the need to have any sort of counselling was, he said, a sign that things were going OK and that he was coping. In his increasingly familiar matter-of-fact way, he made little fuss of the potential stress of his job, and seemed totally unfazed by his daily encounters with death. He showed no unease about or concern for his own state of mind of his own welfare: he was just a man from Denmark doing his well-paid job in a professional and almost ‘why, haven’t you ever worked in a war zone mortuary yourself?’ type of manner. Perhaps part of his philosophical outlook came from the locals about whom he talked, from whom he learnt the ropes of his job: either Afghans or those from other countries, often referred to as Third Country Nationals (TCNs), who had done this for a long time as part of their daily routine. They were people who were used to clearing up once bodies had been ‘processed’ in the mortuary. Helmer and his similarly employed cohorts fulfilled a role not widely published in the media, and I know that it was one not widely thought about by the military combatants. But I knew only too well what a valuable, unheralded role he performed as a contributor to the overall war effort. He, like all of us, was just a small but important part of the jigsaw that was the ISAF coalition. I was privileged to hear him talk about his work in Afghanistan in such an open and engaging way, and with such ‘matter of fact’ intonation. I felt as if I was able to relate to what he was saying, as my memory flashed back to my first tour of duty in Northern Ireland in 1978. There, in the Falls Road area of West Belfast, I had the relatively rare experience of seeing, first hand, how the religiously unbiased and focussed mortuary staff plied their trade at the Royal Victoria Hospital during the Troubles. Those civilians too were overlooked by many when reviewing the contribution made by civvies to conflict.

Helmer had other strings to his professional bow in addition to his primary function in the mortuary, and these were, he suggested to me, somewhat controversially exploited. Unprompted or persuaded, he took on additional responsibilities outside his job description, advising on IT and prosecuting Quality Assurance for the Forensic Facility. He seemed to do this willingly, taking the extra ‘hit’ with good grace and a degree of resignation, even though he didn’t get paid for it. The concept of doing extra work with additional responsibility, yet without further remuneration, perhaps wouldn’t sit comfortably with many people. It is interesting to note that for all these tasks and to qualify for employment of this nature with Copenhagen, Helmer had to have a ‘NATO Secret’ clearance. I guess this was part of the deal for working in a war zone with potential exposure to sensitive issues. It would also explain why he was so guarded in conveying any detail to me about his work within the mortuary. He was indeed a truly honourable chap.

Away from work, in which Helmer, like most contractors, tended to immerse himself whilst at KAF, he tried to shut himself off by watching videos and shows downloaded from the internet. He preferred shows and other programmes to movies, finding them more fulfilling. He found frustration in too many people with pessimistic outlooks and had little truck with the attitude that ‘the world is doomed’. He stated preference for intelligent and thoughtful conversation, and for debate with interesting and well-informed people, those like JD. He clearly valued friends both at KAF and at home in Denmark, but he was all too aware that the longer he remained at KAF, the more he was likely to drift apart from those at home – male and female, friends and family. He told me he was unsure how long he’d remain strutting his stuff in the mortuary, and that it got harder with every passing week. He had a life at home to lead and recognised that money wasn’t everything.

Looking to the future and reverting to my early observation that Helmer had purpose but no long-term direction, I finished chatting to him unsure about how he viewed his way ahead. He mentioned a number of lurking aspirations, including accumulating sufficient cash to set himself up as a graphic designer or photographer; perhaps both. He reckoned that he’d have saved sufficiently to set himself up successfully before too many further years in Afghanistan, so in a sense the world could have been his oyster. He certainly didn’t lack ideas. Shortly after I’d got to know him and chatted with him so freely at the NAAFI, I found out that he had left KAF and returned home. Perhaps the mortuary got to him in the end? More likely, I suspect he felt the need to return to Denmark, initially at least to seek the fulfilment that I think he secretly craved. There was after all only so much fulfilment he could get amidst dead bodies every day. Helmer contributed much to the war effort in Afghanistan, understated as it was.





CHAPTER 12

The Gym

For the more physically minded or those couch potatoes moved to physical exertion due to the stresses, strains and absence of anything else meaningful to do at KAF, a gym of any kind offered an avenue to maintain fitness or to get fit. For some, it helped to expel frustration and tension or to prepare their body for a challenge ahead. For others, it gave them an opportunity to pump iron or merely allowed them to pose and preen while striving for the perfect body in the latest leisurewear, listening to motivational music via outlandishly trendy earphones. In many ways, these opportunities, so freely available in ‘normal’ society, were no different for those encaged within KAF for extended periods. Gyms provided a release valve for those frustrated with confined living conditions, an alternative activity in a community where there were few other recreational and sporting facilities, a different surrounding with different people, a haven of physical and at times theatrical drama. There were a number of gyms located in various parts of KAF, run and managed by various organisations for various users, and all accessed in different ways, depending on geographical location and the time of year. The prevailing weather would often be part of the reasoning process behind which gym to use: if too hot (the usual situation), the inclination would be to use a gym nearby one’s accommodation as would be the case if too wet and muddy in winter. Nevertheless, there were options.

There were a number of gyms on KAF. They provided indeterminable recreation and physical training facilities for the large and diverse population on the base … that is for those that had any inclination towards gym-based physical exercise. There were civilian-run gyms organised, set-up and managed by contracted companies, as well as military-run gyms, and others involved a combination of military and civilian-run gyms. They were all crucial to daily existence for the physically minded people.

The British-run NATO gym, found in a domed and somewhat weather-beaten hangar adjacent to the NAAFI and its facilities, limited its users to British and Australian military and civilian personnel, along with natives of Commonwealth and selected other countries. It was very well equipped but was understandably tired and shabby in appearance, having been heavily used for too long by too many. There was only so much that resident physical training staff could have done to gloss it up. It clearly needed some R&R itself. A little more distant was a particular American military gym which was kitted out solely for the American muscle-machines, the would-be Arnold Schwarzeneggers. This U.S. gym was dark, gloomy, pungent and full of metal – with lots of weights and machines of torture, many of them with grunting and sweat-drenched bodies attached. The Freedom Gym, a relatively new concern, boasted ‘non-discriminatory’ access, or so I was told when I stuck my nose in shortly after it opened; no discrimination at all, even for a Brit, and a civvy to boot! It was a good-looking facility with welcoming staff despite an intimidating booking-in process. There were also other gyms elsewhere on KAF.

My overwhelmingly favourite gym, which remained as such throughout my time on KAF, was the British/NATO gym run by the Danish company, Copenhagen. It was the sort of gym to which most people would happily subscribe at home, paying good money to do so. Payment to the gym membership and access on KAF was usually either through military ID card, or via the civilian contract conditions to which you’d signed up as a civilian. My New Century contract involved unpaid access to all gyms on KAF.

The fondly named NATO gym, my second home on KAF, was just an eight-minute leisurely walk (this was, interestingly, an off-putting factor for some potential users) from the British accommodation blocks where I resided, it was a very well-frequented gym, with all qualified nationals welcomed. It’s where I spent a part of most of my days during my time on KAF. It earned a special place in my daily routine and helped maintain my sanity, and was, day in and day out, a pleasure to visit.

Very well equipped and extremely efficiently staffed, with pleasant and attentive personalities, it was always immaculately clean, well-presented and impressively maintained. To keep anything clean and relatively dust-free in Kandahar was a huge challenge in its own right, but to do so constantly, with the 24-hour-a-day ingress and egress of gym-users, was an extraordinary achievement. Strict enforcement of the ‘no outside shoes to be worn inside the gym’ decree did much to facilitate cleanliness, but also served to deter some users due to the perceived hassle of carrying clean trainers to change into upon arrival. I don’t doubt that the same individuals would also have been amongst the first to whinge about the dirt and dust caused by the taking of outdoor shoes into the gym, had it been permitted. Another sensible measure imposed to maintain indoor cleanliness during the potentially rainy months of January, February and December was to insist upon entry to the gym that outdoor shoes, if wet and muddy, be placed in black bin liners supplied by the staff, then put into the secure wall-mounted lockers. Inside this huge gym, the floors were constantly cleaned – and immaculately so – by industrial-sized machines that immediately reminded me of huge combine harvesters.

Entry to the gym, via a shoe-changing area, led to the reception, where the always pleasant and chirpy staff were charged with relieving visitors of their ID card in return for a locker key, as well as ensuring clean shoes were being worn and that no bags were brought into the gym. I got to know some of the staff – all civilians – pretty well, and I always enjoyed an exchange of banter with them, often about cricket with those from India. The longest-serving member of staff was James, from Mumbai.

James’s career pathway, from India to Iraq and onwards to Afghanistan, was unplanned and unexpected. He initially took up a supervisory role for a catering company working in Iraq in 2003, in one of Saddam Hussein’s old palaces in Tikrit (Saddam’s birthplace). He then had a three-month spell working in the catering business in Qatar during the Asian Games in 2006, followed a little later by a prolonged stay spanning more than five years on KAF, first as a member of the mortuary staff and then as NATO gym receptionist. James was one of the receptionists whom I got to know quite well during our times at KAF, a friendship that grew despite the ever-present banter about cricket rivalries between England (the team with the upper hand during their tour of India in 2012/13) and India (whose topsy-turvy fortunes were a feature of our time on KAF together). James’s position and role at the gym’s elongated reception desk was evident to all, but less detectable was what lay behind this most engaging of characters.

Born in Mumbai in July 1982, James, the youngest of three brothers, was trained in the hospitality and catering business in Mumbai but quickly realised that there was little money to be made in India. A combination of low wages and ludicrously high transport costs combined to make saving any earnings almost impossible. I also detected from James that any spare cash could quite easily be consumed on social activities, particularly of the liquid variety! This prompted him to take up an opportunity to work in Iraq in 2003, working in a supervisory capacity for a catering firm in Tikrit. It was here that James encountered his first experience of living in a war zone. Experiences here, and some near misses with inbound ordnance, later led him to conclude that KAF was a relatively safe living and working environment. Within a year of arrival in Iraq, he had returned to India only to discover more of the same lessons and realities of life in the subcontinent: low pay, expensive travel costs and few prospects for the future. He also discovered endemic corruption first-hand. He had one hotel job, working front of house in reception – a role for which he would have been eminently suited – in which he faced a dilemma that for some might have been challenging. He told me that he was asked to involve himself in immoral and devious manoeuvrings concerning under-payments to taxi drivers who brought clients to the hotel in which he worked, in return for certain financial rewards for the drivers channelling business in the hotel’s direction. He was invited to under-pay the drivers, deviously and against agreed norms. He declined these ‘invitations’, drawing without hesitation on his upstanding morals and principles, refusing to short-change the taxi drivers in an already impoverished society. In sacrificing personal gain, James also forfeited his own position at that hotel and left immediately. James always impressed as a man of honour and integrity. Without much tangible wealth and with no ready cash in hand, James had a three-month flirtation working at the Asian Games in Qatar, but without the availability of a supervisory role he latched on to a suggestion by a friend from Iraq to apply for a position with a large international company working in Afghanistan at KAF. In 2008, he travelled to KAF, having accepted the position on offer with Copenhagen. He never looked back with one iota of regret.

It’s hard for some to imagine what it must be like to work as a civilian in a war zone for the first time, but James was something of a conflict zone veteran when he arrived at KAF, having already experienced far worse in Iraq. Yet even for James it must have come as something of a jolt to the senses when he found himself working as a member of the mortuary staff on KAF. He confessed as much to me. This wasn’t a temporary role; it was three and a half years until he moved from the mortuary to the gym. Although working in a mortuary may not have been a clearly defined career aspiration for James, employment on KAF nevertheless paid well and allowed him the chance to at long last save some money, compounded by the fact that there was very little to spend your cash on around the base. Many of us meet people in our careers who have a lasting and positive influence, and for James that moment came when he joined Jeppe Hanbwark’s company in Afghanistan. Mr Hanbwark, the successful Danish CEO of Copenhagen, made an immediate and enduring impression on James through his honesty, willingness to get his hands dirty with the rest of his employees, and the obvious and sincere care he showed for his staff. He looked after James’s interests well and was instrumental in securing his eventual move to the gym in 2011. It was touching to hear James speak so highly of Mr Hanbwark.

In the NATO gym, James returned to his not unfamiliar position at the front of house. Well-presented, swarthy, chatty and confident, James was tailor-made for the role, overseeing the constant flow of people in and out of the gym, frequented 24 hours a day and seven days a week, all year round. He politely admonished individuals when necessary, with the subtle and sometimes more direct knack of persuading offenders not to do it again, whatever the crime was that had been detected. Admonishments were, when necessary, accompanied by explanations of the rationale behind the rules that had been breached – why clean trainers were necessary, why IDs had to be handed over and why bags were not allowed into the gym – all clearly published and displayed in the entrance and around the gym. I learnt through chatting to James that his calm and patient demeanour was not necessarily replicated with repeat offenders, some of whom, he told me, clearly just ‘tried it on’. I suspect James could be quite forceful and impatient, although probably still polite, under such circumstances. Who wouldn’t be? He explained that he always had recourse, if necessary, to call the Military Police to help resolve any particularly heated issues, but that was rarely required.

I speculated with James that he must have witnessed some amusing episodes in the gym whilst on duty behind reception at all hours of the night and day. He confessed that he had, saying that in a people-orientated job such as his, he would inevitably people-watch and occasionally revel in peculiar happenings. He recalled a pair of male gym users, one clearly under the instruction of the other, who settled upon the two pieces of equipment right in front of the reception desk, both leg presses. The ‘instructor’ proceeded to show his protégé how to use the equipment completely incorrectly, and in so doing tangled up not only himself in the equipment, but his student too, with the result that use of the equipment was quite impossible. This was perhaps eclipsed by a contractor who, visiting the gym early one morning, chose to use one of the many treadmills on offer. Soon afterwards, James heard the most extraordinary grunts and groans which, it seemed upon closer inspection, were emanating from this individual ‘athlete’. In a most extraordinary display of athleticism, it became evident that he was using the treadmill without actually turning the machine on! This was a first for James and other eyewitnesses.

The constant factor for James during his time with Copenhagen was his routine of working six months on and 21 days off – a demanding regime that, despite the compensation of decent earnings, was always likely to affect life at home, which for James changed massively in 2011. It was then that James married his long-term fiancée back home in Mumbai. The couple had their first child, a baby boy, in February 2013. James was proud to tell me that by the time of his son’s birth, he also owned his own apartment in Mumbai – a city in which decent property is famously pricey considering the local cost of living. He largely attributed his earnings in Afghanistan for his ability to buy the apartment, which would otherwise have been out of financial reach. James’s wife, he told me, continued to fully support his lasting presence in Afghanistan and appreciated the opportunity it presented. Longer-term relative prosperity, simply not available by working in India, beckoned for his family. James remained fiercely loyal to his employer and hoped to remain in Afghanistan for a further 12–18 months, until around 2015, if circumstances permitted.

Until he left, James would continue to provide invaluable service to the Copenhagen gym, allowing deployed military and civilian personnel to benefit from one of the few leisure distractions on KAF amidst the war in Kandahar. This was his contribution to the conflict. Longer term, he had aspirations to set up his own business back in Mumbai, possibly centred on the travel industry. However, that remained on hold as he continued to marshal the NATO gym users beyond my time at KAF – checking, admonishing and charming them as required.

In January 2012, I decided to seek assistance with my training in preparation for cycling across Australia, a trek scheduled to start nine months or so later. Cognisant that most of my training would have to be undertaken at KAF, limited leave periods notwithstanding, I decided to approach one of the gym’s personal fitness instructors. Delivered by trainers from various countries, free training programmes were on offer to cover a range of one-off, prolonged or bespoke requirements. This was a blessing. The trainers were employed by Copenhagen for this role, as well as fulfilling other tasks in the gym, including giving bespoke advice to any gym user as and when they wanted it. I made an appointment to meet one of the instructors whom I had seen regularly in and around the gym. On 27 January, my physical training planning for the Australian venture started in earnest when I went to the gym to meet JD to outline what I had in mind.

Universally knowing as JD, Jim Duncan was from Northern Ireland. A fully qualified personal trainer and instructor, he had already spent three and a half years at KAF in the Copenhagen gym. I summarised my plan for cycling from Perth to Sydney, explaining that I needed to seek his tutelage and advice on how to prepare for the challenge ahead. Once he’d stopped laughing, I became one of his clients! He told me that amongst his many clients on KAF, past and present, I was the first to present him with such a challenge.

My initial meeting with JD was a pleasant surprise. I was relieved that he didn’t baulk at my approach and unceremoniously send me packing. He almost seemed pleased to be confronted with a slightly different client request. He told me many times that part of his professional approach had to be to treat each client individually, to pretend that each person was the first who had asked him for physical redemption, to get them fit or to build their body tone. He was very good at that. JD, despite failing to flinch, did gradually let on that I was the first to present such a goal to him, and that he’d never before been asked to prepare anyone for a 4,500km cycle ride; especially by a former Royal Marine of advancing years, whose heart probably belied his body’s capabilities and natural instincts to repeat a physical challenge that he had confronted successfully 30 years previously. JD politely told me that he relished the challenge of preparing someone for something quite ‘different’. He was also a good liar, it seemed. So it was that he set about preparing a nine-month training programme for me, in the full knowledge that cycling anywhere around KAF on a suitable bicycle was a non-starter due to the paucity of tarmac roads, dangerous traffic – including armoured vehicles – extreme dust and heat during the warm months and mud during the few wet winter months. What chance did I have?

JD was born in Kenya and grew up in Northern Ireland. I’m led to believe that as a lad, he had no particular ambition ever to work in Afghanistan, which isn’t surprising because in the years following his birth in 1980, Afghanistan didn’t feature particularly as headline news in the UK. This was the Russian era in Afghanistan; it had nothing to do with the West at that stage. JD’s natural inclinations were outdoor-orientated, enjoying the fresh air, climbing trees and doubtless getting into the odd spot of bother. Sadly for JD, he was born during the era of the Troubles in Northern Ireland. By his own admission, this restricted some of his childhood activities and career aspirations. He attended Aberystwyth University, reading zoology, which was the seed for his developing interest in human biology that steered his career path towards eventual fruition as a qualified personal trainer. En route, he worked in Cardiff in the hospitality business and outdoor retail industry, during which time he was able to develop his continuing interest in outdoor pursuits. He also found solace in jujitsu, which endured as a keen interest; I sensed it might eventually draw him to Japan to further explore this fascinating martial art. In terms of his immediate career, however, he was initially unable to make it pay being a personal trainer and so headed back into the hospitality arena. A relationship break-up in 2008/09, combined with his brother’s influence, turned out to be turning points. His brother, already working in Afghanistan in the construction business, told him about a new gym that was being built on KAF, for and by NATO.

Upon completion of the gym-build in 2009, JD jumped on a plane bound for Kandahar via Dubai. Arrival in Kandahar very much lived up to expectations for JD, finding it to be the anticipated ‘shit-hole’. This thoughtful and astute analysis of his new surroundings seemed to overrule any priming by his brother on what to expect in Kandahar. These new ‘shit-hole’ surroundings were to be JD’s home and workplace for an initial trial period of seven weeks as a fitness instructor in the brand new NATO gym. JD was very quickly hooked by the buzz of the place, by his new role in a gleaming new gym and by working amongst some very good people. He felt early on that his thirst for adventure and excitement, his pursuit of the unusual, would be satisfied at KAF. So it was that the trial period extended into a rolling contract that still endured some four years after his arrival. Working a conveniently flexible rotation of 11 weeks deployed in Kandahar with two weeks’ leave to follow, he had, like all such civilian contractors, learnt to constructively occupy his working weeks and enjoy his leave periods to the maximum extent. Disruptive though extended absences from home tended to be, JD was one of the most philosophical and phlegmatic people I met in KAF in his attitude towards the inevitable consequence of contractual work in a war zone. He was never at an unwanted loose end during his off-duty hours, including during his one day off per week, and he always seemed to have something on the go. He confessed to some difficulty in managing a relationship with his relatively new girlfriend, a serving member of the Canadian Air Force based in Kuwait, but was equally upbeat about the guaranteed leave periods that allowed him the time to travel regularly to see her (depending upon your definition of ‘regularly’).

JD was kept busy in the gym, seeing up to six individual clients per day, each for an hour’s appointment, and others in small groups. He also ran a variety of classes with fellow fitness instructors. The classes aside, he told me that he saw up to 1,600 clients per year, either individually or in small groups. Many were his regular ‘victims’, such as I was to become for nine months.

The clients came from all sectors of the KAF community and were able to seek JD’s personal trainer services for free, all wrapped up, as far as JD was concerned, within the lucrative contract he had with his employer. This in itself brought certain features to bear in the personal trainer/client relationship. For a start, the whole gym concept was effectively a social experiment – it was a freebie for clients. It thereby negated, he said, the intensely frustrating and time-consuming business of having to chase clients for their fees. But the flip side was that there was a higher percentage of ‘no-shows’ for appointments. Others – military and civilian – only half-heartedly completed their prescribed training. Many clients lacked diligence in completing and recording their training programmes and achievements, as requested by JD and his fellow instructors. These aspects would have frustrated me as an instructor, so what about JD? In his usual accepting and resigned manner, he suggested that this was simply part of the deal, and that when he encountered a no-show, for example, it simply left him unplanned-for time to do other things such as catching up with paperwork (but that, I detected, wasn’t JD’s favourite pursuit). He and his fellow gym instructors were very client-focussed, and although facing the inevitable repetition involved in running some training sessions, they all remained acutely aware that the gym was for some more than just a facility for physical exercise – it was a haven, a sanctuary for escapism; escapism from the war carrying on outside, from the searing summer heat and the cold winters, and from the omnipresent imprisonment on KAF. That aside, for anyone with inclinations towards physical activity, the gym provided the opportunity and facilities to maintain physical (and mental) health over long periods spent away from home amidst the conflict and climatic constraints.

Not one to be downcast about the inherent confinement within KAF, JD explained to me that his interest in Buddhism, personal fitness, reading and jujitsu and its associated Eastern philosophies more than occupied his spare waking moments. Even the lurking and present danger posed by the Taliban didn’t seem to rattle this calmest of characters. Concluding that the only real threat came from the fairly regular indirect fire (IDF) rocket attacks, JD quickly added that he thought there had only been five or six fatalities from these unscrupulous attacks during the whole time he’d been on KAF. He recognised that there were other dangers at KAF, notably the traffic and testing conditions in which it drove, but believed they were nothing that one wouldn’t also find at home. Although JD was very much at home, and almost at peace with himself on KAF and in the NATO gym, this most relaxed and reflective of characters was nevertheless looking forward to moving on to something else in 2014. One thing was for sure; his CV would read vastly better for the KAF experience.

I thanked him profusely for his efforts and professional acumen when I returned to KAF at the end of 2012, having successfully completed the 4,500km cycle ride from Perth to Sydney.





CHAPTER 13

Contributions from Asia

‘What exactly is aanda curry?’ I asked, whilst peering inquisitively into the vat of swirling curry sauce as a ladle turned and mixed the concoction relentlessly. Beaming back at me was one of the biggest smiles I think I had ever seen, with white teeth gleaming through it. ‘Egg curry Sir – aanda is the Hindi word for egg.’ I later found out that the word is more often spelt with just a single ‘a’ at the start.

So it was that I began my pursuit of fluency in yet another language, this time Hindi, with a vocabulary of one word now mastered successfully. I couldn’t help later reflecting that my now extensive mastery of Hindi would probably be of only limited utility at home in Devon, although it might impress in a local curry house if they happened to have any aanda dishes on the menu.

As a lover of curries – eating and cooking them – I was aware that egg curry perhaps wasn’t to every Westerner’s taste when good old chicken tikka masala, allegedly the Brits’ favourite, lay in ambush as an alternative. Well, there in the British Cambridge DFAC it wasn’t lying in ambush, so I opted for some aanda (or anda) curry instead. Thus it was that the man behind the smile who stirred the curry became inextricably known as Mr Aanda (real name Reyanash, from Sri Lanka), by me at least – in fact, only by me. But he seemed to love it and consider it a great honour to serve me curry of any sort when he was on duty at the excellent curry bar in the DFAC, seemingly operating on a commission basis for quantity dished out as he relentlessly piled the curry high on my plate.

This was a real treat, but unfortunate practicalities legislated against this being a particularly good move. First of all, it resulted in the need to take extra physical exercise to work off the calories consumed in tackling such a curry mountain. Secondly, by piling the curry so high on top of the rice, there was the danger of it flowing off the edge of the plate, or the cardboard plate buckling under the strain.

Regardless of such inherent dining hazards in the British DFAC, hundreds of diners – especially from the Asian community – thronged there for their curries for either lunch or dinner, and quite likely both. But this wasn’t the only outlet that served curry. The other main one was the aforementioned Asian DFAC, understandably the most popular eatery for the huge Asian labour force based on KAF. But having quizzed many of them on the subject, I found that the Indians seemed to take particular pleasure eating curry in the British DFAC. They seemed to consider this to be ‘proper’ curry. They were the first to recognise the irony of this scenario, which they linked back to the colonial days when the Brits discovered about and learnt to make curry in India. And here they were now in Afghanistan, a near but not bordering neighbour of their homeland, eating curry in an allegedly British canteen. The curry served in the Brit DFAC was generally considered to be of a high standard, and I for one certainly enjoyed it from time to time in the full knowledge that it was made by Indian, Sri Lankan or Bangladeshi chefs.

For the most part, the Asian workforce was dependent on company-provided transport to get to one or other of the DFACs for their meals from their places of work, which could be widespread around KAF. The venue at which they ate was thus generally decided for them by driver schedules or a show of hands for a particular meal. When I got to know some of the Asian staff in the British DFAC who worked for Supreme, the company that ran the facility, I noticed that at the end of each meal, when most of the diners had left, they were given bowls of ‘special’ curry cooked by the chefs, who clearly took time to look after their own colleagues and mates with a separately prepared dish.

I was struck by the sense of camaraderie amongst these cheerful chaps (no women were in evidence), who always embarked on their meals after another lengthy period of meal service, with vigour and chatter, sharing food and ensuring that each had his allocation of the meal. On more than one occasion, I was offered some of the ‘special’ curry by those whom I knew and who had perceptively ‘pinged’ me watching them. I accepted an offer, rather coyly on one occasion, and it was delicious and different, but thereafter, if I was ever around when they sat to feast on their meals, I pretended not to watch as they devoured their well-deserved fare, most of them using their traditional, dextrous, finger techniques to do so, eschewing the plastic knives and forks on offer. Strangely, their fingers seemed far more effective at keeping the curry away from the edge of their plates than any technique I could muster using the plastic cutlery available.

My encounters with the Asian community were frequent and daily. They were all invaluable in what they did. Their functions included planning menus, preparing food, cooking and serving it, greeting and welcoming, cleaning and tidying, smiling, driving and marshalling queues – and much more. Few of those with whom I chatted had any interest in or even anything other than superficial knowledge of the conflict going on around them in Afghanistan. None of them seemed to care much about it or have any views on it. I suspect it was for most of the Asian community simply the catalyst that gave them the opportunity to ‘earn big’ for a while for their own personal gain and that of their families.

Whilst the twice-daily curry feeding frenzies provided the catalyst for much social banter with and amongst the Asian community in the DFACs, it was that other subcontinental passion that fuelled debate, mickey-taking and heated discussion throughout my time at KAF – cricket.

With the sport taking place year-round in various cricketing countries in the Northern and Southern Hemispheres, there was never any shortage of current topics, scores, results, controversies and other talking points to fuel discussion en passant or over a curry at mealtimes. Whilst my personal cricketing focus was on any matches between England and Australia – the Ashes series in particular – this was of little more than passing interest to the Indians or Sri Lankans whom I knew. Until, that is, they saw Mr Canning coming, at which point their interest in such clashes became as intense as their inexhaustible memory banks that dredged up an array of embarrassing anecdotes for English cricket enthusiasts: tales of Ashes whitewashes of England in Australia, of derring-do by Australian batsmen who had slayed the English bowling attack or of English batsmen who had been turned into cringing wrecks by the deliveries from the Aussie fast bowlers.

In 2013/14, the focus switched to the latest controversy surrounding former England cricketer Kevin Pieterson and the alleged fragmentation of the England team brought on by the latest hammering down under. Allegations focussed on a disjointed English squad that had been so successful in recent years, but which had failed to stand up to the onslaught in Australia during the previous winter. The talented quick and slower Australian bowling, aggressive batting, athletic fielding and much-vaunted on-field sledging by bravado- and testosterone-fuelled Aussie fielders seeking revenge for recent humiliations by England, made for a one-way contest in the hosts’ favour. The Indians on KAF loved it! One in particular, who I got to know and bumped into regularly, was called Basavarej.

He hailed from what sounded like a fairly deprived background in Delhi, and was in Afghanistan, he told me, to earn money to support his wife and five children back home. Middle-aged and always jovial, he revelled in teasing me relentlessly. Even those whom I didn’t know grinned broadly at me as they milked the moment, suggesting that they couldn’t wait for the Indian team to have a go at this wreck of an English cricket team. It was understandably the cricket played involving any of the subcontinent’s Test-playing countries that fuelled the biggest passions, especially if England were the latest victims of any wins by India, Sri Lanka or Bangladesh. In the Northern Hemisphere, in the summer of 2014, England hosted Sri Lanka, with the two teams battling it out playing all forms of the game in the UK. It was only after England had been heavily defeated in one of the 50-over matches that I caught the full subtlety of a couple of the Indian lads in the gym who worked behind the reception desk – both prime exponents of the art of taking the mickey out of the Brits, and me in particular.

The day following the defeat, I proceeded to the gym as usual and traded in my security pass for a locker key at the reception desk, as one was hidebound to do. Otherwise, I would on that occasion have circumnavigated reception, avoiding any eye contact with my tormentors to speed sulkily to the gym apparatus that was earmarked to torture me that day. However, I had no choice but to face the gym staff at reception. I was met with a greater degree than normal of sniggering and chit-chat from behind the counter. I immediately guessed why and tried to look elsewhere at the nearest TV screen, pretending that my focus was on the world’s economy, the latest rocket attack on KAF or on my training session ahead – anything but the previous day’s thrashing by Sri Lanka.

Nevertheless, my bubble of false and thoroughly unconvincing nonchalance was well and truly burst when I was pointedly handed the key to locker number 99 – the miserly total that England had mustered against Sri Lanka in that defeat. I was suddenly known as ‘Number 99’, no longer Andy. This persisted for several days thereafter, and I was always issued with the same damned locker key. It made not a jot of difference when England dismissed Sri Lanka for just 67 in the next match – somehow that didn’t seem to either count or negate England’s 99, as far as my Indian friends were concerned.

Cricket did play a role recreationally on KAF, with the occasional ‘Ashes’ match taking place in the open space at the Boardwalk. There, teams of competitive would-be Brit and Aussie cricketers assembled to make the most of a ‘sporting’ wicket, agriculturally sandy and stony desert outfield, and improvised bats and balls to entertain, amongst others, onlooking Asians and simply dumfounded Americans who seemed unable to recognise or appreciate a proper sport when presented to them. Other contests took place behind closed doors in the more confined spaces of the various gymnasiums, away from the blistering summer heat that would have limited any outdoor contests to a maximum of about an hour. Cricket was evidently a popular pastime amongst the Asian community, but for reasons I never really grasped their games seemed to take place more covertly, quite often in discreet company compounds. I had a feeling that these people almost felt guilty if they were seen to be enjoying themselves and relaxing by their employers and any onlookers in the harsh environment that was Kandahar.

This was despite the fact that cricket was and remained extremely popular in Afghanistan. The national team has achieved standards of play and success in a quite remarkable way against the backdrop of appalling circumstances in the country, along with a lack of funding, few cricket pitches and other facilities, little equipment and associated paraphernalia and poor infrastructure. Coaches were at the time generally limited to those of Afghan origin, with – for obvious reasons – few foreign coaches being tempted to work in Afghanistan. But the national team largely played, and were based, outside Afghanistan, where the lure of talented foreign coaches became a more likely possibility. The national team made a rapid impact on the international stage and even qualified for the World Cup (the 50-over one-day competition) in Australia and New Zealand in 2015. It was a statement of immense resolve and fortitude from the squad that defied extreme odds to succeed. The national cricket team is talented, exceptionally motivated and one of the few beacons that has enduringly shone to represent their country on the world stage.

This was not quite reflected in some attempts to play cricket in and on the Boardwalk by a wide-ranging group of Afghan-origin interpreters, one of whom was Mo. To witness Afghan talent at cricket, a group of us assembled to have what was effectively a cricket net session, without the nets or any grass that is. The first attempt lasted about 15 minutes before the ball was hit underneath a nearby 40-foot container, one of many there, and irretrievably lost. The second attempt was abandoned after a similar length of time when it became so hot that the plastic ball began to melt and stick to the bowlers’ hands and concrete floor if left static for more than about three seconds. In all honesty, I think that the participants were also beginning to melt in temperatures of nearly 50 degrees Celsius.

Much earlier on during my time at the base, there had been a genuine cricket match challenge laid down by the local Afghan National Police Coordination Centre – a combination of a training and operational establishment, with several hundred police there at any one time. My New Century team and I mentored their top brass in the art of HUMINT, but we didn’t coach them in cricket.

During periods spent working at this establishment, my colleagues and I had noticed a rectangular area of relatively flattened land in the middle of the complex which was clearly earmarked to be a football pitch – with two triple-pole constructions, one at each end of the levelled area. This ingenious engineering involved two poles sunk into the ground in a semi vertical pose, with a horizontal beam affixed between them, thereby resembling a football goal but actually more like a rugby goalpost. But we never witnessed anyone kicking a ball around. Instead, we saw a group of Afghan policemen, most in uniform or wearing various items of uniform with additional civilian attire, playing cricket in the area between the two goals.

I paused to watch, and did so several times subsequently when they were hard at it. They had stumps, a kind of bat and what seemed like a proper cricket ball, along with bags of enthusiasm and energy. I had previously noticed all of this kit was available to purchase in the local bazaar that set up in a discreetly secure area of KAF every Saturday morning. After a number of weeks, the police approached us via our interpreters to ask if we, the Brit civvies on the ‘boundary’, would like a game some time. This initially seemed like a good idea – a bit of fun too. However, with more considered thought, the invitation was declined. The idea was of course great in principle, and ostensibly beneficial for developing relations with the well-intentioned Afghan Police, but the security threat was just too great, especially at a time when green-on-blue attacks had become quite frequent. The fixture never did take place.

It was during a number of ‘curry and cricket’ encounters, so often the catalyst for impromptu chats with members of the huge Asian community on KAF, that something more sinister and underhand came to light: the endemic corruption that was such an accepted part of life in the local culture. But of course I should emphasise that whilst ‘corruption’ may have a dubious and sinister implication in some countries, in others, such as Afghanistan, it has a different meaning altogether. Practices which other cultures may regard as corrupt are here, perhaps, just accepted as a normal part of daily life. In chatting idly one day to some of the lads from India whilst standing in a curry queue, they told me about how they had chanced upon the opportunity to get to KAF through word of mouth back home, how they had actually ended up at the base and how they had been recruited to their respective companies. Two of the younger lads in particular, Rakesh from Jaipur and Mahendra from Mumbai, were very expressive in their views about how they had been recruited – and fleeced financially by unscrupulous agents.

Employed by many of the large service-provider companies operating in Afghanistan such as Supreme, Ecolog, KBR and Dyncorp, the Asian community were amongst the hardest-working and least-remunerated groups. Or so it seemed to me. That they laboured tirelessly during long round-the-clock shifts whilst completing particularly long rotations away from home was not in doubt. They were also the prime workforce undertaking the more menial and often manpower-intensive tasks around KAF, some of which others might have been reluctant to take on, such as the servicing of portaloos, cleaning, cooking and catering support, laundry provision and construction work, including building, road construction and maintenance and security fence and barrier installation. All were tasks that supported the military in one way or another – civilians too – and allowed the military to concentrate on their prime task of defeating the Taliban.

As drawdown gathered pace on KAF, the same workers played a key role in dismantling many buildings, collapsing numerous structures and levelling hard and prefabricated complexes, all in an effort to return the base to what it looked like before ISAF moved in several years beforehand – this was a big effort which required converting a now fairly well developed base to its pre-2001 and pre-conflict status, when it was a generally undeveloped flat site which had little infrastructure. Before this point, other than the existing civilian Kandahar airport it had only the most rudimentary facilities. A lot of the work required to remove these structures had to be undertaken during all weathers at Kandahar, including the oppressive summer months of the high 40s and low 50s degrees Celsius and the freezing sleet of winter. This will not surprise readers who have witnessed life in the Middle East, where a very high percentage of the workforces are provided from the subcontinent to allow the nationals of each of these generally wealthy states to enjoy a life free of such menial, demeaning and degrading tasks.

Yet in speaking to many of these generally jolly folk throughout my time in Kandahar, I heard first-hand that they felt well rewarded financially for their work, based of course on relative standards of living in their home countries. Typical monthly earnings of U.S. $500–800 would correspond to a very healthy wage back home, one that would allow them to support family members as well as save for significant purchases such as a property. In speaking to a number of the Asian folk in Kandahar, it was made clear to me that competition for such jobs in conflict zones was significant, for obvious financial reasons. It was also competitive employment in the Middle East in nations not involved in wars, such as Dubai, Qatar, Bahrain and Oman, but the wages there were not as attractive. War-torn Afghanistan provided the highest financial rewards.

I had previously read various articles that alluded to potential corruption, or at very least untoward practises relating to how large multinational companies recruited people for such workforces based mainly on the methods employed by company agents or their sub-agents, in India in particular. Some of those to whom I spoke made clear allegations that they were forced to pay significant sums of money to these agents, who were almost certainly unregistered, unregulated and invariably nationals of the Asian countries themselves, in order merely to log themselves as potential candidates. I imagine, but can’t be sure, that the fee-collecting practices of these agents were largely unseen and illegal under the laws of most countries.

Even more significant sums were allegedly paid to ensure selection as an employee of one of these larger companies. One Indian fellow I spoke to used the term ‘back-hander’ to describe the type of payment required. I asked how much he had paid. He said that he had ‘been OK’ because he came from the same Indian state as the agent, but that others, outsiders to that state, had been required to pay up to U.S. $5,000 to be accepted for employment. This was a huge sum that would take many months of work to recoup, even in relatively well-remunerated places such as Afghanistan. Or, as more often seemed to be the case, to repay this sum and more, which may have been raised in the first place through a high-interest loan.

One or two with whom I spoke somewhat coyly confirmed suggestions that in order to secure employment by most if not all of these major firms, one had to go through an agent, and to do that they were required to pay that agent a fee. Others rejected assertions that this happened to them, but were quick to add that they knew of plenty who had to pay such fees, exorbitant and illegal though they were perceived to be. I couldn’t help wondering whether those Asian employees whom I spoke to were reticent about speaking out in any way on what was evidently a delicate matter, one that I am quite sure left tremors of trepidation amongst some through fear of being discovered as a whistleblower on the subject and subsequently losing their jobs. I am certain that this is why nobody actually confessed to me that they had personally paid fees to agents, yet nearly all of them knew somebody who had done so.

In pausing to reflect on why the recruiting policy, albeit unofficial and unstated anywhere, of the large companies operating in places such as Afghanistan seemed to be dependent on fee-grabbing agents, one can only speculate that there may have been some practical reasons as well as underhand, corrupt ones. One or two of the Asians I spoke to made it clear that the agents were likely to have dished out percentages of their takings through the illegal fee payments to other parties with a vested interest in the recruiting process – company HR representatives perhaps?

But as I had more conversations with the Asian workers, this began to seem to me to be the tip of a devious and corrupt iceberg. What seemed to be even worse were other circumstances surrounding promised employment in Afghanistan. One concerned wages that had been promised but which didn’t materialise upon arrival in-country. Other areas of let-down and broken pledges seemed to include working conditions in-country, with daily shifts being longer than stated with few breaks, and very limited time off if indeed any was forthcoming at all. There were cramped and overcrowded living conditions, along with dangerous or at least risky practices including what in European-speak would have been clear breaches of Health & Safety practices – which of course had little or no practical or legal application in places such as Afghanistan. I was told of unsound or seemingly downright incompetent management practices that included, by any definition, bullying.

This was believed to have largely been the cause of two separate but coordinated ‘uprisings’ on consecutive days in late 2013, when mainly Sri Lankan workers rebelled against victimisation and working conditions by management in two of the DFACs on KAF: an American-focussed one called Monti’s and the British Cambridge DFAC, where the management was in fact largely British. Violence took place in each of these DFACs, with certain members of management being targeted with violence and material damage caused to items within the DFAC and its fixtures and fittings. Both DFACs were rendered out of commission for a few days whilst repairs were made, and the offending members of staff were sent home on the next available flights, sacked from a lucrative job in which they had allegedly been exploited consistently and just once too often.

Leave was another issue. Long rotations of six months were often only rewarded with two or three weeks off. This was mentioned to me in an uncomplaining way because the parameters surrounding promised leave were generally met, so as one of the agreed ‘terms and conditions’ it was the decision of each individual employee to accept them or not from the outset.

However, it became clear from stories I heard in 2014 that one of the biggest employees of Asian workers unilaterally cancelled all entitlement to leave for existing and future employees, in order to overcome unpredictability amongst their workforce in terms of them returning to work after leave. Essentially, the principle seemed to be to retain their workforce by keeping them in theatre for as long as possible without running the risk of them not returning from leave. Perhaps all of this didn’t matter to unscrupulous employers, who seemed to generally regard the Asian workforce to be at the bottom of the employment food chain and therefore exploitable in the quest for company profit margins to be kept high and for executive pockets to be lined – often those, incidentally, of former military people. After all, there were plenty more willing Asian volunteers waiting to replace those who elected to return home through any cause of dissatisfaction.

It may have been of more than passing interest to the U.S. Government if such practices were proved to have been the norm rather than the exception, contravening a Presidential decree in 2012 that forbade human trafficking and labour abuse of Third Country Nationals, or TCNs, on U.S.-run bases in Afghanistan. TCN is the U.S. term used to describe anyone of non-U.S. or host nation (in this case Afghanistan) origin: the term has unfortunate interpretation and somewhat demeaning innuendo to it – a hint of Western arrogance and ‘attitude’ towards other nationalities.

This wasn’t perhaps always intended, but it nevertheless had that tone associated with it when people referred to TCNs. It didn’t take huge amounts of imagination to equate allegedly totally misleading promises on earnings and working conditions with practices one might associate with labour abuse. In similar vein, there seemed to be severe issues surrounding the legality of payments to agents and sub-agents as middlemen for the large companies in recruiting their workforces. One contact of mine, middle-aged Shriyan from Sri Lanka, whom I often met on the Boardwalk, explained that it was impossible to seek and secure work with these big companies without having dealings with and brokering contracts through the in-country agents.

I don’t pretend to be an investigative journalist, and nor do I wish to be one, but it is sobering to reflect on the thoughts of several people to whom I talked about how these ‘illegal’ payments may have lined the pockets of many who allegedly worked as representatives of the big companies, with various people in the recruiting chain presumably taking their cut. I was also told by an Indian contact that there was considerable risk for TCNs in making these unofficial and off-the-record payments, as they had frequently proved to be anything but a guarantee of employment. Far from it, I was told, with a number of cases related to me of fees paid to agents simply disappearing without production of a job. There were also stories of people reporting for jobs offered at staging points such as Dubai, only to be told that their promise of a job in Kandahar was in fact to be one in some other country that was not in a war zone, where wages would be correspondingly lower. This would be a body blow for those who were reliant on higher earnings in order to pay off their underhand agent’s fees, secured by loans or otherwise.

I didn’t knowingly speak to anyone who had been a labour trafficking agent or received the associated fees. But many of the workforce whom I spoke to illuminated me on the role of the agents and recounted tales of the sums that they had to hand over to secure employment. Yet this, I concluded, was the very core of the problem. Here I was in Kandahar, chatting to these folk – mainly from India – who had by hook or crook successfully landed jobs as they had wished and planned. Some or all may have paid fees to agents to ensure a job offer – rightly or wrongly – but they were here on KAF earning incomparable wages, which for them was their goal achieved. It is therefore equally and totally understandable that most didn’t want to talk in any more detail about their recruitment process for fear of being discovered revealing too many home truths and being sent home as a result, their opportunity dissipated.

My impressions resulting from regular exposure to and contact with members of the Asian community on KAF, some of whom I would certainly call more than acquaintances, were multifarious and rather obvious ones. These people were primarily the driving force behind most of the menial, yet crucial work on the base. By and large, they were a fairly jovial bunch who relished the opportunity to earn a good wage despite potentially having to pay highly questionable recruiting fees to agents. These wages were, I was told, life-changing for them and their families back home, where standards of living and quality of life could be raised exponentially as a result of a couple of years in the war-zone employment arena that was Afghanistan – once recruiting fee loans had been paid off. Most were prepared to endure a degree of management abuse and other personal and financial exploitation to achieve this, but for some there was a definite breaking point where enough was enough.

All apparently remained united, however, in their love of curry and cricket, even if their thoughts on the latter were often at my expense.





CHAPTER 14

Civvies on the Move – by Road

The reality for many civilians working in Afghanistan was that they had to travel within country in order to prosecute aspects of their work. This could mean travelling between the major population hubs and associated ISAF airfields, or more locally between the plethora of outlying FOBs and other patrol bases that peppered the would-be Taliban countryside and centres of population. Civilians needing to travel were generally only too aware of the potential dangers of movement anywhere outside the relative security of one’s own home base. Regardless of method of transport, it was inherently risky. There were only two options for travelling in and out of, and around, bandit country: road or air (fixed wing or rotary). It was a close-run decision for some people initially as to whether it was preferable to travel by road than air, if given a choice. However, having contemplated the issue for more than 10 seconds, and having experienced my first road move across serious bandit country, I had little doubt which I would always opt for if possible: flying. In most civilians’ minds, and possibly amongst military folk too, road moves would if at all possible be avoided. In reality, there were very few road moves that took place in most parts of southern Afghanistan: it was too dangerous to do so unless absolutely necessary. Necessities included certain operational and logistic requirements, such as the movement of equipment and supplies to particular locations. This was often because road moves allowed access to places that aircraft simply couldn’t get to within reason, or were unable to routinely visit because of the security situation.

There now follows the tale of my first road convoy trip, as a civvy, across the expanses of Kandahar Province. It’s designed to give a sense of what road convoys in military armoured vehicles involved. This was yet another new experience for me. I was to be a passenger, totally reliant this time on the U.S. military personnel who operated the convoy, providing as much security as was feasible.

I needed to visit some of my team in an outlying FOB. Thus I was booked on a convoy – heavily armoured and armed, of course – to travel from KAF to a small outpost on the Pakistan border called Spin Boldak, south-east of KAF and Kandahar City. The report time for this anticipated two-hour convoy, on which I was one of two civilians who had blagged seats, was 7pm one summer’s evening in 2011. It was still hot – very hot – when I rocked up at the specified location ready to go and comfortably on time. From my arrival to check-in for my pre-booked place on the convoy in one of the ‘people-carriers’, there was a clear sign of the tensions surrounding such a mode of travel in this area of the country. A ‘Beauty and the Beast’ analogy regularly struck me about Kandahar: the often awesomely beautiful topography and vacillating shades of light, balanced against the sinister backdrop of brutal Taliban intent and actions. So many IEDs had already accounted for countless ISAF vehicles throughout Afghanistan, blowing them up with apparent impunity. Anything that moved on the roads through a particular target zone was considered to be fair game.

There was nobody at the appointed convoy RV and no sign of any armoured vehicle. I knew I was in the right place at the right time, as I’d checked beforehand with the American team charged with assembling road convoys within KAF, and I’d also seen convoys forming up here previously. So, I plonked my small daysack – with its contents sufficient to keep me afloat for a couple of days in Spin Boldak – on a small blast wall on the periphery of the allocated assembly area. I looked around and pretended to feel calm and collected: I wasn’t.

It was hard not to think of the possibility of the convoy on which I was about to embark suffering an IED strike. So many had already died or suffered horrific, life-changing injuries as a result of IED strikes that I figured there had to be good a chance of this fate befalling any road convoy in this, the homeland of the Taliban insurgent. Even though I was aware that the convoy would travel for the most part on the main Afghan roads – used by local and other Afghans with cars or motorcycles – all the way to Spin Boldak, I also knew that the placing of IEDs on highways used by innocent civilians was not a prohibitive consideration for the ‘bad boys’ in targeting the ISAF infidels.

I tried to offset any IED concerns by reassuring myself that the convoy’s electronic countermeasures devices would be turned on, further reducing the chance of a device detonating in the vicinity of our vehicles. What could possibly go wrong? Then I remembered the armoured vehicle we had been shown in the United States during the pre-deployment training, one that had been blown up in Afghanistan and whose crew and passengers had allegedly survived to tell the tale despite parts of the huge, heavy and well-protected vehicle having been twisted, punctured and disfigured beyond recognition. Even to the most naïve of eyes, it was apparent that something had gone seriously wrong with that vehicle’s convoy IED detection systems. This, according to those running the training, was designed to be a reassuring experience, but now, here on the front line and about to clamber into a similar vehicle, it was far from bloody reassuring. The only thing that reassured me was that I’d updated my will, so my family should be suitably catered for if the vehicle I was supposedly about to board was destined to become the next training display item in the United States. But I really did not want to perish in a U.S., or any other, armoured vehicle, especially as a passenger unable to do anything to influence proceedings.

Later that day during the training in the United States, I had mulled over the ironic juxtaposition to which I and my fellows had been exposed. There in front of us had been an armoured vehicle weighing several tons that had been blown up by an IED. Although we had been told that all aboard had survived, what wasn’t mentioned was how the vehicle came to be blown up in the first place. There was no mention of why the anti-mine rollers and electronic countermeasures devices had failed to thwart the explosion, or why the tactics employed by that particular convoy had failed to spot and disable any lurking explosive devices before their detonation against a passing ISAF target. I found that juxtaposition curiously interesting. One of my American coursemates whispered to me in his Yankee drawl whilst being shown the damaged vehicle: ‘It’s just propaganda, we’re good at that – that fucker probably works for the company that makes the vehicles!’ I looked away awkwardly, smiling nervously and pretending not really to know what he meant.

Meanwhile, back on KAF, there was still no sign of any vehicles at my meeting point, and it was now approaching 8pm. I kidded myself that I found this reassuring, secretly hoping that the convoy may not happen and that this time at least I’d get away without having to board a road convoy. I’d thus slink back to my mates and accommodation area with pride intact, not to mention absolute relief on my part. But just after 8pm, I saw another, rather dishevelled civilian shambling towards me. ‘How ya doin’?’ was his rather predictable greeting, to which I initially looked around to ensure that the target of the questioning was indeed me. After ascertaining that there was nobody else within earshot, and assuming that this individual wasn’t in the habit of talking to either blast walls or stray daysacks, I replied with a quintessentially British, ‘Good evening, fine thanks’, lying through my teeth. I wasn’t actually fine at all. Finding myself once again in that now familiar position of former military bloke turned civvy, and generally with fate not within my own control, I was actually shitting myself! ‘You heading to Spin Boldak too?’ I enquired, immediately regretting my question. It was unlikely that he was waiting for the number 38 bus to Trafalgar Square! ‘Yep’, he said. ‘I work there and have just been visiting KAF – good place too, Spin B.’ We agreed that this was good news, Spin B being an OK place that is, whilst I tried to remain casually unconcerned about the lack of any vehicles to get us there, while privately being delighted by that fact. Then I heard the all-too-familiar rumble of powerful engines getting nearer, weaving their way no doubt through the cacophony of activity on and around the KAF roads – vehicles and pedestrians alike, all knowing that it would be in their best interests to get out of the way of anything armoured and moving. In the months before I arrived at KAF in 2010, there had been two ‘hit and runs’ on KAF, only one of which had been resolved. ISAF military police considered it highly possible that the unresolved case, which took place at night, was perpetrated by an armoured vehicle which may not have even known it had hit a pedestrian, especially one who wasn’t wearing a reflective vest or belt, as was the case in that instance.

As the convoy pulled into the assembly area, I counted seven vehicles, all heavily armoured and ominous looking. They stopped in loose formation and the crews disembarked. Some cut away to get some provisions from the nearby U.S. PX, others examined the outside of the vehicles, while gunners tinkered with their weapons mounted high on the vehicles for optimum visibility and fields of fire. Two of the team, presumably the commanders, huddled over a map. My new ‘how ya doin’ mate suggested we go over to these two and check that this was indeed our convoy. I agreed, still hoping that the Lord would intervene and allow the commanders to tell us that the trip had been cancelled.

‘Sure thing,’ said one of the map-huddlers without looking up. ‘We sure are headin’ to Spin B, leavin’ in about 20 minutes; you must be our two goddam passengers?’ Damn it: no escape now. Eventual eye contact from the map-huddler revealed him indeed to be the Convoy Commander, a very smiley and jovial Staff Sergeant who gave an immediate impression of having made this same trip every day of his tour of duty to date – a seasoned road convoy veteran. I could probably have told him a thing or two about the Royal Marines, about landing craft, helicopters and over-snow tracked vehicles, but here amidst the dust and heat of Kandahar, with the latent threat of Taliban hostilities on the roads, I was completely in his hands and willingly hung on his every word, or at least those I could understand. He checked our names against his manifest, ascertained that all was in order, inspected our ID cards, confirmed our blood groups (as is the usual practice when moving anywhere under military auspices in conflict areas) and then took us to the two vehicles in which we would be travelling. My seat in the back of the third vehicle in line (a four-seater) looked cramped and claustrophobic. I wasn’t to be disappointed. I casually chucked my daysack in and went around to the driver’s door on the other side, where I had seen our chauffeur for the trip making a phone call. To The Almighty no doubt!

The driver of my vehicle, an American soldier, was just ending the call as I arrived. Pleasant as could be and very chipper, she introduced herself as Kelly in a very matter-of-fact manner, which was entirely fitting as this occasion was very matter of fact for her. This is what she did, what she was paid for – she drove armoured vehicles around Taliban country. The fact that she was roughly the same age as my daughter and about to drive me around in her multi-ton vehicle of war was irrelevant to any further pleasantries. She hauled herself up into her cab and began fiddling with her intercom headset. She looked tiny sat up there in this powerful vehicle: I tried to look casual and unconcerned that I was about to place my life in her hands. But the fact was that I didn’t really know how to look casual at this particular moment – I was so far out of my comfort zone that I resorted to pretending to make a phone call whilst really wondering if this young girl had been properly trained to drive the vehicle and what she’d do if there was an IED strike en route to Spin B? She could easily have been a young male solider of course, about whom I would have had the same concerns.

My pretend phone call was curtailed when we were all summoned to a pre-departure briefing by the convoy commander at the front of his vehicle, which was the second-in-line behind the mine/IED clearer that was fitted with the characteristic anti-mine rollers in front of the vehicle – an antiquated yet effective device in an era of hi-tech gadgets and detection systems. With all vehicle engines still running, I was once again exposed to the American trait of trying to speak audibly, in vain, against a background of overwhelming noise. Why do they insist on doing this? Now dark, the staff sergeant gave a robotic-like brief, tripping over his words regularly as he sped through it at a rate of knots, delivering what was clearly a well-practised and honed procedure to ensure that I, as the token Brit present, couldn’t understand a word of it. I didn’t have much confidence that his fellow-countrymen had caught any of it either, but maybe they knew it all anyway from repeated journeys and accompanying ‘same-same’ briefs. I gathered that it involved a rough description of where we were going (Spin B), that we weren’t going to stop en route (fine by me) and that other traffic would get out of our way (any sensible driver with self-preservation instincts would surely do so). He explained what we should do if we suffered an IED strike, but I couldn’t hear or understand what he was saying. ‘Gather round’, said the commander, interrupting my quick interpreted rundown from the soldier stood next to me. ‘Let’s pray’, he said. This took me totally by surprise. I hadn’t expected prayers to be said at this or any other juncture. The mood became noticeably sombre and more focussed. One of the other soldiers was invited to say a prayer, which he duly did in equally rapid and staccato fashion, essentially asking for divine intervention during the course of the forthcoming journey to ensure safe passage. The group of now united fellow convoy travellers all seemed to say their own ‘Amens’, before dispersal to the vehicles for final checks of equipment and weapons. Taking this as my moment to mount up, I clambered aboard my allocated vehicle.

I heaved the heavy door shut and fastened my multi-point seatbelt, which wouldn’t have looked out of place at NASA. I was sweating – probably because of both heat and trepidation. The requisite wearing of body armour and helmets did little to appease the heat, actually increasing it exponentially. With the engine still rumbling deeply, our young female driver chatted away with the vehicle commander. Then, using the internal vehicle intercom (it was too noisy to speak without one), my young driver kindly asked me if I was OK. I mimed ‘no’ to myself, but think I untruthfully said ‘yes thanks’. The vehicle commander then reaffirmed what to do if we were ambushed in any way – IED or other – in rather more audible and coherent terms than the earlier charade by the convoy commander. Essentially, my instructions were to stay put in the vehicle unless directed to do anything else. I readied my rather inadequate Glock pistol, having declined for various reasons to take a far more punchy M4 rifle with me on this occasion. Our gunner clambered into the vehicle through the other rear door and took up his position, standing with his head out of the cupola on top of the vehicle, manning his belt-fed machine gun – a bracket mounted, rotating GPMG (general purpose machine gun). He asked me to help fasten his restraining harness, which was there to prevent him being blown out of the top of the vehicle in the event of an explosion. He asked me to pass him a plastic bottle of water from the supply that was encroaching into at least a third of my leg space, which was so small that contortion of the legs was necessary in order to be able to fit into the remaining space. Not ideal at all if you are 6 foot 5 inches tall, as I am.

The gunner said little else and focussed on his task in hand as our first line of defence should it be needed – clearly something that he had done countless times. I resisted the temptation to ask if he knew that a female was driving our vehicle. Kelly was humming to herself, clearly audible over the intercom, and I wondered if her selection of ‘Bang Bang (My Baby Shot Me Down)’ was in any way linked to the journey ahead or just one of those ironic, black-humoured moments. I tightened my seatbelt.

Sitting on my own in the cramped back of the four-seat vehicle, I tried to look out of the immensely thick but small window to my right as we weaved our way out of KAF, through perimeter checkpoints, to the main road linking Kandahar City, 20km to the north-west, with Spin Boldak and Pakistan some 60km to the south-east. I realised pretty quickly, as Kelly directed the heavy vehicle in and out of the endless ruts on the quite appalling ‘road’ linking KAF to the main tarmacked highway, why it was necessary to wear all-embracing seatbelts. Without seatbelts, you ran the risk of being hurled around the vehicle cabin like washing in a tumble drier. I looked up at the gunner, whose legs were jammed against parts of the vehicle to stop him being thrown around, although one chosen part was in fact my rib cage! His heel was digging intrusively into my ribs, and with nowhere to manoeuvre to escape the fixed position, I tried pushing his heel away. I failed to budge it. Looking up again, I was surprised that he wasn’t suffering first-degree whiplash injuries, with his neck and head being flicked dramatically around as we passed over each rut. Kelly, unconcerned, continued to ‘Bang Bang’ over the intercom. The vehicle commander kept himself busy with radio checks, ensuring that everybody had audible communications to everyone else. My ribs became increasingly pissed off, but I decided to grin and bear the heel in their midst.

Reaching the main road through the final checkpoint was a blessed relief for all. This checkpoint, manned by ISAF troops and the Afghan Army and Police, was as usual a hive of activity, as this was not only the entrance to the KAF inner perimeter – hence a route used by all road traffic trying to enter and exit KAF – but also the gateway to the civilian Kandahar International Airport, which used the same runway as the ISAF military and civilian aircraft. Although security was correspondingly tight, this location had still been the chosen point for a number of insurgent attacks (suicide, vehicle and other) in the past; and as it turned out, in the following years up to 2014 whilst I was still at KAF. Heading south-east towards Spin B, the convoy travelled at a steady, consistent pace, often down the middle of the road, unashamedly forcing other users off the road for fear of them colliding with a far weightier and more intimidating foe. Stopping or diverting were not options, even when passing the many Afghan Police checkpoints en route. Kelly was enjoying this, driving with confidence and focus, reacting to her commander’s comments and instructions with immediacy and precision: ‘move left’, ‘overtake it’, ‘catch up’, ‘slow down’, ‘watch out’, ‘go right’ – an endless stream of direction from commander to driver. She kept the vehicle in the middle of the road as instructed, undoubtedly adding to the view that the American military simply don’t ‘get’ the concept of winning locals’ hearts and minds when on operations. They either don’t really understand the concept or they simply can’t prosecute it in a way that’s understood by others. There was a balance to achieve between driving these vehicles in such a way as to make them less of an easy target – driving them tactically, so to speak – and showing at least some consideration to the locals, whose hearts and minds they were allegedly at times striving to win. On the flip side, it could have been argued that with around 70 per cent of the population of Kandahar being pro-Taliban, it wasn’t the place to be showing too much consideration towards anyone in the area. Perhaps the Americans didn’t care, or need to care, but such behaviour on the roads was a small example of how they tended to alienate the local population through their (arguably) overzealous tactics and insensitive, almost arrogant actions. Some common courtesies towards Afghan road users would surely have been feasible without jeopardising the safety of the convoy and its people. I found myself with mixed thoughts about the predicament: more than a little embarrassed (inwardly) to be party, albeit as a passenger, to such conduct, yet grateful to be part of the enormous American military machine that I hoped was going to get me to Spin B in one piece.

Any reflections were short-lived as the journey progressed and the extremely cramped space in which I was jammed began to take its toll. Kelly remained focussed, but pins and needles began to take hold in both of my legs. The lack of space, objecting legs, arms that were being battered by rigid bits of metal that protruded into my seat space, and my still complaining ribs were making this a particularly unpleasant trip. Fortunately, the air conditioning worked well and helped calm worries about the prospects of an IED attack.

It was about two hours later that the vehicle commander told me over the intercom that we were just approaching the FOB at Spin B. My legs breathed a sigh of relief, as did I in concluding that we had almost made it without drama. Almost! As we pulled in through the complex security arrangements at the FOB, with chicanes here and there, HESCO barricades and razor wire everywhere, sentry posts and sangars overlooking our every movement, and with ramps in the road retracting to allow us passage ahead, I reflected that this was only halfway. I had to do the return journey in a couple of days’ time. Shortly after arrival, we parked up. Soldiers jumped from the vehicles, it seemed with similar relief to that I felt. They continued to scuttle around with purpose, servicing the vehicles, unloading weapons, emptying the small amount of cargo and personal possessions, while the commanders completed some paperwork. I contemplated how I was going to get from my seat down to the ground several feet below, with my legs doing a very passable impression of two utterly dysfunctional rubber tubes. I managed to swing my legs out of the now open door, hoping desperately that this very heavy contraption wouldn’t decide to close on them whilst they were still dangling, trying to regain sufficient feeling to land me on the ground without crumpling on impact. Fortuitously, the vehicle commander came to talk to me to check I had an escort for onward passage into the FOB whilst I was still sitting with my legs suspended. This bought me enough time for my legs to get some feeling back Had he not asked me if I was OK, I think I may have got away with it. I reassured him that I just had a ‘bad’ leg, hence my rather incapacitated descent from the cabin. I thanked him for the lift, which I said I’d enjoyed, and with a further lie said I looked forward to seeing him for the return journey in two days’ time. He disappeared into the night, as did I when my escort arrived.

That was my first of a handful of road trips in Kandahar, and is solely my story of that one trip. But it undoubtedly encapsulates the sentiments of most civilians who travelled on such road convoys. I tried to avoid them whenever and wherever possible, and made the point of persuading my team to do likewise. Too many people were killed or maimed taking this form of travel, so risk reduction became the rather obvious tenet of sensible modus operandi as far as movement between bases was concerned. In terms of how civilians contributed to the conflict, the tale above gives just one insight into the type of measure that they may have to embrace and endure in order just to deliver their contribution to the war effort. I retained the utmost respect for the bravery of those who had to make road trips day in and day out whilst on tours of duty in Afghanistan, mainly the military. Road convoys continued to be targeted by the Taliban insurgents throughout the conflict, often using highly technical methods to detonate the IEDs that meant increased risk to the convoys and corresponding reduced risk of the Taliban perpetrators being caught. It was also reassuring and highly rewarding to know that many IED and other attacks were thwarted through the efforts of the Afghan Police and Army whom we were mentoring, through intelligence gained by them in conducting HUMINT operations. Records reveal that intelligence gained by those HUMINT operations, prosecuted by our mentees, often led to the thwarting of planned attacks against ISAF convoys, thereby saving countless lives and limbs.

In shelving the option of transport by road whenever possible, one necessarily had to revert to the skies. Travel by aircraft remained the only viable option, either in fixed-wing aeroplanes or helicopters.





CHAPTER 15

By Aeroplane

There was generally only one option in trying to move between the main hubs of ISAF concentration and the principal airfields such as Kabul, Bagram, Bastion and of course Kandahar: that was by aeroplane. The military aircraft ruled the ISAF roost, but not always exclusively. There were also some civilian-operated flights that were contracted to ISAF and which broadly operated on the same routes as the military aircraft, but they were few and far between. Just to clarify one point to the enquiring observer: KAF was, in its previous incarnation, the busiest civilian airport in Afghanistan when Kandahar was the capital city ahead of Kabul’s rise to the top.

Throughout the conflict since 2001, Kandahar Airfield/Airport endured as a mini hub of internal flight departures and arrivals, principally to and from Kabul. It resembled a ‘bus route’ for the few Afghan passengers wealthy enough to afford the fares. It was akin to a hop-on, hop-off service, used in the main by businessmen, many from Pakistan but also Afghans from Kabul. Family members, sufficiently well-heeled, also used the service to visit relatives in Kandahar or Kabul. There were, during my time in Kandahar, only a couple of flights each day on the commercial flight programme, outbound and inbound. It was a skeleton airport, prone to suicide, vehicle and other attacks, despite the much-vaunted ISAF/U.S./Afghan ‘ring of steel’ that surrounded the departure/arrival terminal. The terminal was a lonely – yet occasionally busy and crowded – desolate, vulnerable place that outwardly had some limited appeal in its runway-facing passenger terminal. The building construction consisted of a number of weirdly attractive arches that matched those which formed the undercover walkway to and from the aircraft boarding and disembarkation point. As the twice daily parade of outbound passengers walked across the often screamingly hot tarmac twixt terminal and aircraft boarding steps, they needed only to look left to psychologically question their decision to fly with any Afghan airline. There, positioned in what amounted to an aircraft layby, rested a civilian commercial aircraft from one of the two Afghan airlines, Kam or Ariana, that had crash-landed on the runway in trying to land some years previously. It was a shocking but not untypical tale of an Afghan airfield. The broken shell of this aircraft had remained there, ignored, over the years, unloved and certainly not repaired or broken up for scrap. It was not, I imagine, a great morale-booster to those about to board flights out of Kandahar on any airline. I’m just glad that I never had to fly on an Afghan-operated aircraft. Members of the ISAF Coalition, civilian or military, never used commercial Afghan airlines.

Back now to the challenge for civilians in flying between key hubs on military cargo/passenger aircraft. For the uninitiated civilian working for the first time in the war zone that was Afghanistan, it took a little while to grasp the reality that these flights did not operate like a commercial airline. There was no routine flight timetable: flights were ad hoc, variable and often subject to short-notice change, thereby avoiding any predictability of operation that might afford the Taliban an easy target opportunity. Most of the aircraft were cargo planes designed to carry troops or other cargo: passenger comfort was given little consideration, with no in-flight service. Departure and arrival terminals, or buildings that masqueraded in those roles, were likely to be rough and ready hangars with the minimum of facilities. Flights for military and civilian personnel alike involved the requirement to fly wearing body armour and helmets, carrying weapons for those who had them. Civilians quickly discovered that this was a different kind of flying.

Fixed-wing aircraft took many forms, but in terms of inter-provincial passenger travel within Afghanistan, the workhorse was the ever-present C130 fleet – the Hercules. Many countries had their respective C130s deployed in Afghanistan, and on KAF they were always seen in abundance, either loading and taking off or landing to disgorge their human or materiel cargo. Passengers, whether military or civilian, were indeed often regarded as human cargo. Yet for unaccustomed civilians, the C130 mode of rough-and-ready transport was less of a daunting prospect than the helicopter, which could be seen as a more vulnerable target.

Nevertheless, there were numerous unnerving occasions that would have been less likely to occur in helicopters, albeit with degrees of retrospective black humour. A close civilian friend of mine had to board a C130 and travel the hour’s flight to Kabul sitting close to four coffins that were apparently occupied by insurgents killed in recent clashes with ISAF forces just outside Kandahar City. At least, that was what he was told. He was reassured that the coffins were securely fastened to the structure of the aircraft, but told me that he didn’t sleep much during the flight, nor have the inclination to do so. In similar vein, there was often the prospect of having to travel on the same aircraft as local Afghan detainees – likely Taliban suspects or active supporters, although these individuals would always be escorted under armed guard. I was not alone in having travelled on flights on Hercules aircraft on which Taliban detainees were being moved around under close escort. There was one occasion when I was on a flight with, amongst other passengers, an obviously high-profile prisoner who was being escorted from Kandahar to Kabul. I found myself sitting relatively close to him, and even nearer to one of his American Military Police escorts, who told me, before the Hercules engines started and drowned out any possibility of conversation, that the prisoner was believed to be at the centre of an IED production operation in Kandahar Province and so was being taken to Kabul for identification purposes. Both these examples – the coffins and the prisoners – served as telling reminders that, civilian or not, we were all operating in a war zone. They were among the war zone realities that weren’t concealed from civilian travellers of various nationalities flying on C130 aircraft.

The former military personnel would mostly have been well used to the nuances and peculiarities of flying on military aircraft. Hours could be spent waiting for flights, with report times of between two and four hours beforehand being typical. Further delays were frequent, if not usual, and to a large extent never properly forewarned or announced in anything other than cursory fashion to the unavoidably patient passenger. It was a pleasant surprise when somebody in the know made the effort to explain that there would be a delay, attributable to a particular cause, and outline the new estimated timings for departure. This at least helped to appease the less tolerant – normally military – passengers.

Delays in flight departures of six or seven hours were not uncommon, with a personal record of mine involving being stranded at Kabul military airport, with its very minimum of functioning infrastructure, for 33 hours – and such events were not uncommon. Delays had to be endured by military and civilian passengers alike, with time dragging for all those involved. Overnight or prolonged daytime delays were often spent cat-napping on any available floor space, or if lucky in a generally unkempt transit tent in which you might find a free American military ‘cot’ (a fairly robust type of camp bed). Never was the much-stated truism about life in a war zone, ‘hurry up and wait’, more applicable both for civilians and military personnel. For those civilians used to regular commercial flying, with frequent flyer memberships, access to hospitality lounges and accelerated progress through passport control, immigration and customs, all this came as a rude shock. There was a check-in system of sorts, but probably only after hours of waiting in the heat (or cold), perhaps with some shade if lucky or even an air-conditioned tent or ramshackle building if the gods were truly smiling on you.

The palaver of showing the correct ID and other documents would entail dialogue with sometimes pleasant but more often surly staff who conveyed an impression of them having the ‘toughest job in town’. How wrong they were. There was the hassle of shuffling around your heavy and unwieldy body armour and helmet whilst getting everything else ready for inspection, X-ray scan or both. All this would likely have taken place at appallingly unsocial times of the night, which often meant that travellers were not fit for anything coherent the next day.

Check-in complete, the move to the departures area would follow, probably in a hangar or other building converted for the purpose. It was often in the same waiting area that served every other conceivable purpose when processing passengers for a flight. The passengers thus shuffled to the next appointed area, to find a seat if lucky and to grab a snooze if possible, until disturbed by an incoherent piped message that may or may not have involved your flight. If fortunate enough to identify that your flight was boarding, then up you got, donning your body armour and helmet before proceeding with the other passengers – civilian and military – towards the departure gate, still hoping that this was in fact your flight. Once you had actually boarded your flight, the process then became relatively simple as you slumped into your seat.

This ‘seat’ was a linear cargo net arrangement on a Hercules – at which you arrived beside the passenger in front of you before trying to affix the seatbelt around your body. This could be challenging for the seasoned C130 traveller, but was a potential nightmare for the novice. The wearing of body armour and helmet had a very restricting effect on most people’s movement. It was always tricky to look down and see with exactly what you were fumbling. Reaching either side of you to grab the bits of seatbelt that legitimately belonged to you was the first challenge. After the first attempt, and often having apologised to the passenger either side of you for having been such a fool in mistakenly claiming their seatbelt straps, you tried again, hoping for better luck. Adding to the difficulty was that there would usually only be partial light at best inside the gloomy cabin: there were few windows to let any daylight in.

With fortune on your side, you may have achieved partial success by locating one of the two straps that belonged to the occupant of your seat. Having successfully located the strap with the buckle on the end of it, you heaved it upwards for accessibility whilst glancing sideways to discover that the passenger next-door had already secured his or her strap and was well into their first snooze. You then pulled the buckle further towards your expanded midriff, only to find it wouldn’t reach the intended target area. You would pull harder, and in so doing rock the inter-linked cargo net to such an extent that you woke up your slumbering neighbour, who would snarl as you apologised again.

Seated opposite you, in the line of cargo netting seats that ran parallel to yours along the length of the aircraft, you might notice a fellow passenger staring at you in amusement, passive-faced but obviously enjoying the show. You would smile aimlessly back through gritted teeth, wanting desperately to invite them to ‘fuck off!’ and to close their eyes. Somewhat coyly, you would return to the troublesome strap to try again. With the most testing of neck craning and twisting, you might then identify that the strap was in fact caught in the cargo net underneath the dozing passenger beside you. You’d be faced with a conundrum: keep pulling, or ask politely if they could shift their arse to free your strap? By now, the loadmaster was in the process of trying to prove his manhood by delivering the pre-flight brief against the noise of the now taxiing aircraft. In all likelihood, nobody would have heard a word he said. The novice civvy passenger would be more curious to know what he had said, but military passengers, who would have seen (and not heard) it all before, wouldn’t stir from their real or pretended slumber.

Earplugs would have been handed round for those who wanted them, but many would have had their own. Once you had finally freed the buckle of your seatbelt, you could sit back and enjoy the flight, or at least relax as the aircraft readied for take-off at the head of the runway; an intensified juddering of the whole aircraft frame being the signal of its readiness to get airborne. As it set off down the runway, tentatively at first, you noticed that nearly everyone else had their eyes closed – either asleep or pretending to be. You perhaps followed suit, believing that this was what you do when taking off in a C130.

Only then, as the speed picked up and just before the aircraft wheels left the ground, might you remember that you still hadn’t secured your seatbelt or even claimed the other strap belonging to your seat. Desperately scrabbling to find the missing strap, you would encounter another significant inhibitor to progress. The speed of the aircraft had now picked up considerably, allowing gravity to hinder you as, sitting sideways in the aircraft, you found yourself pressed sideways at 45 degrees into your neighbour. As you offered yet more apologies for encroaching on their space and body, you would fight tooth and nail to regain a more dignified upright sitting position in the space that was rightfully yours. The struggle would be in vain until the flight had levelled off. Whilst still embedded at 45 degrees into the body of your still slumbering neighbour, despite your best efforts to right yourself against the pull of gravity, you would push and pull with one hand against the cargo seat netting while your other hand scrabbled hopelessly around looking for the other half of your seatbelt on the netting around your neighbour. This all had the effect of moving you further up the aircraft against the pull of the increasing gravitational forces. Eventual success came despite concerns from your neighbour on the other side, also tilted towards you with the gravity-effect, on the exact nature of your intentions with your flailing hand grabbing at anything and everything in the optimistic hope of finding a seatbelt strap. Pulling the strap upwards and around you to marry up with the other half of the pairing, you would breathe a sigh of relief and place the two buckles together just as you felt the aircraft levelling out some 15 minutes after taking off. Then you would look down and discover that you had no idea how the two buckles fitted together.

Somewhat self-consciously, you’d sneak a look around to see if anyone was watching and, satisfied that you not been detected, place the buckles in both hands, concealing the buckle effectively. You could then close your eyes, satisfied in defeat. But no sooner had blackout fallen over your eyelids than you would feel a prod on the front of your body armour. Your bolt-open eyes would focus on the offending finger in the area of your chest, which would lead to the passive jerk sitting opposite you who had earlier been enjoying the show. A wave of his hand and finger would suggest that he knew exactly what was going on, and that the buckle should be revealed to him. Sweaty hands would release their grip on the buckle, which the passenger opposite would quickly secure. A nod of the head and a forced smile would convey your appreciation. Settling down to some kip, with neck uncomfortably resting on the harsh abrasion of the upper part of the body armour, shallow dreams might follow, including one suggesting arrival in Kabul was imminent. Surely the unbuckling of the seat can’t be as challenging as the buckling process? Before attempting that, however, on most flights the aircraft may have descended quickly and steeply in a manoeuvre not seen on normal civilian commercial flights. It was a manoeuvre designed to reduce the risk of attack from Taliban on the ground, and was often a scary experience. Such was the lot of the civvy passenger on a C130!

It was a constant source of bemusement to note how frequently movement staff – civilian and military – at most locations had facilities inadequate for the broadcasting of messages in any coherent way. At the KAF departures terminal (a type of hangar in normal speak), the contracted civilian staff responsible for making key announcements in English were all too often foreigners with an inadequate grasp of the English language. In many passenger areas there seemed to be a contest amongst the announcers to see who could fare best when speaking against the background of the noise made by a burning and turning helicopter, an after-burner powered F-16 taking off or a C130 in the process of ‘parking’ 100 metres away. It was no contest, with the manliness – or womanliness – of the announcer clearly dependent on them using no aids to assist in their announcing. But from 2013, some genius discovered the PA system, the tannoy or – for the absolute rebel announcer – the loudspeaker. These were installed and used on an increasingly frequent basis, with the consequence that less questions followed each announcement and fewer passengers were seen trying to clamber aboard the wrong flights.





CHAPTER 16

By Helicopter

The most frequently used method of air transport around the theatre of conflict operations in Afghanistan was the helicopter (or ‘helo’). This has often been the case in other theatres of operations worldwide. Being transported in helos was another rather different challenge for many of the unsuspecting civvies who had hitherto not had the opportunity to fly in helicopters. But for most of the former military folk, the helicopter was an all too familiar form of ‘taxi’, whether it was a small aircraft or one of the larger troop-carrying types. Military helicopters embraced many functions, including providing weapon platforms, a troop-carrying capability, medical evacuation (MEDEVAC) rescues and a plethora of administrative tasks. But for those previously without this flying experience, the helicopter was either a huge novelty or a mode of transport that prompted trepidatious emotions, largely based on a fear of the unknown. It was after all quite likely that many civilians had never before been on or even close to a helicopter.

Photographing or perhaps climbing into military or civilian helos (such as air ambulances or police helicopters) on display at events such as county shows might have been the nearest that many had ever come to a helicopter, never mind having been transported as a passenger. Some may have paid considerable sums for brief leisure flights, flying, for example, over geographical attractions such as glaciers and volcanoes, coastlines and deserts, wildlife sites or cities. However, intrepid civilians without previous military experience, pulled from home comforts to work in Afghanistan, were then in all likelihood destined to become familiar with the helicopter and its peculiarities. This was most certainly the case if they worked at a location such as a forward operating base, some distance from the main hubs. Indeed, in the southern part of Afghanistan, helicopters were often the only feasible and probably the safest way of transiting to and from the outlying and more remote bases.

It was with a mixture of sheer excitement or utter trepidation that the first helicopter flight beckoned for most of the ‘helo virgins’. They would have received a degree of preparation, been told roughly what to expect and maybe received a few words of advice from a travelling companion, perhaps someone with considerable helicopter experience. The words of wisdom would probably have included counsel to the effect that civilians are generally (and quite rightly) at the bottom of the priority list when it comes to seats on aircraft. Whether or not confirmed on a booking for a particular flight, it was quite common to be chucked off it at the last minute in favour of the higher-priority military passengers. This would inevitably result in attempts to rebook or get on the standby list for another flight that day, if there was one. Most likely there wouldn’t, and if there was, it was probable that all available seats would already be accounted for. The challenge then became to identify when the next flight with free seats was due to fly and to rebook on that one. However, the key thing as a newly transformed civvy from military service was to somehow reconcile yourself to the fact that you were now at the bottom of the pecking order for flights on aircraft of all types.

Assuming some success in securing your place on another helicopter flight, the check-in process started, bearing in mind that there were military- and civilian-operated flights around the battlefield – the civilian ones providing more of a passenger taxi or freight delivery service than the military types, which concentrated primarily on operational matters. A whole raft of different types of helicopters fulfilled these functions, but on the military side the main ones used for passenger transportation were the U.S. Blackhawks and twin-rotor Chinooks. For the savvy civilian, there was generally a preference to fly on military aircraft, as there was a perception – rightly or wrongly – that they were more reliable, better serviced, armed with military-manned machine guns and had armoured protection in the underbelly to protect your backsides from any stray rounds fired at the aircraft by insurgents on the ground. There were flip sides to using military helicopters. It is fair to assume that they were a more attractive target for the Taliban as they represented a clear military asset, carrying at least two or three military personnel – hence the armoured protection and armed status of these aircraft. In some cases, it also meant that the aircraft might fly ‘tactically’ around the battlefield – the Canadian Air Force nearly always did so.

Tactical flying means flying in such a way as to reduce the radar profile of the aircraft by keeping concealed behind topographic or other physical features, thereby minimising the possibility of detection and limiting the chances of being shot at. It also meant that the helo flew low enough to minimise the time that it was visible to would-be attackers on the ground, unless unluckily flying directly over them, albeit with little warning. It’s a safer way of flying when there might be a perceived threat of enemy action. In practical terms, it probably meant the aircraft hugging the contours and topography, hopping over and behind any obstructions such as buildings, wires, hillocks or trees.

This had a number of effects on the passengers on board. The first was the likelihood of being thrown around far more inside the aircraft, wrestling with various degrees of gravity in the process whilst your seatbelt did its level best (probably in vain) to keep you roughly level in your seat as the aircraft banked fast and furiously. The second was what can be a quite alarming experience when initially encountered: that of seeing the ground vertically below you through a side window whilst heavily banked, and the likelihood of seeing passing hills and mountains actually up above or level with you, regardless of where you looked out of the aircraft. Those with views forwards in the aircraft had the even more daunting prospect of seeing the aircraft heading straight for looming mountainsides and other obstructions before the pilot flared safely up over them, probably conscious that passengers woud be quietly saying their farewell prayers in the lead-up to the potentially spectacular manoeuvre. The pilot and aircrew would likely be equally aware that those with lesser tolerance to such an exciting tactical flying experience, and who may have been reduced to facial shades of white or green, might have been driven to fill any available receptacle with vomit. One of my civvy colleagues’ first experiences flying in a helicopter was in a U.S. military Chinook. He summed up some of the sentiments and recollections that were typically encountered for the ‘civvy helicopter novice’ as he observed:

Helo [already fluent in the requisite lingo] check-in was new, different from the fixed wing Hercules C130 experience [described in the previous chapter], but was a relatively simple three-step procedure. Firstly you had to hand over your all-important ISAF ID card which wouldn’t be returned again until boarding the aircraft; then stand on some rough and ready weighing scales with your kit and body armour, possibly done separately, to ensure the overall passenger/cargo weight was within the bounds for that particular helicopter; and then simply wait for your flight to be called. Oh, and a fourth step that I proactively had to remember as well – to board the aircraft when called!

My colleague confessed that he was keen to assess the other passengers as they waited, whilst attempting not to look as if it was his first day at school. He tried to look confident, matter-of-a-fact, and to pretend to know what was going to happen next, even if he had no idea what time his flight was due, what type of aircraft it would be or even what the destination was likely to be. He undertook to play it cool, even if someone shouted at him. As a former policeman, he was probably very good at all of this.

Checking-in for any of the helo flights that abounded in Kandahar was, in theory, a straightforward process. You went to the tent or ramshackle hut that purported to be the check-in desk, stated which flight you thought you were booked on to and, when asked, showed your requisite ISAF ID card. But if flights were over-booked, then as a civilian, as already mentioned, you would be amongst the first to be rejected in favour of military passengers. That was fair enough. One of the U.S. civilian ladies who manned a particular check-in desk on the far side of KAF became something of a legend amongst civilian contractors such as me and my colleagues. The helicopters that flew in and out of the ‘ramp’, or loading/unloading area, did so province-wide and regularly. They were a main source of getting around to visit my teams deployed in the more remote areas.

This check-in lady, Lisa, was as obnoxious as they came. Unwelcoming, rude and blunt, it seemed like she had been parachuted into Kandahar against her will. She obviously felt her brief was to make check-in as miserable as possible for all passengers, military and particularly civilian. One of my colleagues, Topsey, presented himself for check-in one day, all requisite documents in hand. One of them, his Letter of Authorization (a U.S. form of identity), was folded in half. He handed it to the ogre, who flipped, cursing: ‘I don’t do your fuckin’ washin’ or ironin’ for you, and I don’t unfold your goddam LoA for you either, you dick.’ She handed it back to him unceremoniously.

Checking in for one particular flight, I appraised her of the situation: I was a civvy hoping to support the military in their efforts to defeat the Taliban. To do that, I needed to board a helo flight to see my operators in the field, who were facing a foe far less threatening than she presented to me. I couldn’t help concluding that this dumpy, obnoxious American woman was a Taliban ‘plant’ to further erode ISAF fortitude.

As those used to flying in helos will know, they are extremely noisy beasts; conversation immediately outside the aircraft, and inside, is nigh on impossible without the sometimes-provided microphones and headphones. On the ground at the main airfields, not least Kandahar, noise levels were almost always increased by all the other aircraft activity in close proximity, fixed wing and rotary. Topsey told me how astonished he was by the noise and how grateful he was that he’d been told to take with him and wear his little foam ear defenders. He said the noise made it even more tricky for him to look anything other than a helicopter ‘newbie’ to his fellow passengers, all, he suspected, veterans of hundreds of flights. Or were they? Perhaps there were other helo virgins amongst them who managed to conceal their dilemmas better than he did. He decided to heed advice given to him by other work colleagues on our programme: to do something, anything, confidently to convince them that he was a helo veteran too. He thus stood up from the rough wooden/sandbag perch on which they waited to board the aircraft under the blazing sun, casually looked around, adjusted his kit, yawned and sat down again. Incredibly, he believed this must have been convincing theatre to the assembled audience of fellow passengers.

Topsey also drew on an utterly non-PC aide memoire compiled by one of our colleagues in some of his idler moments, one that focussed on passengers on any given helicopter flight. Topsey’s description captures how this colleague’s memoire, echoing the chaos of a first helo flight, seemed to dance between speakers, first focusing on the point of view of the helo virgin, then slipping the reader into his shoes, and then out of them. It focussed on the secrets of what to watch out for in boarding a helicopter, whether a novice or not. Specifically, it advised on how to ensure your wellbeing on the flight vis-à-vis the other passengers present. It read, in order of priority, something like the following:

a. With little to do to occupy the hours whilst waiting for the flight to be called, time is unlikely to pass quickly. The novice passenger perhaps focusses on trying to keep cool in summer and warm in winter, reading a book or playing a game with any permitted electronic device such as a mobile phone.

b. Observing one’s suspected fellow passengers provides another distraction, as does acting out the ill-conceived charade of convincing them that you are an experienced hand at flying. Then, without warning and with escalating adrenalin, you may suffer a degree of ground-rush in the excitement as the sound of your helo clearly suggests that it isn’t far from landing.

c. Keeping care of your kit. With your aircraft safely landed and rapidly now readying for boarding on the hardstanding nearby, and with the unmistakable smell of aviation fuel in the air, you’ll be called forward to be handed back your ID card before being marched onto the tarmac to line up for the big moment. At this stage, it’s highly likely that the new boy in this type of environment will have encountered the first real difficulties, starting with what he anticipated was securely stowed kit dropping off or out of his Bergen or hand baggage. This would not be good news, especially for the pilot and the aircrew who are poised to usher the passengers on to the aircraft. The danger of any loose material of any kind in the area of a helicopter, its engines and rotor blades, can spell disaster.

The owner of the rapidly dispersing kit, being blown around by the downdraft of the rotor blades, seeks to recover it whilst fellow passengers doubtless begin to wonder who this buffoon is. Little help is likely to be tendered, but plenty of irritable looks are probably cast. The scrabble to recover the detached kit probably works for the large part, but a small, insignificant and rather untrendy beanie hat may blow away irretrievably across the airfield. The ‘Loadie’, charged with the orderly boarding (and unloading) of the aircraft and conduct of passengers once on board, waves everyone up to the Chinook’s rear entry ramp, past the heat exuded from the large engines and into the fuselage. Seeing the rear gunner, whose role is to provide fire support from the rear of the aircraft if and when needed, the novice passenger becomes transfixed by the activity of the gunner, whose focus is on loading another belt of deadly looking ammunition.

Hot but unflustered, he looks preoccupied with his job – something he has clearly done before: thousands of times. The gunner may glance at his passenger spectator, who has already caused a mini backlog behind him because of his static gawping. The gunner gesticulates towards the seats and mimes something that could be anything between ‘fuck off’ and ‘fuck off’. The now-agitated Loadie hastens up to the increasingly troublesome passenger, possibly gauging that this guy is new to the helicopter world. He points to where to sit in the lines of netted seats similar to those found on the C130 Hercules transport aircraft. Apart from tripping over a freight securing bracket on the deck, dropping a clammily held plastic bottle of water in the process, the passage to the seat goes without further incident. Even the ceremony of the seatbelt, a totally different fitting arrangement from fixed-wing aircraft, goes relatively smoothly.

Smug smiles from the newby helo passenger follow to his fellow travellers, all safely strapped in themselves and some with eyes already closed. The next-door body moves his lips to the ear of the now smugly confident helicopter virgin, who is even beginning to take in all the activity around with some degree of enjoyment. Sufficiently audible to be heard or at least mimed, next-door asks which stop he is getting off at? ‘FOB Pasab’, the helo virgin replies with an air of false confidence. ‘Oh’, says the lips, ‘goddam it, I’m off at Panjwa’i but don’t know which stop that is. I hoped you’d know.’ This is enough for our novice to freeze with fear – for he thought the aircraft was only going to Pasab. He had no idea it is going elsewhere – or how he is going to know which stop was Pasab.

Life on the helicopter then became prepossessed with a cacophony of panic-initiated ‘what-ifs’, of possibilities, of eventualities that had never crossed the mind. ‘What if I get off at the wrong FOB?’ ‘What if I end up back at KAF again?’ ‘What if my kit gets offloaded at a FOB and I don’t?’ ‘What if I get off the aircraft and my kit gets left on it?’ This is panic at its most prominent. Stay cool. Don’t look like the new boy, the helicopter virgin. Smile to conceal the fear of the unknown, and the reality that you’re so far out of your comfort zone that you have no idea what to do.

It’s too noisy to speak to anyone, but try anyway. Speak to your other neighbour. He’s asleep, so that’s no good. The aircraft continues on its way, flying in a straight line just behind the Blackhawk that is its flying partner for the day. There has been an uneasy calmness about the flight so far, despite the gunners constantly watching and monitoring the ground for possible attack. The rear gunner trains his gun on a mountainside as it passes by and then on an assembly of mud huts that forms the perimeter of a small village hundreds of feet below, poised for action with a belt of ammunition itching to be released onto targets. The calmness is misleading for the helo virgin, who now plucks up the courage to gesticulate to the passenger opposite. Miming ‘Pasab’ with a shrug of the shoulders, he is greeted with an equally theatrical shrug in return. No fucking use at all, but then that person is Slovakian and probably doesn’t speak English anyway, never mind English shrugging gesticulations. Next-door to him is an American soldier with one eye open, the other shut. In an attempt to catch the attention of the open eye, and desperately hoping that this American speaks some form of recognisable English, the novice helo passenger leans forward to address the open eye as close as possible. There’s a sudden jerk. The seatbelt does its job and stops the passenger leaning far forward with an almost audible thud against the front of the body armour, which in turn sends a minor whiplash effect upwards towards the passenger’s neck and head. It has an effect, however, as with intrigue mounting, the other hitherto closed eye of the American soldier opens too, with a quizzical look.

The aircraft starts to descend in an exaggerated fashion, circling as it does so, and just visible momentarily from the aperture which serves as the rear ramp’s area when closed is the obvious form of an FOB below, looking small and compact in the dusty landscape. More panic. In response to further miming by the now panic-stricken passenger, the American soldier, with both eyes open, turns and points towards the rear of the aircraft, close to the ramp, where the Loadie is holding up a small hand-scrawled sign that says ‘Masum Ghar’ – another one of the FOBs on the route to Pasab, apparently. Could it be that this helpful Loadie is intending to indicate each stop in turn, and that all the concern about offloading at the right FOB could have been a nugatory worry? The American turns and one of the open eyes winks at the novice, who has by now slumped back into his seat, probably feeling several pounds lighter, although yet to alight at the correct stop with all his kit correctly mustered.

The rear gunner adjusts his position for take-off and the next leg of the flight, as do the two side gunners, who are already eagerly scanning the ground outside the FOB for possible dubious activity as the nose of the Chinook dips over the perimeter barricades and gains speed to close the gap with its already departed sister aircraft. Eyes now firmly fixed on the Loadie, who has already nearly earned cult status with the novice flyer for his helpful signage, the new boy remains on edge as the aircraft contours around the landscape en route to the next destination. The aircraft begins another descent as the Loadie’s next scribbled sign is held aloft – ‘Pasab’! Deep joy, but panic in equal measure. Prepare to get off – at all costs, don’t screw this up! Think! Remember what kit you brought and ready it for the typically swift touchdown, off-load and take-off. Aircraft, even inside some FOBs, could be very easy targets. Kit at the ready and gathered in each hand and arms, you wait for the Loadie to hasten you off. ‘Go!’ The novice civvy tries to leap to his feet and to keep composed, but it proves an immediately flawed concept as he finds the seatbelt still buckled around him. He drops a small bag and looking down, his helmet follows his forehead, given freedom to roam by insufficiently tight straps. But it at least stays on his head. With his visibility impaired by the helmet, it is a struggle to retrieve the missing bag. He recovers it after much flawed fumbling, aware that everyone else is gawping with amazement and no little chuckling at his latest fiasco. The Loadie is shouting at him but can’t be heard above the din of the aircraft and amidst the hazy smell of aviation fuel and exhaust. It is hot and our helo novice is dripping with increasing sweat as he makes it on to the tailgate and steps hurriedly off the ramp on to the tarmac of the FOB Pasab landing site. No time for a papal kissing of the ground as he stumbles across to where the other passengers have already assembled. He stops short, dropping his hand luggage as the aircraft takes off. The huge down-draught caused by the rising rotors takes hold of the luggage, now untethered, and whisks it off across the landing site in spectacular fashion, bits flying everywhere. The beleaguered passenger, now at least safely arrived at the correct destination, takes off after the escaping luggage but is yelled at again, this time by an angry-looking civilian official who appears out of a ramshackle shelter as the two aircraft disappear into the distance. ‘Name?’ asks the stroppy civvy.

So it is that successful arrival at FOB Pasab marks the conclusion of the first helicopter flight for this helo virgin in this battle-strewn land. Otherwise, it has been just another flight, albeit to a different, unknown destination for the more seasoned helicopter veteran.





CHAPTER 17

Mr ‘Duck’

On balance, I reckon I’d rather be a human – civilian or otherwise – in Kandahar than a duck or a goose. Whereas humans risked the wrath, violence and other dreadful skulduggery and terrorism of the Taliban and any other likely opposition groups in the area, it would probably be fair to surmise that the average duck or goose had rather more potential enemies locally on KAF.

It was not a natural habitat or playground for the discerning duck or goose, which, even with the briefest glimpse on the internet, could work out that there would be far better places on which to descend. Why choose Kandahar, for Heaven’s sake? There was very little water and not many friends around. Any well-informed, worldly wise duck or goose would surely realise that a life on the River Avon, perhaps at Stratford-upon-Avon in the English Midlands, would offer a far more preferable home.

Three geese, unconfirmed as graylag or bean geese, and four ducks of mixed race appeared at KAF within a few weeks of each other in the late autumn of 2011, taking up residence in and around the only area of year-round water on the huge base – a small lake about the size of an athletics track fondly known as the old pooh pond. As previously described, it had a history that was self-evident in its name: it was the old open-plan sewage works on KAF, although that was some years ago, perhaps back around 2008.

The old pooh pond was very close to where I lived and worked for the later spells of my time in Kandahar. I felt well placed to monitor wildlife developments on the pond on a daily basis, having ascertained that, as the days passed, the new feathered arrivals seemed intent on more than a temporary stay. Nobody knew where they came from or why they descended on KAF. As the initial days of wildfowl occupation passed, it became rather obvious that the initial contingent of seven wildfowl were fairly innocent arrivals that had simply descended on some relatively rare and appealing water, despite its dodgy history. Perhaps the duck or goose that acted as lead scout deserves some praise for its site selection. It seemed that over the years since it was the old sewage works on KAF, some serious cleansing had taken place, initially through human influence and thereafter by nature. As my four years on KAF ticked by, there was increasing evidence of this pond becoming more appealing to birdlife of all sorts. To say it developed into something of a nature reserve would be overstating the case, but it did become more of a refuge to passing birdlife, with some staying permanently and others simply resting and refuelling. A half-decent ornithologist would doubtless be able to be more specific, but there grew to be plenty of bird varieties on and around the pond, including droves of moorhens, the occasional heron-like creature and thousands of roosting swallows that chose to descend on the rushes that surrounded the pond for overnight stopovers. Throughout most of the year, there was a minor spectacle each dusk as these swarms of birds mustered above the water, manically cutting Battle of Britain-type flight paths in frenzied fashion before selecting their chosen piece of aquatic growth. Excited chirping and cheeping followed as the birds competed volubly for competition as to who had secured the best berth for the night.

That was until the annual rush-burn that took place at the end of summer. The first time I witnessed this, I assumed the occasion to have been an act of nature, but thereafter I discovered that it was the American KAF authorities burning all the rushes around the pond in order to deprive any malaria-bearing mosquitos of breeding grounds. It was a clear and effective message to mosquitos to ‘bugger off’ elsewhere, and it worked. Not once did I see a mosquito during four years at KAF.

Whilst the ducks and geese lived ostensibly separate lives, there was one exception to the fraternisation agreement: a collective truce when it was feeding time by humans. That was when I first noticed someone whom I fondly came to know as Mr Duck, although he was in fact a duck and goose man. I first noticed him one day in late 2011 at about 5.30pm, with winter closing in, feeding bread to the birds – ducks, geese and others. I was in the midst of conducting a perambulation around the pond. I made a note of this sighting – the time and location. He wasn’t there the next day, or the next, but I did have a repeat encounter the following week. Once again, I observed this simple act of everyday normality from a distance, reflecting on the otherwise lack of normality living in the ‘bubble’ that was KAF – in my case, 100 days at a time. The contrast was stark between this normality and life in a conflict zone, with the regular rocket attacks on the base, the ever-present noise of aircraft, 24-hour military operations, civilians making the place work and people generally too preoccupied to observe normal pleasantries. Here was someone feeding the ducks and geese as if on a Sunday afternoon outing with his children. I had become attuned to many contrasts in Afghanistan – this was merely another, but it was nevertheless touching, and one that I found hard to ignore. It was a simple and humane sign of normality in an abnormal place.

Lest anyone should wonder at this stage what the tale of my ducks and geese has to do with this book, let me offer a thought based on the premise that these fluffy inmates of KAF were civilian birds, not slaves to the military. It’s fair to assess that these feathered civvies were more in the firing line than most of us human civvies – at least we didn’t knowingly risk the fate of ending up as someone’s dinner, whether human or animal. They also led me to get to know Mr Duck – another of the irrepressible civvies on KAF.

The week following my noticing Mr Duck’s presence, another late afternoon circumnavigation of the pond had me on a conveniently configured collision-path with the man himself. I deliberately, yet seemingly accidentally, timed my walk to perfection as I neared the place where Mr Duck chose to feed the ducks and geese each day. There was some unintended theatre surrounding his arrival. He approached in a battered old white pickup truck, this time with a friend in tow. Once parked on the edge of the pond, he hooted the horn a number of times, much to the delight and excitement of the ducks and geese. They paddled furiously to strike shore in time to guarantee being the first arrivals for the day’s issue of bread, biscuits and other delights so willingly proffered by Mr Duck and his mate. These were scraps that had been pinched earlier in the day from one of the DFACs. Over the ensuing weeks and months, this daily spectacle attracted other human spectators, all revelling in witnessing the simple ceremony that temporarily transported one away from the rigours of a prolonged war-torn existence many miles from home.

That day, I casually said ‘hello’ to Mr Duck and tried to engage him in conversation. Of apparent subcontinental extraction, or somewhere close, he had a wonderfully broad smile and shiny white teeth. It was soon apparent that his English language was limited: so too that of his mate, who was far more interested in the approaching ducks than me. I backed off to watch the pantomime unfold. The hooting horn had effectively summoned the ducks, in frenzied fashion, but the geese were altogether much more casual – they played it cool, arriving after the ducks but in the full knowledge that the latter would move aside for them when the moment required it.

The geese fed well from the food that was scattered around by Mr Duck and friend, and the ducks did well too. The moorhens that were bold enough to mix it with the bigger birds had to live off scraps, but they seemed happy enough. Whilst the ducks and geese, feeling and looking replete, waddled off to swim to their overnight lodgings, the rest moved in to see off the leftovers – moorhens, grey birds, black birds, mottled birds and whatever-they-were birds alike. I renewed my efforts to communicate with Mr Duck and his accomplice, feeling less guilty that I was distracting them from their principal focus of delivering dinner to the birds. Mr Duck continued to smile broadly at me, muttering in some indeterminate language, as indeed I was doing to him, although I don’t think my smile was quite so radiant. I gathered from Mr Duck’s side-kick, from a series of words that broadly hung together, that they were both from Sri Lanka. I think I heard a mention of Galle, the city south of the capital Colombo. That was all I could manage from our first meeting, but I was keen to find out a little more about them when an opportunity next presented itself.

I didn’t have to wait long for another fleeting flirtation – it was the following week, with winter now definitely in evidence. I had planned another chance encounter. This time I just missed the pair as I arrived for my customary nature stroll amidst the carnage of KAF and its environs at the very moment they drove off, leaving evidence of their recent presence for all to see on the pond foreshore.

I went on leave for Christmas 2011 and returned to KAF in January 2012. During my first week back, I ventured out to the pond, half expecting that my now familiar ducks and geese would have disappeared, perhaps having become victims of the festive season. But I spotted all the ducks and the three geese paddling nonchalantly around the pond in the now very cold weather. I was pleased to see them, but they ignored me. I felt miffed. I watched for a short while, then walked back to my office thinking that two can play at that game.

Some weeks passed before I saw Mr Duck and his mate again. I’d feared they may have returned home to Sri Lanka. It was February, the weather wet and cold, and the seasonal transition of KAF from thick dust and heat had revealed the usual thick, Somme-like mud that permeated everything. I spotted the two Sri Lankan gentlemen feeding the ducks and geese as I approached the pond. There were more familiar big smiles, but this time there was no pick-up truck evident. There was more attempted conversation than we’d had between us before, the drift of which was that Mr Duck was an employee of Ecolog (a big international utilities provider) and was one of their vehicle drivers on KAF. I think the same applied to Mr Duck’s mate, although I never did get absolute confirmation of this revelation. I’d already decided to limit any aspirations towards overly complicated conversation because of the language barriers. But this was serious progress. I queried how they summoned the ducks and geese without a truck’s horn to hoot? They thought this a funny question, and explained that clapping their hands served pretty much the same purpose – silly me. The taller of the two Sri Lankans, Mr Duck’s accomplice, picked up a second carrier bag of food and tipped it out on to the muddy foreshore. Mr Duck’s face again lit up as his dripping, dirty-feathered charges waddled around in pursuit of the tastiest bites before retiring for the night.

I dared to ask Mr Duck’s accomplice how many ducks there were, although I could quite clearly count eight. My experiment worked, and I was pleased to see Mr Duck raise four digits on each hand. So, he did understand and speak some English. I asked him what his name was, having explained that I was called Andy. I witnessed Mr Duck and his accomplice apparently debate what they’d be called that day. After much kerfuffle and rapid dialogue, I was told that Mr Duck’s name was Roshan and his mate Asanko (at least I think so). I am no expert on Sri Lankan names, but whilst Asanko could have passed for a name from anywhere in the world, I had my reservations that Mr Duck was truly called Roshan, not least because this was also the name of one of the main telephone networks in Afghanistan.

The feeding of the ducks was duly completed. I produced a packet of wine gums from my pocket, which I offered to the two Sri Lankans, hoping that the sweets would serve as international currency. They did the trick brilliantly! More lit-up faces and more white grins ensued as my packet of wine gums took a hit. They managed to ask whether I was American or Australian? This presented a snag: should I keep it simple and confess to being one or other of their two chosen options, or try to explain that I was a Brit from England? I ruled out the first option, because frankly the appeal of pretending to be American didn’t pass muster, nor did it grab me to be Australian. I elected to be English. This rang a chord with Mr Duck (or Roshan, or whatever he wanted to be called), who I now know tried to tell me that he had a brother in London and that one day Mr Duck hoped to visit him. Whether he knew quite where England was I have no idea, but I did enthuse about the number of ducks and geese he could see in London parks if he did visit. But we were making progress, having not only identified each other’s home countries, but having also established that we all liked ducks, geese and wine gums!

It was another couple of weeks, well into 2012, before we saw each other again, with the ducks and geese having been in residence on KAF for three or four months. But the word was out and the goose grapevine had kicked in: two new geese had joined the three original pioneers. The five strutting geese now formed an impressive sight, with four of them following the nominated leader on land and water. The feeding continued and I gradually became better acquainted with Mr Duck and Asanko; that is, until the latter disappeared permanently sometime in September 2012, having returned home. One afternoon towards the end of the year, whilst busy watching the ducks being fed, and in a moment of emboldened bravado, I offered to buy Mr Duck a tea or coffee at the small Danish outlet that was located behind the 20-foot anti-blast walls close to the old pooh pond. The invitation was understood, and after a pond-side feeding session one day we adjourned to sit outside the Danish shop to enjoy our drinks.

I found out that Mr Duck did indeed hail from just outside Galle, where he had a wife and three children: two boys and a girl, aged 9, 7 and 2. He told me in better English than I could speak his language – Sinhala, I think – that he used to work repairing vehicles in Sri Lanka, but that the pay was ‘no good’ and insufficient to provide the lifestyle he aspired to for his family. He’d heard from a friend that there were better-paid opportunities working in Afghanistan. His friend had recently (in 2010) finished working for Ecolog in Bagram in north-eastern Afghanistan, and the pay of U.S. $800 per month had set him up for life. He had been made aware though that to work for companies such as Ecolog, he had to raise a sum of U.S. $2,000 himself before even being considered as an employee. Mr Duck had admirably achieved this over a prolonged period of time, with some family helping in so doing, and had then been selected to join Ecolog as a driver based at KAF. Most of his time since he joined the company in 2011 had been spent driving a non-potable water bowser around the base. I heard the familiar story of how he missed his family, and in particular seeing his children growing up, during his long spells in Kandahar.

Mr Duck confirmed, as his mate back in Sri Lanka had said, that the ultimate financial rewards would be worth the short-term sacrifice. Mr Duck implied that he intended to complete no more than three years in Afghanistan before returning to his family. In the meantime, and like most Asian men, he would continue to send most of his earnings to his immediate and wider family back home, providing very well for them. I asked if he’d mind me repeating what he was telling me in a book that I was planning to write about civilians on KAF? I think he understood roughly what I meant, and said that it would be fine. I wasn’t sure whether or not he could read English, but I did promise to send him a copy of the book if it ever got published and if he told me where to send it!

He conveyed to me that he felt very lucky to have the chance to work in Afghanistan and to earn wages that far outstripped any possibilities or opportunities in his native country. He was quite set in his mind that the penalties of working in a war zone were worth the financial benefits, although he had not told his wife about the lurking dangers of basing at KAF. The rocket attacks, for instance. Whilst fearing these attacks, he was quick to point out that all his friends had the same anxiety: most had no military background. He had more concerns, it seemed, with the six months he spent at a time in KAF before qualifying for any leave. I asked him what Mrs Duck thought about that. His grin reappeared and he said that the money he earned helped keep him sweet with his wife! He was also not the first person I spoke to who stated that his young children sometimes found it tricky to identify him after six months away, or hard to adapt to having a father in the house again – a sad reality of living this type of lifestyle. As a surprisingly coherent and interesting conversation drew towards a natural conclusion, I decided to tackle the real business of the occasion. I explained that I had counted only four geese that day. There used to be five. Did he know the whereabouts of number five, I wondered? The big white grin returned as he explained that the missing goose had come off second-best in a confrontation with an armoured vehicle.

Regrettably, the drama was far from over. By April that year, 2013, the tally of geese had dropped to three once again, this time with an unexplained disappearance. I checked with Mr Duck, but this time he had no idea what had happened. I largely managed to glean as much from him based on vehement sign language, shoulder-shrugging and headshaking. Our foreshore meetings continued (I must have been there twice a week or so), and in between the daily feeding ceremonies it became clear that Mr Duck was soon to be heading off on leave for some well-earned R&R. I quickly identified the approaching conundrum: who would feed the ducks and geese in his absence? I wimped out of asking him if I should do it, for fear of failure and rejection by Mr Duck – I simply couldn’t bring myself to do it. Nor did I feed the birds when he was away. However, I was taken aback to discover that whilst Mr Duck was away, the numbers of geese dropped from three to just one within a couple of weeks. Whilst contemplating whether this was a direct result of Mr Duck’s absence – broken hearts, perhaps – or it was attributable to some other more devious factor, I was startled one afternoon to find one of the absent geese doing a very passable impression of a pancake on one of the dirt tracks around the pond. I found no trace of its other missing mate. I felt for the poor remaining goose, which now cut a forlorn figure swimming around on its own, bereft of its friends.

I needn’t have worried. Mr Duck sneaked back from leave whilst I was away on a trip to Kabul, and by the time I next saw him, he had identified the crisis for himself. The good news was that the eight ducks were still intact. Our next meeting in the heat of the summer revealed a man revitalised by his leave back home in Sri Lanka. He was really quite chatty and managed to convey that he now intended to stay in Afghanistan as long as possible in order to provide for his family as best he could. He had apparently gained Mrs Duck’s consent to do so. The option of returning to his mechanics job was something that would come around eventually, but not whilst the opportunity in Afghanistan remained. This was a most familiar line, one that I’d heard many employees and contractors in Kandahar reflect upon: ‘making hay while the sun shines’, ‘staying on the gravy train’ and ‘exploiting the moment’ were sayings that occurred time and again.

War is horrific in most aspects, but the silver lining for some – including myself and Mr Duck – was that it could also present opportunities. Here, the two of us had some common ground that juxtaposed with our otherwise totally different backgrounds. I liked Mr Duck; I admired his honesty and simplicity. I liked his humanity and normality in feeding the ducks and geese amidst the horror of the insurgency going on around him. I liked his cheeky and beaming white grin too!

Autumn heralded surprisingly good news. Out of the blue, the lonesome goose (Gary the Goose, to its mates) inexplicably showed up one day in September with a friend – another same-breed goose. Happy as Larry, or rather Gary, the pair swam contentedly around the pond, feeding happily on Mr Duck’s fare, as had always been the case – Gary had a positive spring in his waddle, befriended once again. In October, the drama continued with news broken to me by Mr Duck one afternoon that would have been worthy of a BBC headline. One of the ducks now had a duckling! Two days later, he took great pleasure in pointing out the duckling to me and illustrating how hard it had to work to keep up with its adult peers, either whilst paddling frantically afloat or waddling 24 to the dozen ashore. This was high drama indeed.

The upbeat news continued in November 2013 when the two geese suddenly seemed to acquire a third partner – once more swimming around as a threesome. It remained a mystery as to whether the two recent joiners were from the original five and had taken a sabbatical somewhere, before electing to return to their old stomping ground. Maybe they just took pity on the lonesome Gary the Goose and decided to return to keep him (or her) company. Whatever the case, I went on leave in December 2013 with the eight ducks, one growing duckling and three geese happily living once more on the old pooh pond.

In January 2014, I returned to KAF. I circumnavigated the pond three times to wish a Happy New Year to my little feathered friends, but I counted only five ducks, including the duckling: there were no geese around. Mr Duck was a ‘no show’ too. I never saw the missing ducks or any of the geese again. Nor Mr Duck. I was sad about that, on all counts.

Sometime later, I found out that the authorities on KAF had deliberately poisoned all the ducks and geese on the old pooh pond. It was billed as an understandable measure throughout the base to reduce the bird population as a whole in order to lessen the threat of bird-strikes on the aircraft operating in and out of the airfield. Whilst the logic in trying to reduce the chances of air accidents caused by birds cannot be questioned, I nevertheless felt sad about the demise of the ducks and geese that had provided pleasure for some in an otherwise extremely austere environment. Besides, I’m not even sure my feathered friends could fly, never mind locate the airfield or flights paths.

On 1 March 2014, I went for a post-evening meal perambulation around the old pooh pond in near total darkness. Halfway around, I heard an unmistakable ‘quack’ from the water close to the area where I had come to a standstill. I listened and watched for evidence of a duck, principally to confirm that I wasn’t losing the plot. Then came another ‘quack’, followed by a sploshing and splashing as the unmistakable outline of a duck waddled from water to foreshore, aiming for me; hoping, no doubt, for some charitable edible donation. I heard another ‘quack’ from the water and saw the slightest of shadows, duck silhouette-like, moving from left to right in the darkness. This, I concluded, was the word from the afloat duck to the one that had just carried out the amphibious landing to approach me with caution. The duck that was by now about 4 metres away from me stopped in its tracks, clearly mulling over its options – to continue to waddle towards me perhaps, or to stay still and hope it hadn’t been seen, before slinking back into the water? Or maybe it should leg it as fast as possible back into the water and the safety of the darkness. I decided to help this little fella in its decision-making, whispering to it: ‘If I were you mate, I’d bugger off to some other pond away from KAF. Everyone else is dead, poison abounds and you’re next in line unless you go now. So hop it.’

The duck and its mate seemed to take my advice, but without a word of thanks. By the morning, they had disappeared – hopefully to a new site rather than onwards to meet their makers.





CHAPTER 18

The Americans

I deliberately wanted to save until the end of my book this chapter recording the unquantifiable leadership and commitment that the United States dedicated to the war in Afghanistan. From my perspective, that is. As a miniscule part of the support to the U.S. and Coalition military juggernaut, working as a civilian in support of the ISAF-led Coalition at least gave me latitude to reflect. I was probably amongst the vast majority of non-Americans who felt intrinsically and inescapably part of an American venture whilst in Afghanistan. Quite rightly so, in many ways. Most of the thousands of ISAF-connected personnel – civilian and military – who found themselves on the ground in Afghanistan from 2001 during Operation Enduring Freedom (U.S.-speak for the operation in Afghanistan), in the widest possible variety of roles, were directly or indirectly linked by inference to the United States, who led the ISAF Coalition. The United States initiated operations in Afghanistan, directed them politically – with varying degrees of political support from its many allies – and led the military side of operations during the war from 2001–14 and beyond.

Many of the civilian companies involved in the operation were either of purely U.S. pedigree or of U.S. origin. The United States, the world superpower that had contrived the intervention in the first place as a key component in the global fight against terror, had invested significantly more money in the conflict and contributed more military hardware and personnel to the operation than any other country, by indeterminate margins. It goes without saying that the United States also lost considerably more troops in combat in this far-off land than any other ISAF nation. Over 1,900 U.S. troops were killed in total in the war as a result of enemy action (and over 20,000 were wounded in action) but in percentage terms the figure was similar to those of other countries committed to the conflict, the UK included.

We Brits should count ourselves lucky for being able to rely on our enduring ‘special relationship’ with the Americans. A relationship established at the highest political levels, I continued to believe that it permeated most levels of society beneath that. It helped professionally, socially and in a raft of other ways. On KAF, it helped ‘open doors’, gain access to senior people, broker deals, facilitate friendships and give credibility to issues that might otherwise have been tricky to convincingly convey. The bilateral civilian network on KAF might not have had recourse to the foundation and accepted protocols of the military equivalent, but it was nevertheless very active and at times based firmly on similar U.S.–UK bilateral understanding.

I was lucky to meet Bill, an American civilian, one day in Kandahar. We were randomly hanging around betwixt rocket attacks outside the NAAFI coffee shop before legging it for the perceived safety of cover under one’s duvet. Bill was a senior member of the Counterinsurgency Advisory and Assistance Team (CAAT) based on KAF. We subsequently met for a coffee on another day, when the rockets weren’t raining down on us. He was a significant contact whom I fortuitously met early on in my time at KAF. He was an intelligent, well-informed, helpful and extremely engaging personality. With far more time than me spent at KAF when I departed in July 2014, this former military man was an inexhaustible source of expertise on COIN warfare.

During his time there, Bill had already travelled extensively throughout Afghanistan, visiting ISAF bases and talking to commanders and others on the ground about their experiences. In widely canvassing their opinion, sussing the ‘mood music’ on their respective patches of responsibility, exploiting his inquisitive mind to the full, he had developed a deep understanding of his subject. It was little surprise that he had ready access to the most senior commanders in Kandahar to offer advice and answer questions. Although becoming the CAAT Senior Advisor in the latter stages of the conflict, during my time there he had to endure that role being filled by transitory U.S. Marine lieutenant colonels at KAF with a fraction of Bill’s expertise. In getting to know Bill really quite well, there was no doubt in my mind that I was the net beneficiary of our exchanges of information. Much of what he conveyed to me was of direct benefit to the prosecution of our HUMINT programme. Bill always showed genuine interest in what we were doing, also seeking advice on occasions, but remained generous in imparting useful information to me in the most unassuming way. His deep subject matter expertise could not possibly have been replicated by any member of the U.S. military during a transitory tour in the country.

In conversation with Bill, he told me unashamedly that he was not one to prosecute the oft-seen Americanism of believing that the longer hours you worked, the harder you would work and the more productive you would be. Speaking particularly of life back home in the States, he said that he believed this to be a flawed concept. Whilst he recognised the need for spikes in working hours from time to time, he said it was interesting to see some American faces – civilian ones in particular – glaze over at the prospect of more efficient working practices, a more equitable work-life balance and (horror of horrors) even some more extended holiday periods. I kept in touch with Bill for a while after my contract concluded whilst he remained in the immediate aftermath of the ISAF withdrawal from the country.

Queuing for a flight one day, I was behind a guy called Gus. American through and through, he explained to me that he had no military background whatsoever but wanted to experience conflict. When I enquired why, he eloquently articulated that his background was based in the agricultural region of the U.S. Mid-West. He had hardly ventured outside of his state of Illinois, where conflict was limited to a number of gang disputes. We chatted at length, particularly about what he expected as a thoroughbred civilian from his anticipated experience in Kandahar. He had a contract with a construction company to deliver concrete to new-build projects on KAF. One of those projects was directly in support of the U.S. military, building a new hangar and associated hardstanding for in-bound secretive UAVs. He quite rightly declined to give further details, as he was under constraints imposed by the U.S. equivalent of the British Official Secrets Act.

Our brief encounter, albeit extended further than expected by delays waiting for our helicopter taxi to arrive, once again made me question the role of civilians in conflict. I wondered how many of Gus’s family and friends back home in Illinois had a clue what he was doing in the far-flung land of Afghanistan, or indeed knew that civilians were pivotal in so much of the war against the Taliban?

Evidence of Uncle Sam’s political and diplomatic policies and intent was manifest for anyone to see all over Afghanistan, even if only in some cases through its military might. Unlike all other nations that contributed military assets, people and hardware to the operation in Afghanistan, the United States military generally had representation and presence in all parts of the country. It was rare to go to a FOB anywhere and not find American troops in situ, whether they were in the majority there or the minority, working alongside or in support of other nations’ ISAF troops. Their serious representation in these outback places endorsed the fact that without the United States, we other minor-contributor countries would inevitably fail to operate in conflicts such as that in Afghanistan.

Who in their right mind would not want to have the support of the might of the United States in a conflict? It was similarly highly unusual not to find American civilians – contractors and others – in most bases. There were thousands of them. The civilians, who obviously didn’t operate and deploy as formed units like the military, were far more dissipated around the country than their uniformed counterparts. But they were to be found in every nook and cranny, every outpost, working as Department of Defence employees, contractors, company employees or in any number of other roles, including independent advisors.

Whilst not wishing to pigeonhole all U.S. civilians in Afghanistan into stereotypical groupings, it was nevertheless amusing for casual observers to note that a remarkably high proportion of them fell into one of two categories. Many were former military people, of course, as was the case with many of the civilians from other nations, not least myself. It seemed that amongst former U.S. military menfolk, there was a more widespread trend to appear in some form of stereotype than there was amongst former British Servicemen. A case of ‘been there, done that’; but not always – far from it. Contrastingly, there were the civilians with no military background, like Gus, who had somehow chanced upon an opportunity to go to Afghanistan without having experienced anything quite like it before. Some seasoned contractors, however, may have previously ricocheted from conflict zone to conflict zone in various capacities, probably more so than many military personnel.

I found that military personnel and civilians all had a way, either consciously or subconsciously, of presenting themselves in Kandahar: confident (justified or not), strident, perhaps a tad edgy, weary and having an air of resignation regarding their situation. It didn’t seem that anybody really cared that much about others; it was all about how you felt in yourself.

I met so many good U.S. people during my time in Kandahar – military and civilian – most of whom willingly sought and forged good relations with people from other Coalition countries. There are, frankly, far too many others to mention here, other than those already highlighted. The enduring gratitude of my team went out to all these guys for their friendship and professional countenance and cooperation.

But as with every community, there were those who tarnished the approach and attitude of the 99 per cent who helped make a hostile and austere environment a tolerable and effective living and working lifestyle. On the U.S. side, they were few and far between, though I did encounter a couple of unpleasant characters mentioned already. One more unpleasant character also came to light when I and other contractors were asked to brief a newly arrived U.S. Army brigadier general on what we did. We were warned that he tended to shout and interrupt constantly. Sure enough, soon after I started briefing him on our HUMINT role and attendant benefit for the Coalition military, he interrupted and yelled at me. I paused, drew breath and, looking him in the eye, told him that our programme had been operating in the area for two years, that we knew all the key Afghan Police and military contacts, and that his predecessors had articulated how our output had helped save countless lives and limbs. I suggested that the HUMINT programme we prosecuted could be of considerable benefit to him and his troops. I also pointed out that I had served more years in the Royal Marines than he would ever spend in the U.S. Army. At this, he piped down and didn’t interrupt or shout at me again.

Amongst the throngs of American military personnel in Kandahar, I saw a number of those who served in the U.S. Navy. There were also a few naval personnel amongst the British military contingent, including one particular submariner. These seafarers – American and British – must have felt even more geographically displaced in Kandahar than others. I once met two American individuals, civilians, who told me they were colleagues who normally served as contract crew on shipping container vessels; big ones. Feeling more than a little fed up with their lot, they had applied for positions with a company responsible for the handling of shipping containers coming in and out of KAF. Once again, this idle banter had unfolded as we waited for a helicopter flight, the three of us having been booted off the first flight in favour of military passengers. With entirely different backgrounds, we compared notes. From their perspective, two conclusions were reached. Firstly, as expected, they missed the sea. Secondly, they stated that the long periods spent on rotation in Afghanistan were nothing compared to the endless months at sea and away from home whilst in their previous careers. They asked, politely but enquiringly, why I was engaged in further military-associated employment, having done that throughout an extended military career. It was a fair thought and observation, I reckoned. Nevertheless, I dodged answering their question.

It was from the Pakistani city of Karachi – the nearest seaport to Afghanistan, some 920km away from the border – that many of the millions of tons of supplies, much of it of American origin, were transported by road to Afghanistan throughout the conflict, often in large convoys that attracted insurgent attention. All too frequently, fuel convoys were ambushed, with precious fuel supplies destroyed before arrival at their intended destinations in Afghanistan. This was often the cause of fuel shortages and consequent rationing whilst I was resident in Kandahar. Other cargo transported by the convoys, for example weaponry, food and medical supplies, provided welcome bounty for insurgent attackers. It should be noted that the civilian, mainly Pakistani, convoy vehicle drivers from Karachi were courageous in embarking on journeys through their country in ISAF convoys. They did it for handsome remuneration, even if some had political feelings that veered more towards the Taliban than the ISAF Coalition. They risked ambush and other attack every time they took to the wheel in one of these convoys.

There was no escaping the thousands of U.S. troops in Afghanistan: their equipment, the armoured vehicles and other military hardware, their domination and their overwhelming commitment to the cause, all rooted in the dreadful events of 9/11. This huge war machine required similarly massive support and resupply, with that logistical effort coming by air, sea and road.

I was posed a rhetorical question by an American lady at a diplomatic function in Norway in 2007: ‘Why does everyone hate the U.S.?’ I would contend that whilst the United States does attract degrees of irrefutable ‘hate’ from some quarters, quite the opposite is true from others. Perhaps this is no more the case than with various other nations, which can be loathed and loved in equal measure. But as the primary world superpower, some might say the playground bully, I guess the United States has to take its fair share of criticism and flak from others. We mused about the more irksome characteristics that make Americans so ‘American’, traits that of course you would never find associated with the perfectly formed and ever so well-behaved Brits!

That same lady said a British friend of hers had once given her an article from the Daily Telegraph on American working practices. The article clearly linked to what Bill – the U.S. civilian I had met for coffee in Kandahar – had told me about the American work ethic. It described the ill-effects caused by the American mentality of going through the charade of being at work for endless, pointless hours, resulting in limited productivity. I wonder if all bosses, albeit expecting such practises, really felt it was worthwhile? But they probably conducted themselves in the same way to impress their bosses.

Evidence of traditional U.S. patriotism abounded at KAF – and what an admirable and tangible thing American patriotism is. Stars and Stripes fly everywhere, even when there is nothing in particular to celebrate, while slogans marking corporate identity and American nationalism permeate society – in company mission statements, in military units, on T-shirts and other memorabilia. There is a great sense of unity in American society, even if there are significant rifts beneath the surface. The same applied at KAF, with at times the outward show of American pride and passion for their country exposing the lack of similar British attitudes. As with elsewhere back home, the Brits’ expression of patriotism tended to be rather coyly reserved for such occasions as Royal weddings or births, improbable cricketing exploits or yet another failed World Cup campaign by England’s overpaid footballers.

The Fourth of July Independence Day celebrations took place on KAF at the Boardwalk as best they could under the circumstances, with patriotic flags and banners aplenty. There was a lot going on: ‘have-a-go’ games stalls in the open heat and in tents, a band playing, announcers whipping up American fervour and excellent burgers in their thousands being offered free of charge. But no alcohol, of course. All of this was enjoyed by those not working on the day, principally Americans but also those of other nations who were graciously welcomed to join in the festivities. American patriotism travels well and widely regardless of prevailing circumstances.

To conclude on the Yanks, I will recount a tale of an unprovoked ‘snatch’ by an American civilian on one of my team – a former Royal Marine named Marcus. I need to record early on in this account that the American involved was in fact female! Let me call her ‘Annie’, in order to afford her some anonymity. I had been given Annie’s name and contact details in August 2012 by someone who felt we should meet to discuss potential overlapping areas of HUMINT interest. She was an American civilian who worked for a particular USG Department in the main ISAF Regional Command HQ on KAF. This was the principal U.S.-run HQ for the area. I met Annie only a few weeks after she’d arrived in theatre from her base in Washington. Her expertise and focus of attention was on military and other intelligence. It took me little time to realise that our HUMINT programme may have had some serious relevance to and overlap in what was Annie’s bailiwick. She showed great interest in the work that I and my widely dispersed team were charged with, to the point that one day she asked if it would be possible to meet up with one or two of our experts/mentors at any of the outlying FOBs. She used the clear overlap in our interests as the valid rationale for so doing.

When she said she was planning to visit FOB Azzizulah in Kandahar Province in early 2013, I promptly arranged for Marcus, our mentor who was based there, to meet her. In ways that only impromptu happenings and chance occasions can effect, this fleeting moment turned out to be anything but fleeting and was to change the course of both their lives! I am short on the truth of who actually made the running, and far be it from anything that’s part of my business, but what emerged very soon after the visit was that the pair had seemingly spontaneously developed far more than a passing professional liaison.

Marcus announced to me that they had contrived to meet on their next, fortuitously partially overlapping leave periods in Kathmandu, where Annie already had a trekking holiday planned. It was too late for Marcus to join her on that, but they spent a few days together in a hotel in the Nepalese capital after she’d completed the trek. I saw Marcus for lunch an hour after he returned to KAF from leave.

He wore a telling smile that did not remotely align with the mood of someone who had just returned from leave, with 100 days to run until their next break. It suggested he had something to tell me. I looked at him quizzically, and as he looked back his smile broadened further.

‘How did it go?’ I asked, referring to his break in Nepal with Annie. ‘You haven’t done anything silly have you?’ I was determined to get to the bottom of his immovable grin. He then not only confessed to having become engaged to Annie, but said they had also planned a date for their wedding in August 2014 – and could I go? Call me old-fashioned, but this was by any standard international dating and forward planning of epic proportions – never mind having met in a grotty, hot, dusty, out-of-the-way FOB in the middle of a bloody war zone. As I pretended to Marcus that this was just another successful pairing achieved by the Canning Dateline Services plc, I couldn’t help wondering what my commission would be, having achieved the match against such an unlikely backdrop. Annie and Marcus were duly married in California in August 2014, although sadly I couldn’t be there. I still await my commission payment.





CHAPTER 19

Drawdown

It really was quite obvious that something was missing. Before departing on leave in March 2014, the ‘office space’ in which I worked on KAF had been somewhat dwarfed by its immediate neighbour to the rear. The two premises were separated by lines of 20-foot shipping containers used by my own company and the British military, and by the 20-foot blast walls that characterised the landscape on KAF and other bases in Afghanistan. Wherever one looked, the landscape comprised a medley of physical defensive measures, the staple one being an imposing 6–20-foot-high reinforced concrete barrier. They were designed to help protect property and people against the ravages of inbound indirect fire, Taliban initiated of course, usually in the form of rocket attacks or something potentially even more sinister: a suicide attack, for example.

The neighbouring premises were the Kandahar Hotel – an assembled mass of portacabins. I should add that the term ‘hotel’ that was applied to this particular building was a little misleading, as it was really no more than a collection of those portacabins, joined together on two levels and with the ‘rooms’ inside decked out to make them worthy of accommodation for hire. A reception office at the front on the ground floor was the administrative hub of the hotel, where punters checked in to book a room for the night (or day), mainly visiting contractors, for sums well in excess of U.S. $200 per shot. There was a choice: another ‘hotel’ of similar construct on the other side of the airfield that invoked similar tariffs for the privilege of hiring a room.

When I returned from leave, the Kandahar Hotel had, in the space of four weeks, totally vanished: evaporated without trace. The neighbouring premises, containers and blast walls had also all but disappeared, leaving an area of flattened, dusty terrain ready for handing back to the Afghans. I was more than a little surprised at the speed with which it had been dismantled and the foundations razed to the ground. I shouldn’t really have been surprised, because the serious drawdown on KAF had started in mid-2013 and had been ongoing since.

‘Drawdown’ meant a number of things, but all were ultimately politically driven. It involved the phased withdrawal of ISAF Coalition troops from Afghanistan, its military hardware too. It meant the withdrawal of the thousands of civilians from the country, also in a phased fashion. And it meant the levelling of all Coalition infrastructure that had been built and developed to facilitate and support the war effort against the perceived enemy: the Taliban.

But the Kandahar Hotel’s disappearance signified the very rapid dismantling of KAF during the first half of 2014. It was the tangible sign and evidence that the end of the ISAF campaign in Afghanistan was nigh, and that KAF was being taken apart brick by brick, plank by plank and building by building before we all set off for home. After four years in Kandahar working in support of the military forces, in a niche expertise delivered by my subject matter experts on the team, our part in the conflict was over; done and dusted.

The reality of the disappearing Kandahar Hotel brought home to everyone on KAF that the end was approaching: very good news for the military elements perhaps, but not necessarily for the civilian contingent, for whom the end would have a bitter-sweet flavour.

For some, the prospect of going home to loved ones and friends, to live a normal life once again, would inevitably be offset by the reality of losing one’s job through enforced circumstantial closure, and the consequent loss of continued healthy earnings. The prospect of another period spent job-searching would beckon, with the possibility of having to live off accrued earnings becoming a reality. It was further proof, if needed, that the lot of a contractor was always a tenuous one, with little or no job security: that was the quid pro quo for accepting ‘a pretty penny’ for any given period of time.

Yet this turn of events should not have come as a surprise to anyone – it had all been planned and in the offing for months as part of the ISAF exit strategy and withdrawal plan. By early 2014, the plan was picking up momentum, and was in full flow by May of that year. Members of the KAF community, both military and civilian, moved around the base to find daily changes to the landscape.

The Boardwalk bore the brunt of much of the overt dismantling process, as the retail units in their containers and huts were simply lifted by crane, dismantled and moved away as soon as the owners had cleared the interior of unsold stock. The German and French PXs vanished within days of each other in mid-May, so too TGIF, KFC and the Mama Mia pizzeria. Closure of many of these commercial units, such as they were, was often preceded by sales or ‘special offers’ to shift remaining stock. These eatery outlets offered special meal deals, which attracted many bargain-hunters deprived of other such opportunities. Post-closure of these outlets, there was little ceremony in the destruction squads moving in with their cranes, bulldozers and skips to dismantle them. For those who had spent some time living on KAF, they witnessed, often with a degree of sadness, the rapid and systematic collapsing of the base, including the sometimes piecemeal and other-times wholesale simultaneous levelling of the facilities that had made KAF a relatively comfortable ‘open prison’.

When quizzing those in charge of the closure operation, there was one unanimous line: only a few selected buildings would be left intact for handover to the Afghans, whilst everything else would be clinically dismembered, destroyed and removed. Millions of dollars of investment in the conflict to build these Coalition force bases all over the country would be obliterated, dismantled and taken away. In many cases, the infrastructure would literally go up in smoke. It was very hard not to sympathise with the views of those from all over the world, but in the United States in particular, that the war had simply been a huge waste of money, regardless of the principles surrounding the cause. Billions of dollars, mainly American, that had been thrown at the war would now evaporate.

Many outlying FOBs were dismantled and flattened in toto, in a very short timescale, returning the area to what it had been before the conflict – a barren, empty landscape. Furthermore, without any Coalition presence in those locations, it left a vacuum that could once more be filled by the Taliban insurgents at a time of their choosing. That, of course, duly happened. It was already happening in many areas by the time I left in 2014. One of the reasons behind this clinical ‘wiping clean’ of the sites occupied by ISAF bases was to ensure that nothing of any use fell into the hands of the Taliban insurgents or supporters living locally. This was done by removing and destroying everything. Further rationale lay in the almost paranoid yet understandable wish to ensure that nothing remained that would cause offence to the Afghan citizens or nation – no parts of the disassembled infrastructure bearing offensive or insulting graffiti, for example. Any possible chance of highly sensitive publications being left behind or seen to be being destroyed, such as copies of the Qur’an, was to be eliminated.

Any evidence of Afghan national flags being left in position without due deference to national cultural and other sensitivities that might cause offence was to be averted. There had been repeated incidents throughout the conflict that had caused insult to the Afghans, their culture and religion. This had invariably resulted in violence, often causing further unnecessary injury and loss of life. Civilians amongst the Coalition war effort were as culpable as military personnel, often more so because of their usually longer cumulative periods spent in the theatre of operations. Whilst many had firmly held reservations about American competence at or perception of how they should best prosecute ‘hearts and minds’ campaigns in foreign lands, few could contest their wish not to fall foul of publicity and other ‘traps’ in leaving behind anything that could fuel the reigniting of such scenarios. I am quite sure that other Coalition partner nations would have been relieved to see how comprehensive this effort was by the United States to leave behind no evidence that could be used for untoward purposes, of any sort.

One of the other aspects of the drawdown programme was the drafting into KAF of a number of key personnel and organisations, mainly Americans or those sponsored by the United States, who were nearly all civilians, whose sole task was to prosecute the dismantling and closure of the base almost in its entirety.

Charged with a very clear mission, it was unfortunate to see the mindless attitude of some of these people manifested in their self-centred and tunnel-vision attitude towards other KAF inhabitants, who themselves still had their own missions to fulfil before their departure from the base. This included military organisations and civilian contractors. My company was just one of many affected by those few who showed startling disregard to others on the base and the fact that contracts and jobs still had to be completed. It seemed to matter not a jot to some of those intent on increasing bureaucracy levels, changing rules and regulations on a whim just to expedite the exit from KAF of as many people and organisations as possible, as quickly as possible, in order to make their own lives easier.

Most of the potential ‘evictees’ from KAF had some sympathy for those responsible for effecting closure of the base, but not at all costs, and especially where the fulfilment of contractual obligations was concerned. This tendency was also witnessed in many of the outlying FOBs, and in many ways epitomised the compartmentalised way in which the U.S. system worked, with minimal evidence that it was remotely joined up. Between Americans, there seemed to be an acceptance of everyone doing their own thing – perhaps it was just too big a system to be joined up and coordinated – but spare a thought for those with different accents: a foreign, non-English speaking person had no chance of either being understood or fighting their corner amidst the closing maelstrom of KAF dismantlement. The base closure folk forged ahead, sweeping all and sundry aside in pursuit of their aim of rapid base closure, revelling, it seemed, in making life as difficult as possible for some of those who remained.

The closing-down and dismantling programme was an efficient, well-planned and brutal process that was clinical and rapid in its delivery, sparing only carefully considered pieces of the KAF infrastructure. One such was the main hospital, built from scratch after the ISAF Coalition occupation in 2001. Not having been privy to the exact details, I was told by some of the civilians working for a company charged with various of the dismantling tasks that the shell of the hospital would be spared the bulldozers, together with some of the essential medical equipment and facilities within. The well-intended plan was to hand it over to the Afghans upon ISAF’s departure, for rather obvious humanitarian ‘hearts and minds’ reasons. I’m not sure how this plan materialised, but my suspicion, based on previous evidence, suggested that anything of any value left in the hospital would be stripped out by the local military and civilians and sold on for a tidy profit.

The ISAF closing-down and destruction of bases all over Afghanistan continued apace well after my departure in 2014. The effect was to deny the Taliban foe the chance to profit from any ISAF assets that might have been left behind. It also scourged the country of much of the evidence that ISAF had even been there, waging a war, for so long.





CHAPTER 20

A Few Reflections

During and after my time in Afghanistan, I constantly reflected and mused upon what I was really doing there, considering my ill-thought-out wish to detach from military ‘things’ after my service with the Royal Marines. There I was again, many miles from home for long periods. My reflections after returning to the UK were multifarious. My efforts to encapsulate a few of those sentiments fell into a number of snapshots, which I trust are epitomised in the ensuing broad areas.

Roles of Civilians in a War Zone

During my career in the Royal Marines, I had frequently seen civilians fulfilling a variety of roles in support of the military. However, I unashamedly confess that I only saw the tip of the iceberg in terms of how much civilians actually contributed to various conflicts. I only really appreciated the roles played by civilians with whom I had any direct contact and dealings. Whilst it was relatively easy to identify some of the parts played by civilian organisations (such as NGOs – Non-Government Organisations – other government bodies like MI6 and aid agencies), there was a plethora of other roles that largely went unseen. What I was unaware of was how many of these roles, fulfilled by civilians, would otherwise have had to be carried out by military personnel, potentially detracting from the main aim of defeating the enemy. Many of these roles also provided unquantifiable assistance in making life as tolerable as possible for the front-line fighting troops, such as catering provision, medical support, postal services, retail facilities and civilian-operated helicopters and aeroplanes. The list is endless.

Separation from Home

There were stark differences of opinion between those with and without military backgrounds on the long periods of separation in Afghanistan. I mused a great deal on the subject. Whilst in military life one expected to endure the demands of extended periods away from home and loved ones as part of the deal, the average civilian, of which I became one, did not. But I was used to it. Others, without my background, were not so attuned to this relatively unusual concept and temporary way of life. Separation, for some, perhaps meant an occasional weekend away from home. Partnerships and social/working patterns may have been temporarily interrupted. But for those unused to more prolonged periods of separation, life with those absences may have been more challenging. Many civilians, as I discovered, were thrust unknowingly into the stark reality of prolonged periods away from the comfort of their home base, whether it was in Winchester, Newtownards in Northern Ireland, Billericay in Essex, Glasgow or elsewhere. Separation, wherever from, remained the same.

Unless busy, and arguably fully busy, throughout those periods of absence from home bases, extended periods away from home could have become very laborious and weary. Time potentially dragged – a lot. A key for me wasn’t simply ticking off the time-chart: wasting precious days on the planet in the process. The unlocking of the solution for me, and others, was bizarrely, as I have said earlier, to try to unravel the days of the week – to keep focus on which were weekdays and which were weekends, especially back home. This was not so strange as it was trying to retain a focus on which day of the week it was. It became a key instrument in maintaining some orientation on the days, weeks and months until your next break back home. Three-and-a-half months away from home, repeatedly, is testing, even for the most hardened of former Service personnel. Six-month tours of duty away from home in the Armed Forces, often in hostile and oppressive environments, were usually punctuated with periods of R&R, at or around the halfway mark. This was not the case in the civilian, contract world, with repeated rotations of more than three months attracting no respite during those prolonged periods away. For those unused to such separation – civilians at heart and by background – this was a serious testing of adjustment and mental alignment. For some it was at the very least challenging.

Reverting to the daily and weekly cycle whilst deployed – marking weekends, for example – was key for me in plotting those important markers. Whenever I could, I tried to watch weekend sport if I had access to a screen or tablet of some sort – that meant it was indeed a weekend. Watching sport played a huge part for me during my UK weekends.

As a civvy in Afghanistan, I was required to work six or even seven days a week. In my previous military role, I’d not have batted an eyelid. But I did then. Things had changed. I was now a civilian – so what had changed? The rhetorical question played hard on my mind. It formed a huge part of my daily thoughts.

It was a tricky place in which to live and work, with an enduringly harsh environment – hostile, and environmentally and domestically challenging. Heat, humidity and the enemy posed constant threats, both mentally and physically. It potentially tested your loved ones, home-based all the time, to a greater extent.

Whilst not professing to be a psychologist of any sort, these reflections gave me some food for thought. ‘Separation’ can be defined in many ways, but the context in which I mean it is that time spent away from home and your loved ones, in order to work; nothing more complicated or implied than that. Whilst the rotations on my company contract, stipulated by the USG – set at 100 days deployed in theatre followed by 30 days’ leave – might have seemed comfortable for some, to others it was a harsh regime. Fortunately, all those who signed up to the model were independent consultants able to decide their own destiny.

For the former Servicemen and women, this was in theory a relatively easy transition to the arena of the civilian workplace. Nevertheless, some found it trickier than others, as whilst life serving Her Majesty’s colours inherently involved separation from home, it was rarely a regular or repeated long-term feature of anyone’s career. Seaborne members of the Royal Navy were more likely to spend the longest periods away from home – that is when the UK had sufficient ships and submarines to employ them! Based on my experience in Afghanistan, I noted that those with a background in the Armed Forces adapted very rapidly to the 100/30-day rotations, albeit some of their families did baulk at the repeated nature of the routine.

Those with former police backgrounds fared differently. There were significant differences between them and their military counterparts: two of them stood out. The first was that the police generally spent most of their time actually prosecuting what they’d been trained to do, whereas military folk spent most of their time training to do their job. The second key difference was that most policemen and women were rarely separated from home for any prolonged period. Conversations on the subject that I had with former police folk whilst in Afghanistan gave rise to yet more debate on what constituted ‘separation’. For some it meant being away from home on a two-week residential course; for others it meant a one-off exchange with another force for two years, albeit with home leave every fortnight or so. Very few spent more time than that away from home. But I noticed, perhaps as a consequence of this, that many of the police members of my team lapped up the chance to be away from home in the civilian environment of Afghanistan as a contractor on the 100/30-day routine – particularly those from the RUC/PSNI. Some embarked on repeated employment with different companies, time and again. Separation thus followed separation. One could muse endlessly on the reasons for this.

I continue to take my hat off to those who signed up to offering their services with me and others in Afghanistan, especially those without any previous experience of hostile environments and prolonged periods of separation from loved ones. Both facets took acclimatisation, lasting varying periods of time, to adapt to. Both took time and a willing mindset to adjust accordingly. It was never easy.

My Afghan-origin New Century colleagues with whom I had the pleasure to work with in Kandahar, and who were all resident in the UK, had varying stories to tell about separation from loved ones. They encompassed diverse and contrary tales of separation. Escaping from their homelands in Afghanistan, legally or illegally, usually with stressful tales accompanying their exit routes, nearly always involved periods of terrifying separation from their families and friends. Unplanned as many of them were, these times of separation led many of the escapees to new lives in mainly Western territories, often in the UK. There, they missed their families and friends left behind in their homeland of Afghanistan. This type of separation cruelly juxtaposed the blessing of having escaped a tyrannical regime to freedom against the pain of having left behind loved ones. A huge conundrum of separation resulted – freedom achieved versus the abandonment of their family and friends.

Before, during and after my time in Afghanistan, I reflected and mused on the impact of repeatedly long periods of separation away from home.

***

My final and abiding reflection centres on the people of Afghanistan, specifically those whom I met and observed in Kandahar. These include those we mentored in HUMINT from the Afghan Police and Army, the few who provided services in and around KAF and outlying FOBs, and the wider population in the community, most of whom were pro-Taliban. What united them in their varying pursuits was war; seemingly endless war, spanning decades. But there ended, it seemed to me, any thought that they were united in one cause. They were all subject to the corruption that remains endemic in Afghan society, and all remained pragmatic to align with the hugely vacillating political and military climate that continues to plague their country. The current population of the country has never experienced anything different, nor did their recent or more distant forebears.

I am quite sure that since the Taliban regained power in Afghanistan in 2021, many of our mentees will have naturally realigned their HUMINT expertise to benefit the Taliban. Those who provided any services to support the ISAF Coalition during the war will, I am equally sure, have been killed by the Taliban in retribution. For the wider population in the community, perhaps nothing has changed that much. But maybe their illusion of any benefit to be gained from further Taliban rule has been torpedoed by more poverty in the country’s failing economy, more malnutrition, a declining job market and a return to the cataclysmic suppression of the basic rights of women and girls.

Do I feel sorry for the people of Afghanistan? Whilst I have genuine sympathy for all our wonderful Afghan-origin interpreters, especially those with family still in Afghanistan, I struggle to answer my own wider question more fully. I had little enduring empathy with the Afghans I met whilst based at KAF. We were to them, after all, just another bunch of foreigners temporarily occupying their country. For that I do pity them.

An impoverished Third World country it may be, but I will struggle to feel properly sorry for its people until they do something to help themselves.





Epilogue

The Taliban’s seizure of power in Afghanistan once more in August 2021 inevitably gave rise to the reflective question of whether the war, and all that it entailed, was worth it. The financial costs involved, political consequences and other macro-implications paled into insignificance when levelled against the human bill of sacrifice. There were the thousands killed on all sides of the conflict, amongst dozens of nationalities, all the life-changing and other injuries, not to mention the lasting mental effects on so many directly and indirectly involved in the conflict. These thoughts merely scratched the surface.

Beneath that surface, there were thousands of participants involved in the conflict who would have asked of themselves the same question after the Taliban takeover: was my contribution to the conflict worth it?

My own reflections on the subject inexorably led me back to my arrival in Kandahar in 2010. Then, I leaned heavily on advice from my team of former police and military HUMINT experts, who observed that much of the existing HUMINT doctrine and practices prosecuted by the Afghans was predictably Soviet based. This stemmed from the period of the failed Soviet invasion and occupation of Afghanistan from 1979–89, during which Soviet influence and training of the Afghan security forces prevailed. This included the training of the Afghan Army and Police in the nuances of HUMINT operations – Soviet style. With the commencement of the delivery of our HUMINT training programme in 2010, and after early exchanges with our Afghan mentees, it became evident that some of them seemed prepared to pragmatically realign their HUMINT modus operandi with our doctrine and practices. These guys wanted to sway with the prevailing wind. Some were ambivalent; others remained steadfastly blistered to their Soviet training and refused to budge in their outlook. The latter bore evidence to the fact that some of the Soviet mud (their training, teaching, doctrine and practices) had stuck amongst their former mentees.

The sum of this inherited status quo was that we had a mixed bag of views and attitudes amongst our newly assigned Afghan Police and Army mentees. It soon became an unstated challenge for all our mentors and interpreters to align all our mentees along the same lines of Western (and other) HUMINT doctrine and procedures. That proved to be a well-intended but unrealistic goal, with Soviet influence continuing to prevail amongst some of the die-hard mentees. Pressed by their respective police or military bosses to comply with what we were contracted to deliver, the willingness of others to adapt their HUMINT principles and methodology was encouraging.

Yet amongst this optimism, doubts surrounding the likely longevity of our HUMINT teaching began to escalate as we pondered what might unfold after our inevitable withdrawal from Afghanistan. Regardless of future political pathways and ensuing government regimes in Afghanistan, a well-founded suspicion arose again that, like all Afghans, their HUMINT specialists would revert to the pragmatic stance of adapting to procedures to suit the moment, regardless of previous teaching. In reality, and in the cold light of day, who could blame them for this approach?

In 2014, our programme delivery ceased amidst the widespread ISAF Coalition withdrawal from Afghanistan. The hope was and remained that some of what we taught the Afghan Police and Army would endure, that some of the mud would stick, just like it had done for the Soviets. If this has proved to be the case, then I could argue that what we delivered as a body of civilians was worth it. But somehow I doubt we’ll ever accurately know how much – if any – mud has stuck.





Glossary





	ATM

	Automated Teller Machine/cashpoint




	CAAT

	Counterinsurgency Advisory and Assistance Team




	Civvy

	anyone who is not in the armed forces




	COIN

	Counterinsurgency




	DFAC

	Dining Facility, or canteen/dining room




	EOD

	Explosive Ordnance Disposal




	FOB

	Forward Operating Base




	Helo

	helicopter




	HESCO

	a type of rapidly deployable defensive barrier




	ID

	identity




	IDF

	Indirect Fire




	IED

	Improvised Explosive Device




	ISAF

	International Security and Assistance Force




	KAF

	Kandahar Airfield




	LoA

	Letter of Authorisation




	MEDEVAC

	Medical Evacuation




	NAAFI

	Navy, Army, Air Force Institution




	PIM

	Professional Intelligence Mentor




	PSNI

	Police Service of Northern Ireland




	PX

	Post Exchange (a U.S. outlet, similar to the British NAAFI)




	R&R

	Rest and Recuperation




	Stand-to

	a period of high alertness during which enemy action may be expected




	TCNs

	Third Country Nationals




	TGIF

	Thank God It’s Friday (a restaurant chain)




	TLS

	Taliban’s Last Stand – the arrivals terminal for all flights on Kandahar military airfield




	UAV

	Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (drone)
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Kandahar Airfield. (Author’s collection)
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Home from home in shipping containers. (Author’s photo)
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On alert after ground attack siren sounded. (Author’s collection)
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Shipping container office and sleeping space for civvies. (Author’s photo)
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A typically crowded forward operating base. (Author’s photo)
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View from inside the KAF perimeter fence. (Author’s photo)
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KAF civilian airport terminal, the scene of many suicide attacks. (Author’s photo)
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Police HQ where HUMINT mentoring took place. (Author’s photo)
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Introduction by author to end of Afghan police HUMINT training course prize-giving ceremony in 2012. (Author’s collection)
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Afghan Police being mentored. (Author’s collection)




[image: Image]

Mentoring Afghan Police mentees. (Author’s photo)
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Some of our Afghan Army mentees. Note the pistol being pointed in the background. (Author’s photo)
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An Afghan Police mentee practising his new skills. (Author’s collection)
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Sunset over the old pooh pond on KAF. (Author’s photo)
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Masum Ghar bazaar on 11 August 2011. (Author’s photo)
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Result of HUMINT mentoring – a Taliban weapons haul. (Author’s photo)
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Result of HUMINT mentoring – Taliban weapons. (Author’s photo)
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One of our Police mentee forays that went wrong. (Author’s photo)
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Taliban car bomb. (Author’s photo)
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Taliban munitions and explosives found in Panjwa’i in early February 2014. (Author’s collection)
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Afghan Kandahar Special Branch hierarchy. (Author’s collection)
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Moon and Lipkcho at Cambridge DFAC 2. (Author’s photo)
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Awaiting flight from KAF. (Author’s collection)
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The Boardwalk. (Author’s photo)




[image: Image]

Presenting the ‘best student’ award to Afghan policemen on completion of an 8-week HUMINT training course delivered by New Century trainers, all former police officers, in 2012. (Author’s collection)
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Cambridge DFAC. (Author’s photo)
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The Arghandab River valley – Taliban stronghold and poppy fields. (Author’s photo)
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U.S. helo often used by civilians for transport between bases. (Author’s photo)
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Author on hot and cramped U.S. Army road move. (Author’s collection)
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Civilian helos in the firing line. (Author’s collection)
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The author with 2 PIMs, 2 ACAs and one interloper (!) at FOB Walton. (Author’s collection)
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Christmas 2010 on KAF. (Author’s photo)
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Three PIMs discuss mentoring strategy at FOB Pasab. (Author’s photo)
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