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The arrest


Here’s how close I was to getting away.


Minutes. Maybe five, maybe three, stood between me and getting on the plane. I had got to Kabul International Airport and walked through check-in without luggage or any possessions other than the clothes on my back and the packages of American dollars in my pockets. I was cleared through customs and several security gates in the clean, newly built terminal. My flight on Afghanistan’s national carrier, Safi Airways, to Dubai was on time, and I made it through the departure lounge where I showed my boarding pass and waited with the other passengers for the minibus to take us to the plane sitting on the tarmac. All that was left was a quick shuttle to the steps of the jet and I was home free.


Just a few hundred seconds. As long as a cupful of water takes to boil. How many times, over the next seven years, could I shut my eyes and count out those seconds? How



many prison kettles of water would that add up to? In what kind of a blink could they pass, compared with the black hole that would chew the next seven years out of my life? If I thought about that too much, I could drive myself mad.


I kept my head down, not looking at the other passengers, just willing the minibus to come and take us to the plane. After the chaos of the previous twenty-four hours, I was more strung-out with fatigue than panicky or scared. I was composed but tired, thinking only one thought: Let’s go. I wore my Blundstones and a checked shirt and jeans that I’d picked up earlier in the day from my mate Frank, whose place I’d dropped into during the height of the mayhem. Frank, a Canadian freelance security contractor I’d worked with for years in Afghanistan and Iraq, and I had talked about which airport I should go to. One option was the airfield at Bagram, the military base where I could get onto an American military aircraft. Bagram had its advantages, being under American control, and as a security contractor working for an American company, I had come and gone freely from Bagram over the previous twelve months with identification that gave me the equivalent rank to a captain. Frank made a plan to get me there. But I was wary of Bagram. The drive was too far for comfort, and the security would be intense. Any of numerous checkpoints could pull me up. My preference was for Kabul International, the civilian airport. I had bought the Safi Airways ticket for Dubai the previous day, before all hell broke loose. A day ago, I had expected to be flying out of Afghanistan for the last time on my way to starting a new adventure in Africa. It might as well have been a lifetime ago. In twenty-four hours, everything had changed.


Bagram or Kabul International? US military or Afghan civilian? In the end, I did what I always did when faced with



a fifty-fifty decision. I pulled my trusty Australian fifty-cent coin out of my pocket and tossed it.


Heads. Kabul International.


Frank wished me luck as I left his place in a taxi. I got to the airport without incident. Like a lot of major infrastructure in the city, Kabul International was fitted out with the latest computerised equipment, but the locals didn’t know how to use or maintain half of it. It looked nice, but everywhere you looked were half-finished offices, rubbish blowing around, and computers still in their boxes. The grand opening for international civilian flights, just a few weeks earlier, was the first step in the airport’s decline to wrack and ruin.


The security arrangements were tight, though. A British company called Global Risk Management, which employed several people I knew in the tight-knit world of private security contractors, had been teaching the Afghans how to do airport security, and they were efficient. I was inspected, scanned and searched at two gates after passport control. I went down a set of stairs to the departure lounge, and as I was waiting for the call to board, my phone rang. The screen said it was Anton, one of the managers at work.


‘It’s all good,’ Anton said. ‘Just wait there, you’ll be fine.’


I trusted Anton, in as much as I could trust anyone who’d done the things I’d seen him involved with. Actually, I didn’t really know how much I could trust him. I was working that out as I went along.


Soon enough I had an answer. Another call came in. It was Elena, who worked as an administrator at Four Horsemen, the American company I had worked for in the year since I’d been in Afghanistan. Elena was the wife of Petar, the operations manager and leader of a group of Macedonians who held senior positions in Four Horsemen’s



Kabul office. Elena was really good at her job and we’d had a cordial professional relationship during my year in Afghanistan. I treat people as I find them, but the Macedonians didn’t like other men talking to their women, and my friendliness with Elena had never gone down very well with her husband and his mates.


‘Rob, I have to warn you,’ Elena said.


My heart rate went up a little. ‘What’s going on?’


‘My husband has given the NDS passport photos of you, details about you, everything they need to identify you. They’re coming for you now. You need to get out of the airport.’


Fuck. Had I been sold out? The NDS, or National Directorate of Security, Afghanistan’s secret police, had close connections to Commander Haussedin, the local war lord who I believed was the main source of all of my, and our company’s, problems. If Petar had sold me out to Haussedin, the next few minutes could be the difference literally between life and death. I considered my options. I couldn’t go back out of the airport the way I’d come in: on the streets, I would never escape. I couldn’t get to Bagram now that the alert was out. And my Safi Airways flight was only minutes from boarding. My way out of here was in that plane.


Over the next seven years, I thought about Elena’s call. As I gathered more information, I eventually came to reconsider what had happened. Maybe I wasn’t really seconds from getting away. Maybe it was all a set-up. Maybe that minibus would have just waited on the tarmac for however long it took for the cops to come and grab me. Maybe, as I wished for those few seconds to tick over, my fate had already been sealed by forces beyond my knowledge or control. In a strange way, that consoled me. Better to be angry at betrayal than wringing your hands over bad luck and a couple of minutes.




In the events that followed Elena’s call, I had one—if only one—stroke of fortune. The eight men who came into the departure lounge to grab me, led by an officer waving around a copy of my passport photo page, my company ID and some other proof-of-life documents, were wearing uniforms. They were Afghan police, not NDS, who would have been in plain clothes. If the NDS had arrested me I would probably have been taken to a ‘black’ or secret prison, tortured and murdered. I’m reasonably sure that that’s what would have happened if I had tried to get into Bagram.


The uniformed cops didn’t tell me I was under arrest. They didn’t tell me anything. Without a single word, they grabbed me by the arms and marched me back through the departure lounge. I played dumb. As we walked, I got my hand into my pocket and found the redial button on my phone. The last person I’d called was Frank, and I definitely trusted him. With my phone on and the redial button pressed, I hoped that Frank could hear what the police were telling me as they walked me through the airport. Frank would put two and two together and know I’d been caught. The most important thing was to remain visible.


As we walked, I began asking loud questions, spelling everything out so that Frank could overhear exactly what was going on.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Where are you taking me?’


‘To police headquarters or the commander’s office here?’


‘Why are there eight of you who need to do that?’


When we came towards the airport security office, I had one last hope: the ‘Green Line Handshake’, as it was called. On the frequent previous occasions when I’d had to go through Kabul International Airport, a security officer



I knew, Captain Hamid, would help me and other security contractors avoid certain levels of scrutiny. Four Horsemen would send us to Dubai with as much as two or three hundred thousand American dollars in cash that it wanted us to hand over to Tim Akuchi, the company’s Kenyan-born financial controller. For the company, it was worth spending a few grand in bribes and airfares to get hundreds of thousands out from under the tax man’s nose. So we contractors would be given a return flight to Dubai, five grand to piss away while we were there, and a couple of grand for Captain Hamid and his Green Line Handshake.


I had US$12,000 on my body: $10,000 I had collected that day, in the rush to leave, from my own bank account, which I’d stashed in my pocket and in my ID holder, plus another $2000 in cash that I always carried in my wallet for emergencies. This might be my last chance. I thought my luck might be turning when Captain Hamid appeared among the uniformed men gathering outside the airport security office. My last resort was to get a private moment with him. There might be some way he could take some money and escort me back to the plane. I tried to catch his eye.


When we entered the office, that hope fell away. Sitting by the desk was Commander Haussedin. I thought, I know where this is coming from now. Of course. Captain Hamid was one of Haussedin’s men, a fellow Panjshiri tribesman. From the Panjshir Valley north of Kabul, this small but influential tribe were key players in Afghan politics, and whichever power was in charge, be it the Americans, the Russians, the Afghan Taliban, the mujahideen or the mob of crooks installed after the American invasion, the Panjshiris always ended up on the right side of the deal. Everything dodgy, dirty and corrupt that our company did was ultimately



connected to Haussedin and his Panjshiri cronies. It’s a mark of my desperation that I ever entertained the thought that Captain Hamid might have been able to help me.


Haussedin—who had turned into my nemesis and enemy over the previous twelve months—was not looking particularly happy as he sat in the airport security office and watched the uniformed police go about their business. They searched me in front of the war lord and took my wallet, my passport and other ID, and the $US12,000. They pilfered my sunglasses, pretty much helping themselves to everything but my clothes. I never saw any of it again.


Haussedin became furious when they found my phone, which was still on the line to Frank. They switched it off and trousered it. Haussedin began barking at the cops. Although I couldn’t understand what he was saying—throughout, they spoke only in Dari Persian—I gathered that he was unhappy that I had been taken by uniformed police rather than the NDS, and that somebody on the outside had been informed of my arrest.


Frank would, that day, call Four Horsemen to tell them where I was and what had happened to me. They said they already knew and told him to butt out of it. He had his hands full when the NDS turned up at his doorstep later, and he was forced to bullshit his way out of any suspected role in my attempted escape.


I was held in the airport security office for a couple of hours. Without an interpreter, I didn’t know what was going on. I knew what they had arrested me for, but had no idea what was going to happen next. As they talked among themselves, I acted meek and mild and dumb. Now and then I asked, in English, what was going on and if I could make a phone call, but that went nowhere.




With Commander Haussedin was a man the police described, in broken English, as a ‘legal representative’ from Four Horsemen. But he wasn’t a lawyer. My guess is he’d watched an episode of LA Law. He sat there obediently and did nothing other than watch.


Eventually he had some action to look at. Two plain-clothed police, who I understood to be NDS, came in. I thought, Here we go. I was handcuffed, thrown against the wall, searched again and photographed. The head of airport security hit me in the head, slapping me with an open hand, careful not to leave any visible damage. He was going off his brain, screaming at me, but what he was saying was surreal.


‘You’re a tourist!’


Whack.


‘You fucking tourist!’


Whack.


‘You’re a tourist!’


This was so bizarre, and so stressful, and I’d been awake for I don’t know how long, all I could do was start laughing. A tourist? That was what I’d done? I wasn’t too keen on tourists myself—pretenders, idiots who swanned into Afghanistan pretending to be hard men, wannabes, fake journalists, opportunists, drug-addled aid workers, the joint was crawling with tourists. And now I was accused of being one of them. I thought, Yeah, sure, man, I’m a tourist, just drop me at the nearest youth hostel.


By the time I came to understand what he was really calling me—‘You’re a terrorist!’—every policeman in the room had taken offence at my laughter and begun hooking in. One came up and hit me in the ribs with the butt end of his rifle, which he then used to crack the side of my jaw. I felt a tooth break off. I went down onto the floor, grabbing



my head. They stopped for a moment and had a discussion. I think they agreed not to hit me in the face anymore, because from then it was open season on kicking me in the ribs, arms and legs. I tucked my head in while they all took turns. Credit to them, they stayed away from my face.


Once they were done, they frogmarched me out of the office into the public area of the airport. As we went down a flight of stairs, there were a couple of Americans coming up the other way, staring at me, What the fuck? written on their faces.


‘Yeah,’ I mumbled to them as I went past. ‘Bad day out for everybody, I think . . .’


The next hours blurred by. They threw me in a police van and took me to the headquarters of the counter-terrorism police in the centre of Kabul, where I was put into a cell. It was a shithole, filthy and damp and reeking of excrement, the worst you can imagine of a Middle Eastern jail cell. After a few hours, someone brought in a small bowl of rice. No water—I still hadn’t drunk a drop since I was at Frank’s place several hours earlier and was getting seriously dehydrated. I sat on the floor and bundled myself into a ball, my arms wrapped around my knees. I was so buggered I drifted into a half-sleep, but someone must have been on duty to make sure I didn’t get comfortable, because whenever I began to drop off some men would come in and give me another touch-up, handcuffing me to a wall so my arms were above my head and then slapping and kicking me.


They kept me there for a night. The next day they moved me somewhere else in the same building and left me alone for a day or so. On the third day they grabbed me roughly and threw me into another van, which took me to a holding cell packed full of what looked like criminal suspects dragged



out of holes. Rail-thin and smelling like they hadn’t washed in years, these Afghans were sharing a bowl of rice like animals. They barely even noticed me. I went to a corner and tried to be invisible again. That cell was a concrete box with some thick glass tiles in a line above head height. Over the steel door was a security screen, shaped as a concertina, like a lift door, that the guards could look through. For a toilet there was only a bucket already full of shit that had overflowed onto the floor.


No doubt about it, I was fucked. The fact that I’d been given no proper lawyer, no chance to make a phone call, no contact with my employer let alone the Australian embassy or anyone who could speak English, all added up to the same thing. All bad. I was writing myself off. This is not looking good for you, champ.
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What I’d done


I was arrested on a Thursday. On the Wednesday I had quit my job, killed a man and set his body on fire.


I am not a good man. I have a temper and do not suffer fools lightly. Ever since I was a boy growing up in the outback of South Australia, I have held firm beliefs about right and wrong and have been unafraid to stand up for myself when challenged. I was raised to do things as well as they can possibly be done and took my counsel from the books and the thoughts that accompanied me during long hours alone as a boy in the desert. My dad was a cattle station overseer and a wildlife artist, and we would spend hours in the bush, not saying anything, me asking and answering questions in my head about why things were the way they were and what I could do to make them better. Having grown up in such isolation, I had rigid ideas about how men should be. When I was a teenager, this sometimes got me into trouble.



After I had been drawn into some fights and hauled up before a court in the remote South Australian town of Port Augusta, my mum told the magistrate that I was signing up for the Australian Army, which the magistrate accepted as a proper alternative to punishment by the law. During the fifteen years I then spent in the army, I guess I was known as someone who liked to do things his own way, was effective, and sometimes rubbed up against certain kinds of authority. I’d like to think that I was always dedicated to getting jobs done as well as possible, but others might have called me a maverick and a hothead. So be it.


I lost seven years of my life for a crime—murder—that I did not commit. I killed a man in self-defence. I was imprisoned for seven years because I never received a fair trial and was lied to and cut loose by the employer I trusted as a friend. If the lid was simmering before, during those years it popped right off. Every day was a battle to contain the anger inside me. The prison was a hell on earth, as I will attempt to show in these pages, but I’m afraid my words will never be up to the task of conveying the filth, the danger, the uncertainty, the noise, the stench, the hopelessness, the barbarity, the cheapness of life, the random violence, the anguish, and the sheer fucking boredom that I had to wade through day after day, more than two thousand days and nights, in what should have been my prime.


How did I survive? That’s what this book is about, but be warned, the anger I felt every day was my best weapon in the daily battle for survival. Being fucked-off with my circumstances got me through a lot of dangerous situations. My constant anger made me scary to people who might have done me harm. The longer I was in prison in Afghanistan, the fewer hassles I had, because potential assailants were



worried about what I might do. They might come to my cell and see me doing handstand push-ups or some other exercise in endless reps, and this would make them reconsider any plans they might have had to bother me. You don’t come out of that experience and suddenly turn into the Dalai Lama. I had my own demons, but it was also anger that helped pull me out of my periods of depression and despair. I have written this book during my first year of freedom. Anger became my friend, and it still is. I feel that I owe it something. Will I seem like I want to settle scores with my enemies? What do you think got me out of bed when I was in jail, if not seething rage at the colleagues and treacherous ‘friends’ who betrayed me when they thought I couldn’t hit back? This is how I survived seven years of mental torment and physical threat in the worst place on earth: anger and the desire for revenge. I might come across as filthy at the world and enraged from time to time, but this was my reality and I make no apology for it. My anger was not just a consequence of what I had been through. It also saved me. Anger was my armour.


That said, I have plenty of friends who say I’m actually quite a nice and surprisingly normal guy! And pretty much everyone, friend or foe, concedes that I am a straight talker. I have many flaws, but even those who took me to task or got on my wrong side would agree that I am honest, sometimes to my own detriment. I will tell my story as I remember it. I can’t promise that my memory, with all that I went through, is one hundred per cent accurate, but I will be absolutely genuine in my recall of events. My account will be a thousand times more truthful than the shit that was pinned on me.


Since leaving the Australian Army in 2004, when I was thirty-two years old, I had worked as a private security



contractor in Iraq, South Africa and, for the twelve months leading up to my arrest, for Four Horsemen in Afghanistan. Four Horsemen’s founder, John Allen, was an American Special Forces veteran with whom I had established a good relationship. He was someone I trusted implicitly until Four Horsemen threw me under a bus.


The day before my arrest, in June 2009, John and his cadre of American managers were at the company’s office in Dubai. In their absence, the guy in charge of Four Horsemen’s Afghanistan office was Petar. In his mid-fifties, grey and balding, constantly smoking, Petar was one of the reasons I was quitting, so I took some pleasure that Wednesday in walking in and telling him I was resigning, effective immediately. There were a lot of reasons behind my decision, but the main one was that I felt my life was increasingly at risk due to the corruption and incompetence of the people I was working with.


Petar tried to talk me into staying. I doubt he really wanted me to, but he didn’t want me leaving while John Allen was out of the country. ‘Just stay till John gets back,’ he pleaded.


One of the company’s principal operations was convoy security—we looked after international, mostly American, truck convoys once they came out of Pakistan and travelled to Bagram Air Base and the other bases throughout Afghanistan. One of the US government’s aims was to ‘localise’ security and transport logistics, transferring responsibility for providing trucks as well as guarding these convoys from their own military to private companies. In Iraq after the 2003 invasion, America had controlled such security, but when the USA’s focus switched to Afghanistan, a decision was made to encourage the locals to build their own



economy and maintain their own infrastructure. The Americans wanted inbound transport companies to be operated by Afghans, but the shortage of competent and honest local people meant that the companies had to be joint ventures, with Afghan ownership and manpower working alongside international managers and operators. My role was to lead Afghan security teams on convoy protection. For the company, it was lucrative thanks to the enormous amounts of American money washing through a barely regulated economy, but also extremely dangerous work, made more so because of the loose management arrangements between the private companies and the Afghans. In Four Horsemen’s case, the Afghan side was led by Commander Haussedin and his Panjshiri militia. We were in bed with one of the most corrupt war lords in the country.


Here’s a small detail of that corruption. The contents of the convoys we escorted around the country ranged from building materials to food and medical supplies to mail for American servicemen and women. These convoys contained the nuts and bolts of Afghan reconstruction after eight years of war and some things, like the mail, were deemed so important that if anyone threatened a mail convoy we were authorised to use lethal force. It was high-stakes business and you would think that every detail would be controlled strictly, but when the truck manifests—the lists of contents, numbers of trucks, numbers and size of containers—came in from the US military, Petar would simply cut and paste them into an email and pass them on, without checking what was actually in the trucks or how many trucks there were. At first I thought this was just Petar’s gift for laziness and turning a blind eye, but during the time I worked at Four Horsemen, I discovered that it was actually a way of permitting things to



be stolen from the convoys or, more often, added in. If you wanted to transport drugs or arms around Afghanistan, what safer way than to sneak them onto an American military convoy? And if the Afghan war lord responsible for moving those drugs and guns around was in league with the chief of operations of the security company, how easy would it be to just pay off that manager to refrain from checking what was in the convoys? I am not just speculating on this. I had seen it happen repeatedly over the previous twelve months, and I had done my best to stop it, but now I had to throw my hands up and go away to do something else with my life. Having struggled with many aspects of how Four Horsemen was doing things, I had developed my own separate Afghan teams, working as an outsider, getting into many firefights and ambushes while doing my very best to achieve a result. But the odds were stacked too heavily against me, and by June I just felt that I wasn’t going to survive. We were getting shot at almost every time we went out with a convoy. My number was surely going to come up sooner or later.


I had been working on a fallback plan, a security company I was setting up with a former flatmate in Cape Town, Jon Goodman, who was also in Kabul doing security. I had a girlfriend, Belinda, with whom I wanted to start a new life in South Africa. By June 2009 I was ready to start that new life.


‘No, I’m quitting, I’m leaving on a flight tomorrow,’ I kept telling Petar. As the argument went around in circles, Anton came into Petar’s office. Anton took Petar’s side, appealing to our long-standing friendship to get me to stay. Anton was a Belgian whose parents had emigrated to South Africa, and I had met him in 2004. A very good martial artist, he had instructed me in unarmed combat on my Close Protection course in Cape Town. Anton had qualified as a paratrooper



in the South African Defence Force but missed out on the Bush Wars, becoming active only at the end of the apartheid era. He had a few anger-management issues, however, including a tendency to get into physical confrontations. He was sent for counselling but the lessons failed to sink in and Anton soon got to the point where he couldn’t earn enough to cover his debts. I did him a favour and talked Four Horsemen into hiring him over some of my other friends with far more experience. It was a mistake. Anton took out his frustrations on the Afghans he was working with, and after he had been out on the road on a few jobs, some of the Afghans came to me and said, ‘We know he’s your friend, which is why we’re telling you, but we’re going to kill him.’ In Afghanistan, they have a different way of settling HR issues.


I went to John Allen and suggested, ‘It might be a really good idea if Anton goes and works with Petar in ops.’


John said, ‘Good call, that’s what we’ll do.’


Anton got a pay rise and went off the road, but falling in with Petar and others in the office only made things worse. When I’d first joined the company, I had spent time with this group but quickly grew tired of the long lunches filled with boasts about how they used to run around in the Balkan wars ‘killing Muslims with hammers’. Big talkers, they weren’t so keen on working. The easier, safer jobs they were up for, but anything out in dangerous territory they were not so keen on, and these were left to me and the Afghans. When we got into trouble and needed Petar’s crew supporting us from the office, all too often they were out, or drunk and stoned. It wasn’t a healthy clique for someone with Anton’s issues to find himself among.


But here he was, taking Petar’s place in trying to talk me around. He was calling on our now tenuous friendship to



persuade me to withdraw my resignation: it wouldn’t look good for them if they lost me while John Allen was out of the country. Petar flapped his arms and told me I should wait.


‘After what happened yesterday,’ I said, ‘you really expect me to stay?’


This was the elephant in the room: I didn’t trust these guys to ensure my safety, they knew it, and it had all blown up the previous day, the Tuesday.


For more than six months, I had been running my own security team, independently of the Macedonians and Panjshiris, with John Allen’s blessing. We were doing the most dangerous jobs and getting involved in a lot of heavy contacts with insurgents, but before long I had noticed I was fighting on two fronts. When too many people knew where my convoy was going, we would get smacked time after time by ambushes, sometimes resulting in casualties. When I didn’t tell the office what I was doing, we didn’t get hit. That said something right there. In the end, I’d take the details and the timeframe in which I had to complete a job, then get it done without direct contact with the office. I informed only the US commands whose areas of responsibility I moved through and kept in direct contact with John Allen when he was around.


John had agreed to my request to recruit Michelle, an Australian colleague I’d worked with before, as my point of liaison in the office. Michelle had gone through the interview process and agreed to a salary, terms and conditions, but when she turned up to sign her contract she found out that she was not going to receive the negotiated salary. She confronted the new human resources manager, Cassandra, about this and found out that the financial controller, Tim, had decided she was getting too much and changed the contract. I listened quietly to all this, and told Cassandra that Michelle was



entitled to the pay that had been previously negotiated. All of a sudden, Cassandra called security to get Michelle out. Trying not to laugh—this was so over the top it was funny—I asked Michelle to step outside while I tried to explain to Cassandra what was supposed to be happening. Cassandra reacted to this by promptly sending out an email to management saying that I had acted threateningly towards her and used my relationship with the company owner to benefit my friends.


It was not a major incident in itself, and was more than likely the result of miscommunication. But for me it was the final straw. I said to Anton, ‘That’s it, I’m out of here, consider this a verbal resignation. Pass it on to Petar and the boss, see you later.’


Within minutes, I had several emails from all the Ops people. I opened the first one from Anton—‘Resignation not accepted’ was the title—followed by all the reasons why I couldn’t leave the company.


After leaving the office, I met up with Michelle and another friend, KC. I was living in the compound where the Four Horsemen office was, the standard Afghan arrangement of two-storey buildings with a walled exterior surrounding an internal courtyard. Most of the twenty or so expat employees of Four Horsemen lived there or in a series of buildings down the street, but Michelle was staying in a nearby compound, where KC, who was not employed by Four Horsemen, also lived.


While we ate lunch, I told them about quitting and we had a whinge session about how things were at Four Horsemen. I felt bad about bringing Michelle over and leaving her in it, but she could handle herself anywhere, and would probably do better in my absence. KC was supportive, as always. An ex-US Army Ranger, KC was a really cool kid and an outstanding medic who had won the Bronze Star and Purple



Heart in Iraq. During the war there, he had entered a building to drag out some injured soldiers and give them medical attention when someone dropped a grenade on him. He’d been lucky to survive and now had scars all over his back from the explosion.


From when we’d first met through mutual friends in Afghanistan, KC and I got on like embryo twins. He had come out on jobs with me and I had complete trust in him. He was also one of those gifted people who can do anything they put their minds to. He was learning to fly planes, he could parachute, and he was planning to study medicine and become a doctor. He had such an ear for languages, he picked up a workable Pashtun within three months of arriving in Afghanistan. He was amazing. Once when I went to Dubai with him, we were in a bar and he was speaking merrily with a group of Russian girls—in Russian. He’d only picked it up that night.


I told KC I’d had enough of Four Horsemen. My view is that if you’re going to do a job, do a job. Money isn’t a motivator for me and never was when I did private security work. I am totally, obsessively and sometimes unreasonably driven by doing a job the right way. I don’t understand how people can take good money to do something half-arsed. KC had worked for another private security company and suggested we go to their compound and talk with them about future jobs if I became a free agent. He said there was something coming up in Somalia that I might be interested in.


While we were there, I received an urgent phone call. It was late in the afternoon by then, with the sun setting, and Four Horsemen had a convoy going out of Kabul to Ghazni, a city on the road to Kandahar about two hours south-west of Kabul. Part of the convoy was going to the American FOB



(Forward Operating Base, or military outpost) in Ghazni, while the rest of it was going to an air strip being built in the desert further south. Because of the nature of the operation, two Americans were with the convoy, and one of them, Richie, was calling me.


‘We’ve been hit,’ Richie said, ‘and we can’t get moving again.’ I asked where they were, and he said they were still on the outskirts of Kabul.


‘Where exactly?’


‘It’s the spot where there’s a big creek line running through, where they sell the cattle during the day,’ he said. ‘Near the police station.’


I knew the spot—it was close to the ancient gate that marks one of the southern entrances to Kabul. There was a small police station to the side of a bridge crossing the creek. I asked Richie what had hit them.


‘Well that’s the weird thing,’ he said. ‘Half the convoy was over the bridge when an RPG [rocket-propelled grenade] was fired at us. But not really at us. It went over the top of us, and over the top of the police station.’


‘So you weren’t actually hit.’


‘No, but the security guys won’t let us start up again. We’re just sitting ducks here.’


Although I had quit Four Horsemen a few hours earlier, I could not walk away from this. Everything about it sounded like a set-up. My immediate suspicion was that Richie and the other American on the convoy, Jimmy, were going to be kidnapped while the trucks were stalled. Their convoy’s security was being managed by some Panjshiris employed by Four Horsemen—a bad sign. Even worse, the guy who had the crucial job of driving out ahead of a convoy to make sure the road was clear was a Panjshiri called Karim Abdullah.




‘Karim Abdullah is telling us to stay put,’ Richie said.


‘Where is he?’


‘He’s with us.’


‘With the convoy? Why is he with you?’


‘I don’t know, but he’s telling us not to move.’


My suspicions went up a notch. If Karim Abdullah was doing that job, sure as shit something irregular was going on.


Karim had been working at the company since before I arrived in 2008. He was a road-watcher, a job that was crucial in convoy protection. We had used road-watchers in Iraq where, because the urban terrain in and around Baghdad was so complex and dangerous, we would send out four or five of them ahead of any job. They would be armed and equipped with radios, and would be in constant communication with us, describing the scene and assessing the threat. If you don’t have good road-watchers, not to mention honest ones, you will probably be dead by the end of the day.


A critical part of the road-watcher’s job was for him to stay separate from the convoy itself. If his car was identified as being connected with the convoy, then he was worse than useless: he was an advance signal to insurgents that a convoy was coming. So it worried me that Karim and his car were sitting with the trucks. Why was he with the convoy? And why was he holding them up, apparently stopping them from moving while it was getting dark and relatively safe?


I was a big advocate of running convoys at night. The insurgents in Afghanistan weren’t well equipped for night attacks, and worked like everyone else: they did their job during the day, and went home to eat and sleep at night. I’d have had all convoys running at night, but most Afghans and also expats in the convoy protection business couldn’t overcome their instinctive fear of the darkness. So they



would operate in the day, and pay the Taliban not to attack them, or hire Taliban as guards—it was amazing how many Taliban worked as security contractors, receiving protection money. That’s how it operated throughout the business, but it wasn’t the way I worked. I ran my convoys at night, and didn’t have to pay the enemy not to hit me.


When I finished with KC, I went back to the Four Horsemen compound, where Petar had been made aware that the convoy had been stalled on a bridge outside the gate to Kabul. He was happy that I’d come back, and took my reappearance as a sign that I had reconsidered my resignation. Far from it: I told him I was doing this out of a sense of responsibility to Richie and Jimmy. ‘I’m not taking back my resignation,’ I said. ‘I’m just going out there to make sure everything is okay.’


‘But Karim Abdullah is with them,’ Petar said, as if this was meant to be a good thing. I just ignored him and went outside to get a car.


Petar liked using Karim Abdullah, as he was a tribesman of Commander Haussedin. There had been many convoys when Petar had said, ‘It’s safe for you to go ahead because Karim has been down there and he told us it’s safe.’


But Karim Abdullah’s presence was no guarantee of safety: in fact, more likely the opposite. In October 2008, I had just finished one convoy and was resting up in Ghazni, waiting for night to fall when Petar rang, asking me to escort two trucks back to Kabul as soon as possible for a mail run. He assured me Karim Abdullah had cleared the route and it was safe to move, so against my own standard operating procedures (SOPs), I set out. We got hit near Salar. Hard. Both trucks were destroyed, and we had casualties all round after four hours of fighting. Nevertheless, Karim Abdullah went back to the company the next day and said, ‘There was no fighting.’




I wouldn’t trust him or work with him after that. The Macedonians weren’t happy with me, and assured John Allen that Karim was trustworthy and competent. I said to John, ‘Okay, let me gather some evidence for you.’ In December 2008, two months after the Salar incident, John permitted me to follow Karim on a job. I went out, keeping my distance behind him, when he was to scout a road on which a convoy was to follow. To my surprise—well, not at all—he didn’t even bother to go and inspect the road. He just went home.


When I got back to the company, I said, ‘Have you heard from Karim?’


Petar said he had phoned and said the road was safe.


‘Bullshit,’ I said. ‘He just went home and rang you from there.’


Subsequent to that, a lot of emails passed between Petar and John about Karim. John had his suspicions, and was unsure if Karim was planning to participate in a kidnapping or set up a convoy for an ambush. John had said to me, ‘If Karim acts up, you sort him out.’ But John was not in the country a lot of the time, and Petar, as operations manager, reassured him that Karim was to be trusted. If John complied, and agreed to keep using Karim, it was possibly because he had to trust his own manager’s judgement, but more, I believed, as part of keeping things smooth with Haussedin, who was pulling the strings. So many poor decisions were made because they were a choice between doing things Haussedin’s way or facing the consequences of putting the war lord offside.


That said, I was irritated that Four Horsemen was still using Karim as a road-watcher in June 2009, and the fact that he was out with this stalled convoy, preventing it from



moving on, only added to my sense that Richie and Jimmy were in serious danger.


The Panjshiris had a certain pattern of setting up a fake ambush, and I was convinced that this was happening with the convoy. They would station some of their people to shoot at a convoy their own Four Horsemen guys were protecting. As the Panjshiris were part of the Four Horsemen team, the shooters would not aim at the convoy itself, but fire over the top. They didn’t want to hurt anyone. Then, their guys in Four Horsemen security would say to the westerners on the convoy—in this case, Richie and Jimmy—‘It’s not safe here for you, go back to the base, we’ll handle it from here.’ And then they would either stage another fake ambush to loot the convoy themselves, or bring in some extra trucks to transport what they wanted elsewhere under the convoy’s protection.


These thoughts were going through my head as I set off with an interpreter and two Afghan guards from the company compound. We borrowed a white Toyota LandCruiser that belonged to one of the absent American managers. My own car, a heavily armoured and geared-up Toyota Surf (or Hilux), had already been taken by the convoy. I didn’t like being in an unfamiliar vehicle, which added to my bad feeling about the whole day. Ever since late the previous year, I had set up my own sub-operation with my own guys, Pashtuns who were stationed in Ghazni, not Panjshiris from Haussedin’s gang. My men were genuine fighters, some having come to us from the enemy side. I trusted them with my life and we ran our own race, with John Allen’s blessing. But on this day I didn’t have them and I didn’t have my own car. I had a driver from the Four Horsemen compound, and two Panjshiri meatheads from house security, who felt like



big men because they could hang out in Kabul with painted rifles pretending they were Americans.


I did at least have my own protective gear: body armour, helmet, Night Vision Goggles (NVGs), a Glock 19 pistol and an M4 rifle that I had built from spare parts and fitted with a suppressor and laser sights. It was necessary to source my own gear. On paper, the company had all the whizbang gear that the American military gave us as part of our contract, but in reality we were lucky if we got a couple of shitty AK–47s. The Americans gave Four Horsemen the budget for proper American firepower, but someone in the company pocketed that money. To equip us with AKs, Commander Haussedin used a relative who worked at the United Nations weapons decommissioning plant in Jalalabad. All captured weapons from the insurgency were sent there to be destroyed. But they weren’t. Haussedin’s relative signed papers saying that the weapons were gone, but they would resurface in the hands of Haussedin, were re-registered through the NDS, and were then sold back to foreign security companies such as Four Horsemen. A typical rort. The result was that our safety was compromised, firstly because most of the AKs were barely functional, having never been properly maintained, and secondly because people in firefights tend to focus on the weapon, not the person. American soldiers would identify enemy not by their uniform (as they didn’t wear one) but by their weapons, and if they saw you with the distinctive curly magazine of the AK, you were putting yourself in danger.


I did invest a lot into decent weaponry and protection; you need to be able to select the right tools for the job. I even had one well-maintained AK that I took out when working low-profile. That mindset of independently taking care of



my own weaponry and ammunition had saved my life many times in the past year.


As we drove, I was in and out of communications with Richie and Jimmy. In Afghanistan, the cellular communication towers were set up in a haphazard fashion so you needed several phones, some of which would be good in some areas but not others. I had four handsets on me, including a satellite phone. Richie told me that the convoy had got moving again in the meantime, ‘but there’s some weird shit going on here, because we’re stalled again at Maidan Shar.’ That was another hour along the road towards Ghazni and in a much more exposed place, out in the open desert, an extremely vulnerable location in which to stop moving.


When I arrived at the bridge where the convoy had initially been stopped, I got out of the LandCruiser to have a look. The situation was as strange as Richie had described it. The RPG had been fired more than a hundred metres over the top of the convoy, over the top of the police checkpoint, into a hillside where it had exploded harmlessly. The police, who were out and about, were unfussed. Clearly, the RPG had been fired without any intent to harm.


As I was looking around where the RPG had been fired from, wearing my NVGs because the light had fallen, I noticed something in the dirt. Having grown up in the bush and been a scout in the Australian Army, I know a little about tracking. I made out three sets of tracks: one in military boots and two in thongs. These must have come from whoever fired the RPG. What was strange was that for all the hours that the convoy had been stalled, there were no other tracks: nobody from the Panjshiri security team had even bothered to come out and have a look at where the RPG had been fired from. It was as if they knew there was no point.




We drove on to Maidan Shar, where the convoy was stalled. It was just before midnight when I got there. Maidan Shar itself was a small village, but the landscape where the trucks were sitting was very open. There was an American combat outpost near the town, staffed by no more than eighty or ninety troops, several kilometres from where the convoy was. Maidan Shar was literally on the edge of bandit country. We often stopped at the service station there to get fuel, sort out our trucks and take stock, making sure everyone was ready and alert to drive on to Ghazni. The next area was Salar—the word means ‘rifle’ in the local language—where I had been in so many fights it wasn’t funny. Mostly, these weren’t organised ambushes, but attacks from arseholes who would shoot at anyone who came through, for no real reason. That’s Afghanistan.


I walked around and assessed the convoy itself. The forty trucks, carrying American building supplies and mail, were lined up along the roadside.


There was no moon, no light. A part of me was pleased to see that the drivers had turned their headlights off: the convoy was blacked out. Many Afghans are terrified of the dark, so they liked to leave all their truck lights on. But if you’re a bad guy sneaking about, those lights are a gift. When I had started this job a year before, it had only taken me a few times of walking around a convoy smashing their headlights to get the message through to the drivers that they had to keep them off if they were stationary during the night.


The forty-odd drivers were milling about, smoking and talking, on the right-hand side of the road. On the left side were about the same number of Afghan security guys, nominally contracted by Four Horsemen but actually working for Commander Haussedin.




It didn’t take me long to find Richie and Jimmy sitting in their car. After waiting in this spot for more than two hours, they were understandably frustrated. Another Four Horsemen guy, a Nepalese security guard called Chandra Singh Butt, was snoozing on the back seat.


‘What the fuck’s going on?’ I said. ‘Why aren’t you moving?’


‘Karim won’t let the convoy move,’ Richie said. ‘He’s saying stay firm.’


‘You’ve got to get it moving and get on to Ghazni before the sun comes up,’ I said. ‘You don’t want to be driving through Salar in the daytime. You’ll get hit for sure.’


‘We want to go,’ Richie said, ‘but Karim is telling all the Afghans that he’s in charge and they’re not allowed to move until morning.’


‘What’s he going on about?’ I said. ‘These trucks are pieces of shit. You stop them moving too long, you don’t know if they’re going to get going again.’


‘They’re not listening to us. I know we’re technically in charge, but the one they’re taking orders from is Karim.’


‘Where is he?’ I said.


They pointed to his car, a white Toyota Corolla about twenty metres away. Karim was sitting in the driver’s seat and holding court, waving his pistol about and telling anyone who came up to him to go away.


Karim spoke no English, so I needed help understanding and communicating with him. I went to my driver, who acted as interpreter, and said, ‘Go and tell Karim to stop fucking about. Tell him to go out, get ahead of the convoy like he’s meant to do, and we’ll get the trucks moving behind him.’


With my NVGs on, standing in the open doorway of our LandCruiser, I watched the terp go over. He said something to Karim, who replied tersely. In his early thirties, with a



short beard and blue eyes, Karim was one of those men who thought that because he carried a pistol and was a Panjshiri with connections to the Americans, he was better than anyone else. You give some young men a pistol and a radio, they think they are a commander. The Panjshiris didn’t wear body armour; they thought they were protected by their status. Karim’s tribe dominated the secret police and covered up each other’s crimes. No wonder they thought they ran the country. They did.


But now he was shoving the muzzle of his pistol in my poor interpreter’s face and clearly telling him to fuck off. That was definitely not cool.


Afghans typically hated being the bearer of bad news. It was in the culture: better to hedge around the truth than say something that will displease the listener.


‘Mister Rob,’ the terp said shakily, ‘he doesn’t want to do that.’


He didn’t realise that with my NVGs I had seen everything, including Karim threatening him with his pistol.


‘You go back,’ I said, ‘and tell him that if he won’t move, he can hand in his company identification card and weapons and fuck off home to Kabul. We don’t need him.’


The terp went over, and again I saw Karim push his pistol into the terp’s face.


A few moments later, the terp was back. ‘Mister Rob. He says it’s too dangerous, and you and the Americans should go back to Kabul.’


‘You go back to him,’ I said, ‘and fucking tell him to move or go home.’


A definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result. I sent the terp back, without any hope that he could change Karim’s mind. The



same thing happened. I wasn’t insane, I wasn’t even angry, but I was out of patience. This was beyond a joke. My attitude was: if you don’t want to do your job, fine, piss off. When the terp told me for a third time that Karim was refusing to move, I decided to go over and rough him up. There was no point speaking to him, as he wouldn’t understand. I had to put on a show of temper so that he would get the message. This was the way I operated, both from my nature and through training. Coming up through the ranks of the Australian Army, I saw that the most effective NCOs (Non-Commissioned Officers) were those who could snap for a moment, deliver their message, and then cool down and move on. To the recipient, that was far more disconcerting and effective than an NCO who was perpetually angry. To discipline someone, you turn it on and turn it off. That’s how my old man was when I was growing up, and that’s how I am.
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