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Foreword to New Edition of Taken on Trust


It is hard to believe that 25 years have passed since I returned from captivity in Beirut. Alas, hostage-taking is still very much with us – indeed, it seems to be with increased violence. Although hostages were murdered in the past, the execution of innocent victims, recorded on video and distributed via the Internet, has sickened decent men and women of all faiths, and of none. Alongside that, the fact that so many men, women and children have died across the Middle East as a result of violent warfare is a cause of great sorrow and regret. Always the main victims of conflict are innocent civilians, who pay a heavy price for the ruthless ambitions of those who instigate warfare. The fact that countless numbers of refugees are now flooding into Europe is a direct result of mistaken policies pursued by all parties, built on the underlying view that warfare will provide a solution to the problems facing the Middle East. It will not. Eventually, meaningful talking will have to take place and trust will need to be built between ordinary people of different ethnic, religious and cultural backgrounds. 


This is a difficult process and will not be accomplished overnight. In the new chapter added to this book, I have said that, almost unconsciously, we have slipped into what is tantamount to a Third World War. Admittedly, it is a war unlike any that has been fought in the past – today, in virtually any part of the world, dreadful violence can, and does, break out without warning. The difficulties facing the Middle East will eventually have to be resolved by the people of that region themselves, but they need the aid and support of the global community to resolve them, and to assist them in the reconciliation of their internal differences. It is not widely known that today, in war-torn Syria, there are small groups of Christians and Muslims who are doing what they can to promote reconciliation and build trust. The same can be said in what is ironically known as the Holy Land. Such groups need to be encouraged and supported in their brave endeavours. 


The work of reconciliation and trust-building is fraught with danger and difficulty. There will always be those who say that it is a futile exercise. Years ago I was told that it would be impossible to talk with Revolutionary Guards in Iran, or Colonel Gaddafi in Libya. That was manifestly untrue. One was able to talk with them, and many others, and thus to obtain the freedom of innocent people. In work of that kind, mind you, things can go wrong; and in Beirut they went wrong for me, which led to my imprisonment for almost five years. As this book reveals, almost all of that time was spent in total solitary confinement. I cannot pretend that those were easy years. They were not. However, I am a firm believer that most disasters in life need not necessarily be unproductive. In the new chapter I have written for this volume I give examples of some of the constructive things that have developed as a result of my own deprivations. Through my life I have always had a sympathy for the underdog; the one who finds him- or herself excluded, or on the margins of society. Captivity enabled sympathy in me to develop in some small way into empathy. Now, after those years of imprisonment, I know what it is like to be on the very edge of life. What it is to have to keep hope alive when the situation appears hopeless. Although I would not want to pass through the experience of incarceration again, I can look back with gratitude that it proved to be so full of learning for me. At the time, the experience seemed bleak and empty. In reality, it was far from such. 


The experience of captivity has not dimmed my concern for, or involvement with, the poor and deprived of this world. Nor has it diminished my zeal to work for solutions to problems by adopting non-violent methods. We all know full well that we live in a world where suffering is rampant. Yet it need not destroy. Out of the bitterness of the ashes of despair a new life can emerge. As the title of this book indicates, I was indeed taken on trust. The experience has not one whit diluted my belief that trust is one of the fundamental building blocks of a healthy society and provides a pathway to a fulfilled life. As a very ordinary human being I have my fair share of defects but I continue to work for peace and reconciliation and am not yet defeated in the battle to make this world a better place for all of us. 


 


Terry Waite CBE


Suffolk


May 2016










Foreword


During my long years of solitary confinement in Beirut when I had no pen or paper, no books and no news of the outside world, I ‘wrote’ in my imagination. I travelled back to my earliest memories and recalled the sensations of childhood. As I lay chained, fearfully awaiting interrogation, I examined the events which had led to my capture. At times, when I thought of my family and friends, the process became too painful and I had to retreat for a while into fantasy or mental arithmetic. I always managed to return to my story and thus was enabled to preserve my sanity and identity.


On my release I took a pen and started to write. In Beirut I relived my past, and in Cambridge, where this book has been written, I have relived it yet again. There have been days when I have been gripped by fear and days of pure joy when I have experienced the beauty of solitude and the harmony of family and friendships. Living for years deprived of natural light, freedom of movement and companionship, I found that time took on a new meaning. Now I can see that past, present and future are carried in the experience of the moment, and the exhortation of Christ to live for the day has assumed a new depth and resonance for me. We all suffer. Many individuals have suffered so much more than I have. I am truly happy to have discovered that suffering need not destroy; it can be creative. I would wish that for my captors and for all the communities in the Lebanon, as I would for all who feel oppressed and without hope.


This is the story I wrote when I was totally alone. It concludes when, after four years, I was moved to be with other hostages. If you read this book as a captive, take heart. Your spirit can never be chained.










Prologue


Beirut, 20 January 1987


When I awoke, it was dusk. For a moment I lay still, slowly, reluctantly returning to the conscious world. It was unusually quiet. A gentle breeze stirred the faded hotel curtains, bringing with it a hint of the sea. Somewhere in the building a tap was turned on, sending the pipes in my bathroom into spasm. I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and walked to the window. On the pavement below, the street vendors had gone for the day. The only people left were the journalists. They sat on the seawall, smoking, chatting, waiting like pilgrims for a miracle. I closed the window and drew the curtains, shutting out the last of the dying light. I had already packed to depart for London, and now I checked my pockets: one blank memo pad, one ballpoint pen. Nothing more. I debated with myself whether to wear my wedding ring or lock it in my briefcase. I decided to wear it and my watch. I tuned my small radio in to the World Service of the BBC. World News would be broadcast on the hour; it was a link with home. While I balanced the radio on my briefcase and waited for the familiar strains of ‘Lillibullero’ there was a knock at the door. I opened it just enough to see who was there. As I had expected, it was one of my Druze bodyguards.


‘Are you ready, sir?’


I invited him in, switched off the radio and made a final check. Everything was packed. It would be a matter of minutes to collect my bags and leave for the airport. I picked up a black leather jacket from the back of a chair. My bodyguards had spent several days searching Beirut before they found one large enough to fit me. Again I checked my pockets – nothing but a pen and a notepad. My guard pointed to a bullet-proof vest lying on the bed.


‘Aren’t you going to wear that?’


I shook my head. If one of the kidnappers wanted to kill me, he would be near enough to shoot me in the head; a bullet-proof vest would be useless. I took a last look around the room and moved towards the door. Several more guards were standing in the corridor, each with an automatic weapon. We walked towards the lift. A guard with a chest like a beer barrel propped open the door.


‘We leave by the basement.’


The antiquated lift descended slowly through the faded glory of the Riviera Hotel. With a gentle groan it touched down, and the gates were cranked open. Two men went before me, two behind. We threaded our way through the subterranean maze, emerging in a side street. I turned up my collar and hunched down into my jacket. The road was full of potholes and strewn with bricks and slabs of broken concrete. It was raining when we reached the car. I squeezed into the back, totally surrounded by protective Druze. As we drove away from the hotel, I saw the journalists still watching and waiting and hoping. In a few minutes we were in a street close to the American University of Beirut (AUB). The car stopped, and I shook hands with the guards.


‘Thanks for your help. Whatever happens, don’t try to follow me.’


They smiled, large, friendly, roguish smiles. ‘Be careful.’


I slipped out of the car and watched them drive away. It was dark, and apart from a few parked cars, the street was deserted. In the distance I could hear the sound of shellfire as Beirut warmed up to yet another night of carnage. By now a steady rain was falling. I walked briskly up the street, looking neither left nor right, past the petrol station, past the apartments, straight to my rendezvous. As agreed, the main door was left ajar. I pushed it open and went in. In the shadows, a pair of eyes peered at me from behind the barely open door of the porter’s room. I looked straight back at them, and slowly, as if by remote control, the door closed. I stepped inside the lift and ascended to the apartment of my intermediary, Dr Mroueh. He occupied two apartments in the block. One he used as his consulting rooms, the other as his residence. He opened the door as soon as I rang the bell and invited me into his study.


‘Hello, Terry, good to see you again.’


He smiled nervously and lit his pipe while I looked around. Nothing had changed. The same chromium-and-glass desk, leather chairs, framed certificates on the walls. He gestured to me to sit. We chatted inconsequentially until the telephone rang. He spoke softly in Arabic for a few moments and then stood.


‘I am so sorry, but I have to leave.’


‘Why?’


‘A patient is in labour. I am needed urgently.’


‘Can’t you wait a little longer?’


‘That is not possible – I am sorry.’


Somewhere in the back of my head a bell, which had been ringing gently for days, increased in volume.


‘I have to go to the hospital. I’ll leave the door on the latch. When you leave, please lock it behind you.’


We shook hands, and he left. I crossed to the window and stared down at the empty street. It was not too late to walk away. Within a few minutes I could be back at the hotel. I turned and looked at the bookcase. Nothing but medical tomes. I walked down the corridor to the surgery, slipped off my shoes and stood on the scales: 236 pounds – almost seventeen stone. Too heavy; I ought to be fifteen stone, probably less. I returned to the other room and paced up and down, trying to quell my mounting anxiety. I thought of Terry Anderson and Tom Sutherland and for a moment wondered what it was like to be imprisoned for month after month. I had been alone in this room for less than an hour, and already I felt the walls and ceiling pressing in on me. I sat in one of the leather chairs and tried to regain my composure. Then I heard it: the gentle hum of an electric motor. Someone was coming up in the lift. I stood and crossed the room. There was a faint thud as the lift came to an abrupt halt. I heard the lift door open, and a second later the doorbell rang. A small stocky man wearing a single-breasted suit stood on the landing. He was my principal contact with the kidnappers, and we had met previously. I could feel his nervousness.


‘Are you alone?’


‘Yes.’


He stepped into the apartment. ‘Are you armed?’


‘No.’


‘Please, I shall have to search you.’ He patted my body and turned towards the door. ‘We must leave right now.’


We got into the lift and silently descended. In the lobby the porter’s door was firmly closed. We walked into the empty street and found it was still raining. After a few paces, the man halted beside a large car.


‘You sit in the back. If we are stopped, you must say I am responsible for driving you around Beirut.’


I climbed into the back seat, and we drove out into the night. As we went through the battered streets I remembered a similar journey I had made years ago in Tehran. Then, as now, there were no reliable guarantees. I got into a car totally at the mercy of kidnappers and was driven to a secret location. The Iranian Revolutionary Guards had kept their word; they took me to the hostages they were holding and returned me to Tehran a few hours later. Now, I had been given a promise that I would be allowed to see Terry Anderson and Tom Sutherland, who, according to their captors, were depressed and ill. The kidnappers knew it was an invitation I could not refuse. It was because my contact gave me his word ‘as a Muslim’ that I had decided to trust him. I peered through the side windows of the car. Every minute or two a brilliant flash of light illuminated the surrealistic landscape. Only an El Greco could have captured the stark drama of the scene. The pain, the horror, the light, the shadows, the beauty, and behind it all a people suffering, weeping, dying. Suddenly, without warning, the driver pulled the car to the side of the road.


‘Why do we stop here?’


‘You must get out – we have a puncture.’


I knew he was lying. It was obvious that we would change cars at some point. Why tell such a stupid and pointless lie? There was another car in front of us now, with two men in police uniforms sitting inside.


‘Get into the back quickly.’


The man in the suit sat beside me. ‘Now, I am sorry, I must blindfold you.’


He produced a strip of curtain material and covered my eyes. It wasn’t the change of car that worried me or the blindfold. I had expected both. It was the lie. From that point on I began to prepare myself for capture. We drove for half an hour or so. My companions exchanged words in Arabic. I said nothing. It was as though I had walked on to a track and all I could do now was to follow it wherever it led. I have no memory at all of my thoughts and feelings during that half-hour of darkness.


Suddenly the car slowed. We turned into a side road, lurched through water-filled potholes and stopped. The door opened. ‘Get out please.’


I stepped out of the car, guided by one of the party. From under my blindfold I could see an old apartment block. The southern suburbs? We walked a few paces towards the building and began to climb a flight of stairs. At the second floor, we stopped. A door was unlocked, and I was led through. I was conscious of other people in the room into which I was taken. As we crossed the floor and entered a side room, I could see several pairs of feet in the rough homemade sandals worn by the poorer members of the Muslim community.


‘Mr Waite, I must ask you to change your clothes.’


Again, I had expected this. It would probably be followed by another body search – even an examination of each of my teeth. They were looking for locator devices, minute electronic instruments which, I am told, can be implanted in the body to enable an individual to be tracked. I removed my clothes and subjected myself to a search. A long Islamic gown and a pair of slippers were then handed to me.


‘You must now wait some time. You can sleep.’


They guided me back to the main room.


‘Some people will stay with you tonight. You must not speak.’


I sat down on the couch. Someone brought me a blanket. I swung my legs up, turned to face the wall and loosened my blindfold. Within a few moments I was asleep. I slept fitfully. Throughout the night I was conscious of people coming and going. Other people were sleeping in the room. Someone was always awake. I spent the whole of the next day blindfolded, sitting or lying on the couch. In the evening the man in the suit returned.


‘Mr Waite, how are you?’


‘I am well. When will you take me to see the hostages?’


‘Later.’


‘How much later?’


‘Not long now.’


He handed me a sandwich bought from a street trader.


‘Eat, Mr Waite. It’s good.’


It was good. Pieces of chicken wrapped in unleavened bread. I ate it all.


‘Now, Mr Waite, we must go. Please stand up.’


I stood.


‘You must do exactly what I tell you. You must not speak –understand?’


‘Yes.’


Several people surrounded me, and someone tightened my blindfold and pulled it down over my nose. People on either side of me took hold of my arms and led me across the room. The apartment door was opened. I felt a cool draught of night air. It was very still – so still that I could hear the breathing of the people around me. We waited – one minute, two, longer. Someone whispered. I was guided forward, at first slowly and then faster as we crossed a corridor. Within a moment we had entered another apartment. I was led to a couch and told to sit.


‘You can sleep, Mr Waite.’


‘How long do I wait here?’


‘Not long.’


I heard some of the party leave the room. Others settled in a far corner. I put up my feet and slept.


During the whole of the next day I dozed. More sandwiches were brought. Once I was given some hot tea. I tried to assess my position. When I had agreed to visit the hostages I knew that I was taking a very high risk. I took it because I felt I must do everything within my power to help them and their families. If anything went wrong, I would have to carry the full responsibility. Up to now everyone had been polite. I had suffered no violence. I had been blindfolded for a couple of days but had not been chained or secured in any other way. However, something was amiss. The whole ‘feel’ of the situation told me so.


‘You sleep a lot.’


Someone was standing behind me.


‘I am very tired.’


‘It is good to sleep.’


‘When will you take me to see the hostages?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Who does know?’


‘I speak little English – sorry.’


It was late evening of the second day. I sat blindfolded, waiting, wondering, hoping. The door opened.


‘Stand up, Mr Waite.’


I rose.


‘We are now going to take you.’


I made no reply.


‘You must do as you are told. No speak.’


Once again I was surrounded by guards. No one spoke.


A voice whispered behind me, ‘I am going to take the cover off your eyes. You must keep your eyes closed. Understand?’


‘Yes.’


A door opened. Again a wait. A hand pushed me gently from behind. ‘Walk.’


I moved gingerly down two flights of stairs. Someone guided me into a large van. A sliding door clicked shut and was locked.


‘Sit down, Mr Waite. You can open your eyes.’


It was the man in the single-breasted suit. He stood by the door, holding a two-way radio in one hand and an automatic pistol in the other.


The van was littered with building materials, and the front compartment was completely sealed off from the back so that I could not see the driver or see out of the window.


‘Are you taking me to the hostages?’


‘Do not speak.’


I sat on a sack of cement. The van lurched forward, crashing through potholes like a drunken elephant. The radio telephone crackled into life. To my surprise it was a woman’s voice. The man in the suit replied. Finally, we came to an unsteady halt, and I could hear voices. A roadblock? The driver was conversing with someone outside the van. The man in the suit looked anxious. Suddenly, the conversation ceased, a door slammed, we moved forward.


Again we must have driven for about half an hour. The road surface improved and deteriorated again.


‘Close your eyes. Do not speak.’


We stopped. The van’s engine was switched off, and it was deathly quiet. I climbed out, squinting through half-closed eyes. We were in a garage. I was guided to a far corner, where a trapdoor in the floor had been lifted.


‘Step down.’


I looked down. There was a drop of about nine feet to an underground room.


‘It’s too far to step down.’


Someone below, wearing a scarf to conceal his face, pushed a cupboard towards the opening. ‘Step on to that and jump.’


I stepped warily on to the cupboard and jumped down to the earthen floor. Both my arms were taken by other masked men.


‘Close your eyes.’


They led me across the floor: twelve paces in all. We stopped, someone turned a key, a door opened and I was pushed forward. The door closed behind me, and the key turned again. When I opened my eyes, I was in an empty cell lined with white tiles. I sat down on the floor and looked around. The room was almost seven feet across and about ten feet long. The height varied between six feet and six feet nine. I could be certain about that because I am six feet seven inches tall and in places it was impossible for me to stand upright. A heavy steel door with several thick iron bars on top secured the entrance. Cautiously, I looked through. There were a number of cells in this underground prison, in which dim lights burned. I assumed they were occupied. I had heard of the underground prisons of Beirut: ‘the Lebanese gulag’ as Terry Anderson had described them. There were stories of prisoners being incarcerated for years in such places. I sat down again and began to prepare myself for an ordeal. First, I would strengthen my will by fasting; I would refuse all food for at least a week. Second, I would make three resolutions to support me through whatever was to come: no regrets, no sentimentality, no self-pity. Then I did what generations of prisoners have done before me. I stood up and, bending my head, I began to walk round and round and round and round . . .










Chapter 1


A small boy sits on a garden chair under a clear blue sky. The day is part of that eternal summer which belongs to all who journey back through memory to the best of childhood. The boy sits at a table. A black box stands on it. Someone appears, turns a handle, and for the first time in his short life the boy hears music from a gramophone:


 


Run rabbit, run rabbit, run, run, run.


Here comes the farmer with his gun, gun, gun.


He’ll get by without his rabbit pie, so


Run rabbit, run rabbit, run, run, run.


 


The reedy tones of the singer, the uncertain strains of the orchestra echo across the years, across the generations, across a lifetime.


Someone approaches the boy and takes his hand. Reluctantly he is led away, across a lawn, down a corridor, into a room chilled by the shadows of a fading afternoon. Before him is a window, the largest window he has ever seen. On the other side of the glass stand a man and a woman. They smile and wave at him. Someone tells the boy to wave back. He waves impatiently, anxious to return to the land of sunshine and rabbits. The lady has a handkerchief. She is crying. The boy tugs at the arm of his companion. He is told to wave once more. He waves and turns away quickly.


The boy is in another place. This time no window separates him from the man and the woman. The woman tries to embrace him, but the boy is afraid. Who are these people? Why do they want to capture him? He frees himself from the woman and hides behind a settee. Again the woman cries.
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My mother and father at their wedding in St John’s, Lindow, Cheshire, 22 September 1937


 


[image: ]


I was born on 31 May 1939; this photograph was taken a few weeks later


 


I sit on the floor of my underground prison remembering the dawning of conscious life. I have walked until I can walk no more. My feet are sore; my neck and shoulders ache from constant bending. I have measured and counted my paces. A quick calculation produces a total of seven miles walked today. Now, physically exhausted, I sit and explore my memory. The man and the woman were my father and mother. I had been taken away from them at the age of three because I had contracted scarlet fever. My mother was due to give birth, so I was put into an isolation hospital for some weeks. When I returned home, I had a new sister, Diana. My sister and I were never particularly close as children, largely because she spent a great deal of time with my younger brother who had problems with walking. In later life we became much closer. Could my early isolation in hospital be one of the reasons why my relationship with my parents was so ambivalent? Does it help to explain why relationships with other people have been so important to me all my life, and yet frequently so difficult? Wanting, even craving affection, and yet being afraid of it.


Someone bangs on the door of my cell. I quickly cover my eyes with the curtain material as I have been instructed. The door opens, and someone enters. I hear something being thrown on the floor. The door closes. After a moment I uncover my eyes. There is a piece of foam rubber and a blanket in front of me. I make my bed away from the door and lie down, turn towards the wall and tap gently on the tiles. Nothing. No reply. I tap again . . . silence. There are certainly other prisoners here with me. I have heard them being guided to the toilet. There is definitely someone next door. I tap once more. Nothing. Outside the shelling begins. I suppose I ought to feel safe deep underground, but I am afraid. Fears flash through my head. What if a shell hits the building above, and we are buried beneath the rubble? Perhaps we would never be found. Another knock on the door.


‘You want sandwich?’


‘No, thank you.’


‘You want tea?’


‘Yes, please.’


I hear liquid being poured into the small plastic beaker I have been given, and it heats up in my hand. The door closes. I sip the hot tea; it gives me meagre comfort. I lie down again and allow my mind the freedom my body is denied. The shelling outside sends me back to the years when soldiers marched past our house, singing, whistling, onwards to a war of indescribable horror. Slipping out of the front gate, I march alongside them in my four-year-old pride, until my confidence wavers. They stride on, down a road that leads through the Cheshire countryside directly to the trenches of France, the camps of Germany, the deserts of North Africa. On they go, singing their way towards a living hell and adding ‘Tipperary’ and ‘Pack up your troubles’ to my repertoire of wartime songs.


I return to the present, to my cell, and pray. I think of those who tonight are afraid. Of those who will die during the night. I pray for peace. I think of my family and friends. One by one I call them to mind, and in my solitude I hold on to them. Again I leave my cell and go back to the 1940s, to my first memory of church. The smell of pine, polish and old hymnbooks. I sit in the pew and hear my name called. Sliding out of my seat, I step into the aisle and march towards the altar, swinging my arms like the soldiers who passed our house. Why do the people in church laugh? The Vicar hands me a prize – for what, I can’t remember: The Three Little Kittens published by Blackie – Wartime Economy Edition. The book is still on my shelves.


When I was four, I was sent to the village school at Henbury, across the road from the church. My mother gave me strict instructions never to cross the road without her. One afternoon, she was late collecting me. I looked right, left, and right again, as I had been instructed. I remember being blinded by a strong sun. I stepped into the road, and the next moment I was bouncing along the tarmac. Within a few seconds I was in front of a jeep, repeating my name, address and telephone number to a man in uniform. This was my first, painful contact with the American military forces. Some time later, while I was playing in the front garden, a jeep pulled up, and an American serviceman got out and came up the path with an enormous box in his arms. It was one of the famous American food parcels. I remember it distinctly because it was the first time in my life that I had seen a banana.


 


I lie on my makeshift bed trying to collect the fragments that remain in my conscious memory. The sights, sounds and smells of the forties. The warplane which crash-landed in a side road by the church. The scream of its engine as it passed within a few feet of our house. The smell of freshly baked bread in Pimlotts’ bakery in Macclesfield. I must have slept for some hours. My watch has been taken from me, so I have no idea of the time. I find that disturbing, very disturbing. Perhaps it is early morning. I get up and walk towards the door. Looking through the bars, I can see the cell to my left, which is set at a slight angle. The guards have hung a blanket from the ceiling to make it impossible to see the occupant. Immediately opposite is a shower and a toilet – obviously the place was constructed for long-term use. This underground prison must extend a considerable distance, I decide, since after the guards had left, they disappeared down a passage, and it was impossible to hear their conversation.


I return to my bed, fold my blanket and sit cross-legged on the floor. I want to pray. The words of the Communion service from the Book of Common Prayer come to mind. I find that I remember most of the service. When I come to the consecration of the bread and wine, as I have neither, I use my imagination and go back to a church I have known in the past – St Bartholomew’s, Wilmslow, the church in which I was confirmed. I am sitting with people I love. Tomorrow I will imagine myself among friends at the Russian Orthodox Church in Kensington.


There are so many places to visit. I swear to myself that whatever is done to my body, I will fight to the end to keep my inner freedom. When the Communion service is over I meditate on why I am fasting. If I am strictly honest, I have to admit that I am refusing food partly because I am angry at my captors. I am also angry at myself. Angry at being such a fool that I could be duped so easily. Is anger really the main reason I fast? I decide it isn’t. I want to be – need to be – very strong within. I know only too well how weak and vulnerable I am. Fasting will strengthen me. I will not eat for several days.


I remind myself of my vows: no regrets, no self-pity, no sentimentality. My only chance of surviving what is to come will be to develop an inner strength. This I tell myself I will do.
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My father, Thomas William Waite, as a young police cadet in Chester


 


I have spent about four days in the underground prison – at least I think it’s four days. The guards won’t tell me the time, and I can only guess the hour from when they come to take me to the toilet and bring me food. I am allowed one visit a day to the toilet. They have given me a bottle in which to urinate. When they come to my cell, if I need to speak to them they instruct me to whisper. Whenever they knock on my door I must put on my blindfold and keep it on until I am alone and secured behind the locked door. They offer me food two or three times a day, and I refuse each time. To my surprise I don’t feel at all hungry. At the moment hot tea, without milk or sugar, seems quite sufficient. The thing I find most worrying is not being able to measure the passing of time. If I am to keep myself together I must find some means of doing this. The first problem is to divide day from night. If I could hear the call to prayer from a mosque, that would be as good as a watch, but below-ground it cannot be heard. There is, however, a sound from somewhere above-ground that puzzles me. A curious thumping noise. I sit on the floor with my back against the tiles and listen. Thump-thump-thump. Of course, someone is beating a carpet. I remember standing on the flat roof of the Riviera Hotel and watching housewives hang their carpets over the balcony railings and beat the daylights out of them with a cane beater. That could mean it’s mid-morning.


I start to walk again. As I begin, I have to decide whether I am going to measure how far I walk or not. If I keep track of the distance, it’s difficult to be accurate and think at the same time. Each pace has to be counted and remembered. I decide to save my thinking until I have walked a mile or two, and off I go. Round and round. After some miles I lapse into a trance-like state. My body has settled into its own rhythm. At the front of my mind I count, and behind it I drift into extended dreams. How long can I survive down here? How long can I tolerate being alone? I stop, sit down and consider these questions. I have heard of priests in China surviving twenty years or more in solitary. If I can keep mentally and spiritually healthy, I can survive anything. Perhaps I will be free shortly. I lie on my mattress and return to my childhood . . .


 


I don’t remember much about our move to Styal, eleven miles south of Manchester. We went there from Henbury to occupy a rural police station. It was then that I became fully conscious of the fact that my father was a policeman – Constable No. 556 of the Cheshire Constabulary. The house was large with a huge garden. The one room designated as the police office was furnished with a filing cabinet, some chairs, and a desk on which stood a candlestick telephone. To ring a number we had to pick up the receiver and wait for the operator in Wilmslow, some three miles distant, to answer. In the front garden by the gate stood a noticeboard. One regular poster advised locals to keep a sharp eye open for the Colorado beetle. Another gave advance warning of sheep-dipping, which my father had to supervise. Pictures of wanted criminals never appeared.


Almost as soon as we moved in, my father set to work on the garden. It was a wilderness, which he slowly and painfully transformed into a means of supplementing his limited income. Potatoes were planted to clear the ground. They were followed by all manner of fruits and vegetables: raspberries, blackcurrant bushes, cabbages and Brussels sprouts. In season my parents made pounds of jam and sold fresh fruit to visitors to the village. Sometimes the garden gave up unusual treasures: a George III penny, a silver fourpenny piece, numerous Victorian coins and one I later learnt was a token used to pay industrial workers in the previous century. I kept this collection of coins in a wooden box and cherished it for years.


My father was a man of great integrity and unusual sensitivity. He was born just over the Cheshire border in Kidsgrove, Staffordshire. His father had run his own painting and decorating business until he fell victim of the Depression following the First World War. During these difficult years my grandmother, an accomplished pianist and teacher, augmented the family income by playing the piano at the silent films. If I was able to persuade her, she would run through her entire repertoire for me.


My father did not have a happy childhood. Although he showed promise at school and won a scholarship that opened the way to higher education, he was forced to leave early to help provide for the family. On the few occasions when he spoke to me of his father, it was with sadness. For reasons unknown to me, their relationship was so poor that my father ran away from home in his early teens and settled in Chester where, after suffering considerable hardship, he joined the police force. The insecurities he experienced as a child marked him for life and affected my relationship with him.


When I first knew Greg’s Mill at Styal it was in a sorry state. A handful of workers was employed to keep the machinery turning over. I remember seeing a small group of women walking along a country lane towards their cottages and being told that the mill had finally closed down that day. To me, it was a place of mystery – a place where my imagination could run free. The Bollin, normally a placid and quiet-flowing river, suddenly changed character when it approached the mill, seeming to throw itself into a frenzy as though it resented the industrial intrusion into its rural life. Ghost stories circulated among the children of the village. The mill manager’s house, an imposing building on the banks of the Bollin, went into private hands. It was said that one night the daughter of the new owner saw the ghost of a former servant who was supposed to have thrown a child from a bedroom window into the river below. That was why there were bars on the window. The windows in the Apprentices’ House were also barred. To me, the mill in its semi-derelict state was an eerie place. I couldn’t imagine how my father could be so brave as to patrol there in the dead of night. Harry Greg, a direct descendant of the founder, lived in the village and occasionally opened his garden to the locals. He had the most wonderful model steam train which he would drive proudly round a track on the lawn. Although he was regarded with deference and respect by the villagers, he no longer had any real power in the community.


The farmers of Styal were hard-working and only moderately prosperous. Dick Watson drove through the village every morning with his horse and cart, which carried two or three milk churns, and he would measure out the milk directly into the jugs of his customers. John Hope ran the farm behind our house. Grenville Gardiner was the tenant of Oak Farm which was made famous when the old farmhouse was pulled down in 1875 and a crock full of money was found in the rafters. As the coins came from Charles I’s reign, it was assumed that they had been hidden during the Civil War and then forgotten. I knew Oak Farm the best because Alan Gardiner, the son of Grenville, and I played on the farm together. The most exciting time of year for us was when the steam engine lumbered into the farmyard, pulling behind it a threshing machine and a baler. The engine did the rounds, visiting all the farms in turn. Extra helpers were recruited, and Mrs Gardiner would be kept busy in the kitchen preparing ‘baggin’, the local slang for refreshments: tea, cake and sandwiches.


Alan and I once shared a disastrous camping expedition on the farm. I had read of exhausted travellers finding a barn and sinking into the hay to enjoy a night of blissful sleep, so we pitched our small tent in a field close to the farmhouse, filled our sacks with straw and climbed in. Alas, the straw pricked our skin, insects bit furiously, and at midnight we declared the expedition over and made for home.


Next door to the police station was the old police house, which had been taken over by a building contractor named Tom Renshaw. Tom had been in partnership with his brother Jim, but they quarrelled, and Tom started his own business just a few hundred yards away from his brother’s. After the quarrel they never spoke to each other again. Tom Renshaw was also the local funeral director. Many times I watched as he made the most superb coffins out of solid oak. A few yards down the road was the grocer’s shop run by Harry Earlam. I can still see his dismal post-war window display: boxes of national dried egg and blocks of special margarine – nothing more. Harry Earlam also ran the post office and newsagent, and when I was old enough I delivered the morning papers and the Manchester Evening News to save money to buy my first bicycle.


When we moved to Styal, certain foods were still rationed. I remember my mother despairing at the inadequacy of the cheese ration. ‘How will that feed a family?’ she would say. We needed our plentiful garden.


Jim Mottram, the shoe repairer, had the shop next to the grocer’s. His hands were blackened and cracked and as tough as the leather he worked with. Old Mr Slater ran a cycle repair shop across the road from the post office. Years before, he had had a car-hire business and his one magnificent limousine stood gently disintegrating in a garage behind the shop. Next to him was the Ship Inn run by Mrs Middleton. She made her upstairs sitting room available to the Rector of Wilmslow, Canon Reeman, who conducted my Confirmation classes there. I remember little of the instruction he gave, but I can still see in my mind’s eye a most curious item of furniture: part of an elephant’s leg, which was used to store walking sticks and umbrellas. Every week I gazed at this bizarre object as the Rector took his small class through the articles of faith.


The village was well if not over supplied with church buildings. All Saints Anglican church stood at the top of Hollin Lane. It was a simple, unpretentious building known locally as ‘the tin tabernacle’ because it had a corrugated-iron roof. I joined the church choir soon after we moved to Styal and sang in it all the years we were in the village. Since I had to deliver the newspapers, I rarely went to Sunday morning services, but I hardly ever missed Evensong.


It was in this building that the rudiments of the Christian faith were communicated to me, almost as if by osmosis. I became totally familiar with the Book of Common Prayer and without realising it at the time, developed a love of the English language. All Saints also gave me the basis of a musical education as I worked through hymns, chants and anthems. Once a year we joined the Methodists and the Unitarians, the other two churches in the village, usually for an evening of community hymn-singing.


The Unitarians were brought to the village by the Gregs who were apprehensive of the trade-union activities of the Methodists. They occupied an attractive little church situated at the entrance to Styal Woods. My dominant memory of the Methodists is their annual Christmas party and concert, which I attended on several occasions. I couldn’t believe my eyes when Eric Newton, several years older than I and a demon bowler with the local cricket team, appeared on stage and gave a very creditable rendering of ‘O for the wings of a dove’. At the end of the concert a large basket which had been suspended from the ceiling was lowered, and gifts donated by parents, aunts and uncles were distributed to the Methodist children. I always vaguely hoped that someone might have put a gift for me in the basket, but not surprisingly my name was never called.


It was difficult to be the son of the village policeman. I was known by everyone and had to be especially careful in my behaviour. This meant that I frequently spent time by myself. Every November the fifth an enormous bonfire was lit on the village green to celebrate Guy Fawkes Day, and after the fire had burned low a few boys would stay behind and bake potatoes in the embers. On one such evening I was alone, prodding a potato with a stick, when a group of boys came running past me. Without thinking, I left the dying fire and ran after them towards the village. As we were racing along, I happened to catch the leg of the boy in front of me, and he went sprawling on the cobblestones. There was a yell as he was seized by someone from behind and hauled away. At that point I left the group and made my way home.


I was lying in bed when my father returned. He called to me to come downstairs. ‘Where were you this evening?’ I felt a dreadful mixture of irrational panic, guilt and fear.


‘At the bonfire.’


‘How long were you there?’


‘All evening.’


‘Did you leave the bonfire?’


‘No.’


‘But you were running with some boys up the village.’


‘Yes.’


‘Why?’


‘I was just running.’


‘What do you mean – just running? You must have had a reason.’


Why was I running with them? I couldn’t think. I ran because they ran.


‘Did you know John Francis was caught?’


‘No.’


‘He says you were with them this evening.’


Was I? By now I was so afraid I couldn’t think straight.


‘What did you do?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘You don’t know, but you were running up the village?’


‘Yes.’


I was now virtually paralysed with fear. The whole evening dissolved into a confused blur. I certainly couldn’t explain why I had been running with the others.


‘I don’t think you are telling me the truth.’


I was too bewildered to know. What was the truth?


He placed me over his knee and gave me a beating. I went to bed in a state of miserable confusion. Perhaps I had done wrong. I didn’t know. Later I learnt that someone had put a firework through the letter-box of a villager named John Snowball. As Mr Snowball lived in a thatched cottage, this was a particularly dangerous prank. He had given chase to the group, and the boy whom he had caught had told my father that I was with the culprits. On this occasion W. S. Gilbert’s dictum about a policeman’s lot not being a happy one applied equally to Thomas Waite’s offspring.


 


I don’t know how long I have been lying on my mattress. Two hours? Three? Possibly longer. It’s hot down here. The tiles drip condensation, and the air smells of disinfectant, petrol fumes and sweat. The guards must be away in their own quarters along the passage. I wonder who the previous occupants of this cell were? Perhaps the very hostages for whom I was searching. There is not a mark, not a clue in the cell to suggest the identity of any earlier inhabitant.


The fasting has done me good. I feel well – even strong. I know that can change quickly, but I will resist sinking into despair. I get up and begin to examine each tile in turn. Perhaps one is loose – someone may have left a message behind it. I crawl across the floor, examine the walls – nothing. In every book about prisoners I have ever read there have always been graffiti in the cell, or at least the initials of a previous occupant. Here there is nothing but a blank white waste. I return to my corner and sit down. Surely they will release me soon. They know perfectly well who I am – they know about my contacts. But perhaps I have seriously underestimated their paranoia. They might keep me for years – or kill me.


Even worse, they might torture me. A sudden thought: Isn’t that why underground cells are tiled? They are easier to clean up after torture.


Suddenly my stomach tenses. Torture terrifies me. The thought of deliberately mutilating a human being is utterly repulsive. Of course, they want me to be afraid. They want to ‘soften me up’, to get me to create my own fears and fantasies. I make a deliberate attempt to stop this train of thought. Just think of the people you have known, I tell myself, in Africa – in China. Jailed, persecuted, tortured, but still alive and wholesome, lovely people. Join them. Today you have entered a new community of the imprisoned. Become one with them. Hold on to light and hope, hope, hope. I am so alone. Only a few days, and I feel so alone.


I was alone in childhood. Not all the time, but at heart I was a solitary individual. Content to be alone with books. If only I had a book. Remember the bring-and-buy sales at Styal? Remember how you used to haunt the bookstalls and come home with armfuls? Dickens’ Sketches by Boz, Out with Romany by Meadow and Stream, Stevenson, Ballantyne. Remember how you journeyed across the centuries, across the continents? Remember how you used to stand by the A34 in Wilmslow and trace its route on a map through Birmingham, Stratford-upon-Avon and beyond? Remember Arthur Mee wandering romantically through the British Isles? Oh God, memories of a lonely, romantic childhood. Now it is part of your strength. You know how to be alone. There is plenty to draw on – over forty years of memories, dreams, reflections. Remember everything you have said to others about the importance of the inner journey? Now you must take that journey without any external supports. Off you go – up with the sail and out across the sea of the unconscious. You may be shipwrecked, you may drown, but at least you have the chance to explore. Remember your first bicycle? Remember delivering newspapers and bread and vegetables from the garden, all to save money for the chance to explore the world beyond Styal? Remember your feelings – impatience that the local garage took so long to respray the second-hand frame, excitement when your father came home with a box of new parts?


‘What kind of handlebars do you want?’


‘Racing.’


‘Butterfly would be better. Not so tiring.’


Racing handlebars had caught my imagination. Racing handlebars it had to be. Remember the disappointment when you didn’t get a Derailleur gear – only a Sturmey Archer three-speed? No matter, it looked like a new racing bicycle. At last ready and away – past the cricket ground, along by Ringway Airport, down into Ashley and a stop by Rostherne Mere. Home seems a thousand miles away. Cheese and tomato sandwiches. How well the bike looks – light blue frame, gleaming chrome handlebars. Back aboard it and on towards Chester. What a lovely city Chester is. I walk, pushing the bike around the Roman walls. A small restaurant advertises lunch. The aroma is overwhelming. Steak and kidney pudding – shepherd’s pie – why did I eat my sandwiches so early in the morning? I rummage in my pockets: a couple of shillings. Certainly not enough for lunch in a restaurant. Even if I had enough money, I would be too shy to enter and order a meal. I go on round the wall, leaving the restaurant to be recalled and savoured forty years later. I return home as the light ebbs away after a magical day.


 


There are great variations of temperature down here. At times it is stiflingly hot, later it becomes so cold that I shiver like a wounded animal. How I wish it were possible to communicate with my fellow prisoners. Further gentle tapping on the wall brings no response. Perhaps they can’t hear or are too afraid to answer. Fragments of an Italian poem pass across my mind:


 


When the light


goes, men shut behind blinds


their life, to die for a night.


And yet


through glass and bars


some dream a wild sunset,


waiting the stars.


 


Call these few, at least


the singers, in whom


hope’s voice is yeast.


 


My fists are tightly clenched; my whole body is tense. Relax, relax, breathe deeply. God, I’m tired. What am I afraid of? Again torture – that scares me. I am bound to be interrogated. Perhaps that’s the only reason they have taken me, simply to find out what I know. Well, do your worst. I have nothing to regret, nothing. Thank God I can stand on the truth. I must reconstruct, as best I can, all I can remember about this whole business. Either that or I allow myself to sink into amnesia, and why do that? Already anxiety is attacking me to such an extent that I forget the most elementary things – names, places, events. A deliberate act of reconstruction might help keep my mind alive and prevent me from deteriorating into a frightened, cowed specimen of humanity. When I first entered this cell I said, ‘No regrets.’ Do I regret? I regret causing my family and friends suffering, but that’s different. With hindsight I might have taken other decisions, but given the information I possessed, I have no regrets at all – none. Then there is no problem. The real struggle, the long-term fight against injustice, lies in the moral and spiritual realm. I stood by what I believed and knew. If I did that, I can face anything: torture, solitary confinement, even death. Steel yourself, man. Grow up.


Someone is moving outside my cell. I hear voices. My door opens.


‘You want eat?’


‘No, thank you.’


‘Why not eat?’


‘I don’t want to eat.’


‘OK.’


The door closes, and I am alone again. A small victory but a pathetic one. Eventually I will eat; I have no intention of committing suicide. First I will clear my mind, I will be strong. I repeat these trite sentences to myself to build up a reservoir of inner courage. I repeat one-line prayers: ‘God give me strength’, ‘God help me’. I am divided within. Why should I ask for God’s help? What am I really asking for? Simply grace and strength to pass with dignity through whatever comes. I chose to enter this ring. No one told me to. My choice, my responsibility.


My mind goes back to 1984. A September afternoon. I sat behind my cluttered desk in Lambeth Palace, the Archbishop of Canterbury’s official London residence. Outside in the courtyard a small party of visitors gazed at an ancient fig tree while their guide repeated some improbable story. The sun shone so brightly that I half drew one of the heavy wooden shutters to give myself some shade. Before me lay several thick files: details of journeys made, or about to be made, by the Archbishop, Robert Runcie, to China, Australia, New Zealand, Singapore. They represented the background work done by the Lambeth staff. I picked up another folder labelled ‘Libya’. In that country four British citizens were being held, and for months I had been striving for their release. I was tired, tired of so much travel, of struggling with the bewildering political situation in Libya, of trying to do my work for the Archbishop and working for the release of hostages as well. Someone tapped on my door, and Stella Taylor, my assistant, crossed the room with an armful of documents.


‘Not much peace, I’m afraid.’ She smiled and placed the papers on the overcrowded desk. ‘You must sign these so that they can be posted tonight. These people,’ she handed me a sheet of paper, ‘must be phoned before six. The Archbishop wants to see the final programme for his next overseas visit at ten in the morning. Here are the tickets and papers for your visit to China next week. This folder,’ she placed another thick bundle before me, ‘is from people who want help.’


Every day letters arrived from individuals facing some personal crisis: bereavement, imprisonment, illness. I attempted to reply personally to each and to help where I could.


‘Finally,’ Stella said, ‘Mrs Russell has been on the phone. She wants to see you, if only for a few moments.’


Carol Russell was the wife of one of the Libyan hostages. I had assured the families that I would make every effort on their behalf, but I simply did not have the time or the emotional energy to meet them frequently and offer them the support they so needed and deserved.


‘Should I see her, Stella?’


She was silent for a moment.


‘It would help. She is desperately worried.’


‘OK, try and find some time tomorrow. Otherwise it will be a couple of weeks before we can meet.’


Without Stella’s competent administration, my life at Lambeth would have been quite impossible. I felt a twinge of guilt at how much I was asking of her. Often she arrived early and left late simply to keep abreast of the volume of papers facing us.


I took one of the files and began to work my way through it. The telephone rang. It was Stella.


‘A call from the USA. A Reverend Fred Wilson asking to speak personally to Father Terry Waite.’


I smiled. I was often taken for a clergyman by those who assumed that only ordained men worked for the Archbishop.


‘Do I know him?’


‘No, he says he has never met you, but he would like a personal word.’


A soft-spoken American voice came on the line. ‘This is Fred Wilson of the Presbyterian Church in America. We would like to come over and see you to discuss the case of Ben Weir.’


Ben, a Presbyterian minister in the Lebanon, had disappeared in May 1984.


‘We know of your work with hostages and wondered if you could help us with Ben?’


My heart sank. I wanted to say no. There was already too much to do, far too much.


‘It’s really very difficult, Mr Wilson. I am totally caught up with the Libyan hostages at the moment. The Church should be involved in these matters on a humanitarian basis, but we have very slender resources.’


We continued to talk. Finally, I agreed that if someone from his Church came to London, I would discuss the case. I put the phone down and returned to my papers, not realising the path I had opened for myself.


 


‘When we come into room, you cover eyes quick. Understand?’


The curtain material still serves as a blindfold. I use it whenever anyone comes into the cell.


‘Quick, understand?’


This constant nagging to be quick with the blindfold irritates me but the threat is real enough. Released hostages had told me that failure to comply quickly could lead to a beating, or even to being shot.


‘I am quick. Why are you so afraid? What are you ashamed of?’


Stupid questions, I know, but I want to fight back, not meekly obey.


‘No speak.’


The usual reply. No speak – keep quiet – obey everything. Sit in this place day in and day out.


‘Stand.’


I stand. Someone takes my arm. We walk across the earthen floor. I am pushed into the makeshift bathroom. Electric cables hang dangerously near the primitive shower. In the distance I can hear the steady hum of a generator supplying the underground prison with power. Outside the faint sound of car engines indicates that I may be near a main highway. The airport is not too far away – from time to time I hear the sound of aircraft engines.


‘Quick.’ A voice from the other side of the curtain sends a familiar message.


I use the bathroom, adjust my blindfold and am taken back to my cell for another twenty-four hours of reflection.


 


It’s so hard to remember. Anxiety must be blocking my memory. Strangely, I can recall details of my childhood with greater clarity than I can the events leading up to my capture. Perhaps in returning to childhood I am looking for a security and protection that I now don’t have. Did I ever have it? Am I playing the game of searching for a Golden Age, to calm my growing unease? I wander in my mind along the lanes of my childhood village and stop by the pond covered with algae. As children, we called it ‘granny greenteeth’. We believed that there was a pike in the water with teeth so sharp it could snap off a finger or even a hand. We disturbed the green covering with a stick and stared into the blackness hoping for a sight of the terrible monster.


Did Fred Wilson come to London after he telephoned, or a representative from his office? I think someone called Lodewick came. Bob Lodewick. We discussed Ben Weir’s situation. I don’t believe I was too hopeful. In fact, I wasn’t hopeful at all. Did the situation lend itself to a face-saving formula? I doubted it. It seemed to me to be full of the most obscure political complexities.


We also discussed the seventeen Shia Muslims who had been imprisoned in Kuwait on a variety of charges. My knowledge of the Middle East was limited to say the least, but it was clear that the Presbyterian Church was well briefed on the situation. I learnt that the prisoners belonged to a radical Shiite group known as the Da’was (al da’wa al-Islamiyya, the Dawn or the Call). They had planted six bombs in Kuwait in what was believed to be a reprisal for that country’s support of Iraq in the Iran–Iraq war, two of which were car bombs outside the US and French Embassies. Several people died and many were wounded. Kuwait, possibly fearing reprisals from Iran, did not try the suspects for acts of terrorism but for lesser charges of societal and criminal activity. Of the suspects identified at the trial in 1984, three were Shiite Lebanese from Islamic Jihad, the radical Islamic fundamentalist movement. Two of these – Mustapha Bader-Edden and Hussain Youseff Musawi – had been sentenced to death, along with others. Bader-Edden was said to be a cousin of Imad Mugniyah, a leader of Islamic Jihad; Musawi was a first cousin of the Commander of Amal forces in the Bekaa Valley, forces which later identified themselves with the pro-Iranian Shiite group, Hezbollah.


Given this bloody and complicated history, I thought it very unlikely that the prisoners would be released in exchange for Western hostages. The most we could hope for was to try to get Kuwait not to execute those who had received the death sentence. I would have no difficulty making an appeal on humanitarian grounds.


I cautioned Bob Lodewick about going public with too many statements. This, I felt, could only cause more problems for Ben. I promised to do what I could behind the scenes, but I explained that I was fully occupied with the Libyan affair and overloaded with my regular work. In my heart I had no desire to enter into yet another hostage situation.


When Bob left my office, I thought about our meeting. I hadn’t given a flat ‘no’ to his request for help, but I hadn’t been over-enthusiastic either. I felt strongly that the Church should be able to help people in trouble, particularly those in acute distress. The appeal from the Presbyterian Church was a direct appeal from a sister church, and on those grounds alone could hardly be ignored. My most important consideration was whether Lambeth could make a contribution that could not be made by others. That contribution might be simply to keep the hostages alive and see if the situation could be eased later. With a heavy heart I turned to the other work which faced me, but the names of Ben Weir and his wife Carol had been imprinted on my memory for ever.


 


I wonder if Ben ever sat in this cell? I’m sure he told me he was kept underground for periods, but there are many underground prisons throughout the Lebanon. It’s hard to imagine men working in secret, day after day, building this sort of place. It obviously cost a great deal. The door is at least four inches thick and made of solid iron. I must think of other things for a while. I don’t want to think about my family – not yet. It’s too painful, and I can’t bear more pain now. Go back to the main story. At least get the principal points clear.


What happened after Lodewick left? I continued with Libya; Fred Wilson continued to keep in touch by phone, and I urged him to seek other intermediaries. Jesse Jackson was involved for a time, but that came to nothing. I contacted friends in the Middle East to see if they could advise me about Ben, and carried on with my work for Dr Runcie and, when I could manage it, for the Libyan hostages. It’s easy to rattle off my activities like that, but when I remember the pressures I shudder. Every waking hour was occupied. How my wife, Frances, managed during those days I simply can’t imagine.


I find it hard to think clearly for any length of time. I follow one line of thought, then my mind goes back to Frances and the children. I feel a sudden chill as I remember where I am – the white tiles, the ever-burning dim light, the mysterious comings and goings through the trapdoor, my silent neighbours who never cry out, never seem to stir. Perhaps they are ill and lie immobile day and night. Perhaps they have been here for years. It’s terribly hot now. I feel as though I can hardly breathe. Someone is outside the door. Key in lock. Blindfold on.


‘You good?’


‘It’s very hot.’


‘Nice – good.’


‘Not good. Too hot.’ I point to my body which is covered with perspiration. ‘Look, not good.’


‘OK, no problem.’


The door closes.


Before I was taken captive, I visited many prisons in the British Isles, often top-security establishments, to see Arab, Libyan or Iranian prisoners. Once past the strict barriers to the secure central heart of the prison, the inmates had a reasonable freedom of movement. They were certainly better off than those who were kept alone on remand and who were locked up for hours each day. This prison is hell.


The key is in the lock again.


‘Keep eyes covered – OK?’


‘OK.’


‘Sit here.’


I sit with my back to the door.


‘No move.’


‘OK.’


What is happening? I hate not knowing. It makes my anxiety-level leap upwards. Behind me I hear the sound of scraping and pushing. Then I feel a draught of cool air.


‘That good?’


‘Yes, good – thank you.’


The guard, who speaks quite acceptable English, has somehow arranged an electric fan outside the bars so that the stale air is at least circulated. It cools the cell somewhat. Certainly it’s better than nothing.


‘It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.’ Where is that from? It sounds like the Old Testament, but it’s not. How I wish for a better memory. Hebrews – the writer of Hebrews. That’s it. Well, whatever he meant by it, I can understand it for myself now. My active life is over for a while, perhaps for ever. Maybe I will never leave this place. My life, such as it is, is in the hands of the living God. I don’t feel that God is near. I don’t feel comfort from my prayers. All I feel is a searching introspection, as though a light were shining into the deepest parts of my being. Everything will be called to face that light: positive gestures, foolish actions, deceptions great and small, self-importance and insecurity. In these days I must face myself without sham. No false pride, no dodging the questions. Remember, Waite, they want to use this experience to break you. They want your mind to be in such a turmoil that you will be glad to let them sort it out. I must know if I have compromised my integrity. Have I? Go on, remember. Look at the story. Tell it to yourself. If you’ve failed, admit it. Why this pathway, God – why?










Chapter 2


I am alone walking by the sea. It’s dusk – I walk along the sand. The sea laps at my feet. Suddenly I am conscious of being alone. When I look up, I can no longer see land. The sea rolls in. I feel panic. I am going to be cut off. Unless I get off this beach quickly, I will drown. Why can’t I find my way? I see in the distance two figures coming towards me across the sand. I recognise two of my children. They take me by the hand as they would a blind man and guide me off the beach to the shelter of a familiar town.


I wake up with a start. There is a sound outside my cell. Someone is being moved. In or out? I listen – someone is leaving. The trapdoor to the garage has been opened. Is a prisoner being taken away, or are the guards changing? Someone groans. A deep, primitive groan which carries with it the feelings of a lifetime of suffering. Are they going to move me? I lie still. The trapdoor is closed. Silence. I am breathing deeply – fear? Certainly fear. Fear of the unknown, the unexpected, sudden change.


What can my dream mean? I relive it in my mind and attempt to continue it beyond the point of entering the town. I want to speak to my children, and I desperately want them to speak to me. I call to them down the corridors of the unconscious. My voice echoes back to me. They remain silent.


‘You want eat?’


‘No.’


‘Why?’


‘I don’t want to eat.’


‘Why?’


‘Tell me, why do you keep me here?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Why don’t you know? You guard me. You lock my cell door.’


‘You must ask Chef.’


‘When will I see him?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘What time is it?’


‘I don’t know. Speak little. You want anything?’


It’s useless to question the guard. From behind my blindfold I guess he is probably in his mid-twenties. Almost certainly he knows little and will tell me nothing.


‘Can I have some books, please?’


‘You must ask Chef.’


‘When will I see Chef?’


‘I don’t know.’


This conversation could continue for ever. I try one last question.


‘How long will you keep me?’


‘I don’t know.’


Of course you don’t know. Why should you know? In all probability you’ve been brought here from south Lebanon. Your home was destroyed, your family scattered, some members killed. Now you have a security of sorts and the opportunity to fight in a war of liberation. Why should you know anything except that the West is to be considered your enemy?


The door closes, and I am alone once more. First, some exercise. My feet are blistered from walking, but although it’s painful I keep going. It is almost as if I am afraid that my body will fail me if I don’t exercise. After what I assume is two or three hours, I stop and lie on my mattress. My limbs ache. I stretch and try to relax. Soon I am back in my home village. My father is shaking me gently by the shoulder.


‘Wake up.’


I stir from the depths of sleep. ‘What time is it?’


‘Very early. It will soon be light.’


I sit up in bed.


‘I want you to get dressed quickly and go and fetch Mrs Moss.’


Mrs Moss lived in a cottage by the Methodist church.


‘Knock on her door. If she does not answer, take a small pebble from the garden and throw it gently at the bedroom window.’


In the early morning I dress and leave the house. The world is a different place. The air is still. The first fingers of dawn stretch gently across the sky, slowly warming the fields and the hedgerows. I stop to listen to a cow eating: chomp, chomp, chomp. She lifts her head, looks at me and, curiosity satisfied, continues with her solitary meal. Opposite the cricket ground I stop again to look in the holly hedge. The blackbird’s nest is still there – beautifully made and quite secure. Onwards into Farm Fold. No one stirs. Past the Methodist church. Mrs Moss must be asleep as all the curtains in her house are drawn. I knock gently on the door, afraid that I might wake her neighbours. No reply. I knock again. Still no reply. I look for a pebble, and take aim at the bedroom window. It finds its mark and registers a satisfying ‘ping’. The window opens, and an old lady appears.


‘My father would like you to come please, Mrs Moss.’


‘Right, I’ll be along presently.’


She closes the window. I return home and go to bed. Later that day I learn that I have a baby brother, David John. Much later I discover that he was prematurely born, weighed only three pounds and that the birth was exceptionally difficult.


Music drifts through my head. Chanson de Matin – Elgar. When did I first hear that? Children’s Hour, BBC North of England Home Service. It was the signature tune to a play for children. Somehow the emotions engendered by the music linked perfectly with the play. The play itself has long gone from my memory, but the melody remains. What was it that C. S. Lewis wrote on the emotional response to music? Something about inconsolable sorrows and well-fought fields rising within. My response to music must always have been predominantly emotional, I have so often been moved to tears by different works. Now, I have only memory to help me re-create the music I have known and loved. My mind jumps from music back to the wireless. The aunts and uncles I hardly knew in my own family were compensated for by the BBC presenters: Muriel and Doris in Manchester, Cicely in Northern Ireland, David in London. Every evening at five they visited my home and like the best aunts and uncles entertained and, incidentally, instructed me.


 


How many days have passed – five? – six? It’s so easy to lose track. What will my wife, Frances, be thinking? My children, Ruth and Clare in France, and Mark and Gillian in London? They will expect me to disappear for a day or so – but six days! I wonder if the journalist Juan Carlos Gumucio has released the video tape I gave him. What did I say? We went to the flat roof of the Riviera Hotel to take advantage of the light. I told him that the tape was not to be made public unless I failed to return after several days. I remember saying that if I was captured no ransom was to be paid – no exchange made. Did I say why I had decided to accept the kidnappers’ invitation to visit the hostages? No, I gave no reason on tape. Is my memory playing tricks? I have been thinking so much that it’s difficult to distinguish between what I have said to others and what I have thought and kept to myself. If Juan Carlos has released the tape, will it anger my captors? Probably. My mind returns to 1985.


I let it be known that I was interested in doing what I could for the Beirut hostages and waited for a response. In what little free time I had I began to study the complexities of the Lebanese situation. I met contacts from the Middle East, some of whom I had known for years, and discussed the hostage problem with them. It was, to say the least, incredibly confusing. As I sit thinking about those days, a sudden chill grips me. If I am going to be interrogated, which I almost certainly am, I will be asked for the names of people who have contacted and helped me. I must be strong and not compromise anyone. Having lived with fear for a week, it’s as though my memory is full of holes. It takes a hard, conscious effort to remember names. Whatever happens, those who have tried to help me will be safe with me. My thoughts take me back to my office in Lambeth Palace. To a day early in the year.


A small, well-dressed man sat opposite me. Dapper, intelligent, born in the Middle East, trained, so he said, as an international lawyer.


‘It’s fairly clear,’ he declared, ‘that the Lebanese kidnappers want the prisoners released from Kuwait in exchange for the hostages. That seems to be their principal demand.’


‘It’s impossible,’ I replied. ‘The best we can hope for is that the Emir will not execute them. We could certainly appeal to him on humanitarian grounds.’


He gave a wry smile.


‘You could, and it might help. It certainly wouldn’t be enough to free all the hostages, but it might bring the release of one or two.’


The situation in Lebanon was becoming increasingly tense. Bombings, further kidnappings; a depressing confusion of killing and gloom. Each day brought an event that made the task of achieving the release of the hostages seem even more impossible.


‘Is there any way in which the Da’wa prisoners in Kuwait could be legally released?’


I was trying to explore every option, but so much was unclear. Was I facing one, or several, kidnapping gangs in Beirut? What was Iran’s role? What was the relationship between the Lebanese kidnappers and their Iranian associates? Were the Libyans and Palestinians involved? I spent weeks meeting informants in an attempt to get a clearer picture. Most contacts had little to say, but occasionally one would appear with helpful information:


‘The payment of “blood money” to the relatives of those who have been murdered could be sufficient, under Islamic law, to secure the release of the prisoners.’


I looked at my informant. ‘Would that be morally acceptable?’


He nodded. ‘To Islam, yes.’


The suggestion offered a glimmer of hope. If such an arrangement could be made, almost certainly some hostages in the Lebanon would be freed.


The Libyan hostage crisis came to an end in February 1985, didn’t it? It did, because at the beginning of January there was another flurry of activity at Lambeth Palace when Father Lawrence Jenco, a Roman Catholic priest in Beirut, was captured. He was followed by the Associated Press correspondent, Terry Anderson, and the British journalist, Alec Collett. I remember Fred Wilson being in touch with me again, afraid that hostages might be killed if the US started military action in the Lebanon. The anxiety of the hostages’ families increased. Fred Wilson called at Lambeth with Ben Weir’s son, John. They were on their way to Damascus to see if they could get help from that quarter. Again, they urged me to do what I could for them. Without revealing sources, I told them of the contacts I had already made. I was beginning to get indications that the kidnappers knew I was involved, and I was hoping they would be prepared to talk to me directly. Fred and John departed, promising to visit Lambeth on their return.


The Archbishop of Canterbury lives in only a small part of Lambeth Palace: the remainder is used for meetings or office space for members of his private staff. My room was only a few doors away from the Archbishop’s study. In the nineteenth century it had been a servant’s room, but it provided me with quite adequate accommodation.


Robert Runcie rarely had formal meetings with his staff. He had a pleasant, relaxed way of working, trusted everyone to get on with their work, and preferred to meet with them individually, as and when necessary. If an urgent matter arose, it was always possible to see him immediately.


Shortly after Fred and John had left, the Archbishop and I discussed the Beirut hostages yet again. I told him that the demands of the kidnappers appeared to be linked to the Da’wa prisoners held in Kuwait. I mentioned the meeting with Fred Wilson and said that the Presbyterian Church in America believed that we ought to be involved. The Archbishop raised sensible objections, which we both knew only too well: the volume of work, the Lambeth Conference which was only three years away, and the fact that the issue of the hostages could apparently run on and on. He also expressed his concern for the hostages and their families, however, and agreed that if we could make a contribution towards resolving the problem, we should do so. He pointed out that if Lambeth was to work for the release of American hostages, the approval of John Allin, the Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church in America, would be needed and said that he would contact him as soon as convenient.


Fred and John returned from Syria empty-handed. They had made useful contacts but gained no new information. It was an exceptionally busy time for me. Robert Runcie had set himself the task of visiting as many parts of the worldwide Anglican Communion as possible before the next Lambeth Conference. Several months earlier I had flown to Australia to prepare for a visit, and now, along with Chaplain John Witheridge, was about to depart on the Archbishop’s official tour. I realised that as the Lambeth Conference approached, more and more of my time would be taken up with preparations for it. If I remained at Lambeth until the Conference in 1988, I would be obliged to stay until 1989 or 1990, by which time I would have served ten years in all. When I took the job, a senior clergyman advised me not to keep the position for longer than five years. From time to time, I discussed these issues with the Archbishop in a relaxed way, without coming to any conclusions. The Beirut affair simply increased the pressure on me to define priorities.


 


I need to break off for a moment. There is another hole in my memory. I count the white tiles which line my cell. When that simple task is over, I attempt mental arithmetic. My father was very good with numbers. When I was three or four, he would encourage me to add together the numbers on car licence-plates. Those were the days when all private cars were painted either black or white. No bright colours, just black or white, black and white . . . My head spins. It must be lack of food. If I lie down for a while, perhaps I will sleep. I long for sleep. In sleep I can escape.


‘Sweet deceiving sleep’ . . . Gurney? Yes, Ivor Gurney – poor tormented, creative soul.


 


And who loves joy as he


    That dwells in shadows?


Do not forget me quite,


    O Severn meadows.


 


Written while sheltering from battle in Flanders. Outside my cell a battle is raging. I lie on my mattress on the floor, eyes closed, mind wandering . . . Flanders, the Severn –


 


Only the wanderer


    Knows England’s graces,


Or can anew see clear


    Familiar faces.


 


My mother takes me by the hand. We walk along a country lane. She lifts me to look at a bird’s nest in the hedge. The eggs are blue. A beautiful azure blue. I see my mother’s face. She smiles. A smile tinged with sorrow. Her father died in the trenches in Flanders. She never knew how or where he was buried. She hardly knew him. Now she has a son whom she holds by the hand while they wander down a dusty lane, sit on the blue-green grass. Why is the sky so blue? We saunter home. Saunter – Santa Terra – Holy Land. The Holy Land is but a few miles distant. Flanders . . . Beirut . . . battle . . . memories . . . sleep . . .


 


There seems to be a lot going on outside my cell. Someone is entering through the trapdoor. Can I hear traffic noise? One day someone might ask me about this place: the exact dimensions of the cell, noises, anything. How much will I tell? As long as the kidnappers keep their word to me, I will not betray their trust. If they renege, then I am free of my obligations. It’s as simple as that. Are they going to renege? Who knows? Take it easy, don’t anticipate the worst. Someone is knocking gently on the cell door. Blindfold on. I hate this business: it’s humiliating and intimidating; I am at a disadvantage. Someone enters, pulls my blindfold down and tightens it behind my head.


‘You must cover eyes, understand?’


‘My eyes are covered.’


‘You must cover eyes well. Understand?’


I am too angry to reply.


‘Understand?’ There is a hint of menace in his voice.


‘Yes.’


‘Take.’


Something is thrust into my hands. It might be clothing.


‘Ten minute, understand?’


‘Yes.’


I think I understand. He will be back in ten minutes. The door closes and I remove my blindfold. I have been given my clothes: my trousers, shirt, leather jacket. My shoes and socks are by the door. I feel a sudden surge of excitement. I am to be moved. Taken to see the hostages at last? Set free? I dress quickly. Although it’s now a week since I have eaten, today I feel clear-headed and strong. I put on my shoes; my feet hurt because of blisters, but no matter.


There is further activity outside the cell. The trapdoor is again being lifted. A knock on the door. Blindfold on. People are standing on either side of me.


‘You must do exactly as you are told.’


I make no reply.


‘Understand?’


‘Yes.’


I say a short prayer for my unknown silent companions whom I am leaving behind. Now I begin to feel anxious. My guards sound tense and nervous. We move out of the cell and across the floor to the cupboard.


‘Up.’


I climb on to the cupboard and feel my way up the steps. Someone helps me through the trapdoor.


There is a strong smell of petrol in the garage.


‘Get in the car.’


I stumble into the back of a vehicle.


‘Lie on the floor.’


I lie flat.


‘No speak.’


Several blankets are thrown over me. At least two people climb in and sit in the back seat. I hear the garage doors being opened. The engine starts, and the car moves slowly out of the garage. I am afraid. So afraid that my whole body is shaking. They might be taking me to be shot – taking me anywhere.


‘Almighty God, unto whom all hearts be open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hid . . .’


I am repeating the opening words of the Communion service to myself. Why? Because I am afraid. Looking for comfort in the familiar? Oh God, you know me – my vanity, my stupidity.


‘Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of thy Holy Spirit . . .’


We bump along a road full of potholes. I can hear water splashing under the car. The car stops; the engine is switched off. Surely this is not our destination. We have travelled only a few hundred yards.


‘. . . that we may perfectly love thee . . .’ Tears come to my eyes. To love perfectly. What an impossible, crazy, wonderful goal. What must it be to love and be loved perfectly? The men in the car are whispering to each other. Someone gets out of the front seat. The engine is started, and we move off. Twenty minutes – half an hour? We stop again. I am cramped and uncomfortable. Someone lifts the blanket covering my head.


‘No speak.’


Someone tugs at my arm. I crawl out of the car and stand. A blanket is thrown over my shoulders. Someone else takes my hand and guides me forward into the hallway of a building. A lift door opens. We enter. Up one, two, three, possibly four floors. We leave the lift and walk a few steps and enter what I assume is an apartment. We walk several more paces and turn left. I am pushed into a corner.


‘Sit.’


I sit down on the floor. Someone removes my shoes and socks. What’s that noise? My stomach lurches. Someone has a chain. I feel the cold metal as he fastens it around my ankle. Now the other ankle. Now my hands. Now he pulls and I am drawn into a foetal position. I lie on my side chained like the escape artist I saw on a Liverpool bomb site when I was a child. Someone tightens my blindfold.


‘No speak – no move.’


I don’t stand much chance of moving.


‘Sleep.’


Sleep indeed. Sleep, dream, escape into the arms of those whom you love. Let them shelter you, hold you, comfort you. Sleep – the great mother. Sleep – the healer. Sleep – the lover.


 


Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting . . .


Shades of the prison-house begin to close


Upon the growing Boy . . .


 


Sleep.


 


I am looking into a pool of water. The sea? So clear it must be a tropical ocean. All manner of fish swim by. They are beautifully coloured. All the colours are vivid: the coral, the sand, the water. I watch the fish – so gentle, so graceful. I am not asleep. It’s as though I am in a trance. I want the moment to continue. Am I asleep? No. The vision continues. Perhaps it’s a result of fasting. Perhaps it’s the tablet they insisted I swallow. No matter, let the gentleness of this submarine world calm and soothe and lead me to sleep . . .
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