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Introduction



There’s a very specific noise a bullet makes when it flies past your head. The whistling, swishing sound of air being displaced by a small piece of extremely hot metal travelling at twice the speed of sound. If you hear that noise they’re usually not missing by much. As we scrambled for cover, I found myself wondering, not for the first time over the years, if perhaps acting hadn’t been so bad after all.*


My crew and I threw ourselves to the floor, sheltering behind whatever we could on the exposed rooftop in Lyari, a notorious region of Karachi. We were there to meet Uzair Baloch, one of the most wanted men in Pakistan, for a series of films we were making about parts of the world where extreme events were occurring. Baloch was either a freedom fighter or a murderer, depending on who you talked to. Earlier in the afternoon, we had spent time with him walking around Lyari as he waved to the crowds who were calling out his name like he was a pop star. Then there were reports that the paramilitary force known as the Pakistan Rangers were moving in and we went up to the roof to try and get a better view and that’s where I was stood between Baloch and the cameraman when the shooting started.†


I’ve been shot at quite a lot over the years. When we were making films in Afghanistan it was not uncommon to have five or six contacts with the enemy before 8 in the morning. You can get used to being shot at and it not feeling personal. But this felt very personal.


We scrambled off the roof and into a saferoom on the ground floor, where we watched as the news reported that Baloch had killed members of the British media and that government forces were preparing to move in and capture him. He tried to reassure us that he would never shoot us.*


There was a tense stand-off as we made it clear we really needed to leave before the police raided and our hosts tried to decide if it might be better to have us around if they did. Then the lights went out. What you’re supposed to do when this happens is lie face down in the corner of the room, so you’re not hit by the explosion when the police blast their way in. What you’re not supposed to do is pull out a cigarette lighter and do a piece to camera saying, ‘They’ve cut the power.’ I’ve never been very good at following instructions.†


Finally, after the sun had set and we’d paid our driver extra danger money, we were smuggled down a side road and made our way to relative safety on the outskirts of Lyari. The director caught my eye and said, ‘Leaving shot?’ We were all still pretty shaken from our narrow escape, but we agreed we needed something to end the sequence.


I set off down one end of the alley on my own, so I could come walking back and do my piece to camera. Then a tuk-tuk started coming slowly down the dark alleyway. I froze. This was at a time when everyone was on incredibly high alert for shootings and kidnappings, as they were happening so often. Then, at the end of the alley, it turned back around and pulled level with me as I was walking. Typical. We’d survived the roof, only for me to be gunned down in a back alley. I held my breath as it drew level with me.


Out of the corner of my eye I saw a shadowy arm raise and level something at my head. And as I turned, there was a sudden flash of light. I heard in a loud and unmistakably Brummie accent :


‘Are you Grant Mitchell?!’ Then a giggle.


Time is a funny thing. It rhymes and echoes. Things from your past find their way into your present, things you experience suddenly help you make sense of your past. When I was a kid, I used to pretend that the scrubland, woods and irrigation ditches in the fields next to my house in Essex were the Amazon rainforest, swinging a stick and imagining it was a machete. Thirty years later I found myself travelling through the Amazon, using a real one. I’ve spent the years in between telling stories, first as an actor, then for the last twenty years making documentaries in some of the most extraordinary places in the world.


I’ve been fed cake by Nazis on three continents.* Set on fire by them once in Moscow. I’ve got accidentally engaged (and very quickly unengaged) to a gang leader’s sister in El Salvador. I’ve had poison oak spat at me by one of Michael Jackson’s elephants. I’ve been farted on by the Taliban. I’ve been threatened with spears, shot at more times than I can remember with rockets, bullets and one time by twelve-inch nails dipped in faeces and frog poison.


I’ve shared a beer with men capable of the most extreme violence and found myself warming to them. I’ve listened to a people trafficker tell me he’d killed at least four hundred girls and known that killing him would make the world a better place. I’ve come as close to evil as I ever want to go and seen the most extraordinary kindness and bravery human beings are capable of. I’ve filmed in fifty-two countries and seen aspects of Britain I could never have imagined. I’ve been in too many morgues and prisons.


Through it all I will always be grateful that I once played that role in an iconic television show that still gets me recognised halfway around the world more than twenty-five years later. It would later turn out the woman in the tuk-tuk had recently moved from Birmingham to live with her husband in Karachi and what she’d raised at my head was her mobile phone to take a photo; she then asked if we could take a selfie, which I agreed to, she was a very kind lady and we talked for a while.


Through it all, there’s been no plan. No map. No strategy. I’ve gone where the next interesting thing was and never quite fitted neatly into any box.


I’ve had a career drawn towards men and violence, but it’s been strong women who have shaped my life. From my mum and the Essex matriarchs whose hair she cut, the strong East End women, epitomised by Barbara Windsor, who I was surrounded by for a decade on set, to the extraordinary brave women who have put their lives at risk to help us make our films and now, my wife. When I think about my life, it’s not the hard men I think about, but the women I have seen who bend and somehow do not break.


People often ask me when I’ve been most scared – was it when I had guns and spears pointed at me in Papua New Guinea, or meeting murderers, or when the bullets were whistling around my head in Afghanistan, and I think it’s actually that moment when you wake up in the middle of the night overcome by the fear that maybe you won’t always be there for your kids, you won’t always be able to fix everything and keep them safe. That they have to go out and live their own lives. At some point they’re going to go out into the world and fall in love, and have their heart broken and feel homesick and lost and alone.* Without the risk of that, you wouldn’t get to have the joy and the love and the happiness. Because of what I’ve seen, I’m very much aware of how fragile life is and I have that in mind every time I kiss them goodbye.


I was the sort of kid it was easy to give up on at school till I found rugby and acting. I was the Essex boy at drama school, who didn’t quite fit in, playing rugby in the morning and dancing to New Romantic music at night. I played a famous fictional hardman on TV for a decade, but have spent twice as long making films about some of the genuinely hardest places on the planet. I’ve got myself into and out of scrapes and scraps. I’ve spent time in bedsits and on superyachts, eaten in luxury restaurants with some of the most powerful people on the planet, and in slums with some of the poorest people in the world.


These are the stories of some of the things that have happened to me along the way : the funny things, the scary things, the exciting things : the things that have made me who I am. I don’t want to start at the beginning and tell them in chronological order because that’s not the way my brain works. And this certainly isn’t going to be one of those books full of life lessons – though I’m almost sixty and I’ve had some experiences along the way that I’ve certainly learned from.* It’s likely there will be a useful list of things not to do by the end of this book.


I’ve always been curious about people – how they move, how they talk, how they act and why – it’s been the thread that connects being an actor and making the sorts of films I do. I’ve always been passionate about finding and telling stories.


And now, for the first time, here are mine.





* Recently, I’ve gone back to acting and I love it.


† Sorry, Mum. I’m always trying to reassure her that what I’m doing won’t be dangerous and not to worry. Her response is : ‘I’ve had to worry about you since the day you were born.’


* Which is one of those things that isn’t actually that reassuring to hear someone say.


† I was the same with toys on Christmas morning and still am.


* I don’t know why Nazis love cake so much. I can only assume when you’re all about putting your symbols and insignia on things, the clean expanse of a freshly iced cake is impossible to resist.


* Honestly, they need to invent a new word for that feeling of being a parent – that precise mixture of extreme joy and terror.


* For example : if you’re going to get run over by your girlfriend, in your own car, in the process of splitting up with her, try and make sure it’s a model that’s low to the ground so you go right over the top.







A Brief Interlude



Before we get going, there are some things you need to know. (Think of it as that bit before a film where they ask you to put your phone on silent.)


Working on this book involved collecting a lot of stories from the past, many of which involve exciting things happening to me in dangerous places. But I want you to know that’s not really my life now.* My life now is chaos of a very different sort. My wife, Renée, our eight-year-old son and my five-year-old twin daughters, my son from a previous relationship who I see at weekends and Bruno our Golden Retriever. My days now are a blur of pick-ups and drop-offs, of playdates and school uniforms, of little pieces of cut up fruit and vegetables in boxes and reminders on the kitchen blackboard. Of laughter and shrieking and that pause as the adults wait to see if that was a good shriek or a bad one.


Having young kids when you’re a bit older has its ups and downs. Everything aches. But hopefully you have more patience. I’m pretty sure I couldn’t have done it when I was younger. Having a family is a constant reminder that you’re not the centre of the universe. It’s hard to be too up yourself when you’re being critiqued for bringing ‘the wrong socks’ in the morning, or for not cleaning the kitchen floor properly. It’s hard to believe your own hype when you’re trapped, like a giant deranged glove puppet, shrieking in fury as you try and put the duvet in the duvet cover. When you’re outnumbered by your children, just do the maths. If all of them decide to run in a different direction at the same time, it’s checkmate.


My wife, Renée, is an incredibly organised person and is a corporate lawyer. When we first met, she was due to go back to Australia to take up a partnership and for some reason, that I’ll be eternally grateful for, she decided to stay with me in the UK.* Renée had never seen EastEnders. She got to know me as this guy that goes off regularly to these far-flung places. And to be honest, she probably got used to having a bit of a break from me. I still plan on making the sorts of documentaries I find interesting, so I’m sure I’ll be off somewhere again at some point. Until then, like a lot of people, a big chunk of my life seems to be videocalls, which when they’re not muted so I can referee something with the kids, involve trying to guess if someone is frozen or if that’s just their paying attention face.


I suppose what I’m trying to say is that sometimes I’m watching TV and I wonder – does Dwayne ‘The Rock’ Johnson know where the dishwasher salt goes?


I do know where it goes, by the way. While I was working on these stories of bullets flying around me, I was also mopping up after Bruno, my dog, who is at a stage in his life where he frequently doesn’t make it outside in time. I was hoovering. Or, I was loading and unloading the dishwasher (because no one else can do it properly, though that’s an ongoing debate). The one thing I draw the line at is ironing, as I’m truly bad at it and I hate it so much. I look at all of the things that have happened and can’t quite believe they all happened to me.


A book like this can’t help but make you look at all the different yous there have been at different points. All those differently shaped lives. But if someone asked me which one was my favourite, I would say this one.





* You should also know I drink a lot less now. Honestly reading a lot of this back, my liver winces.


* Though believe me, it gets mentioned every time it rains.







Formaldehyde



It could be a right pain having a copper for a dad. There was no point in lying, he’d just look at you and he’d know. It didn’t stop me and my brother trying, of course – about how the window got broken, or the daffodils trampled – but he’d just keep looking at you not saying anything until you told him what had happened. And something had usually happened. Until I was eleven, I grew up in one of the last houses on a close in Rainham in Essex, right on the Thames Estuary.* People forget now how close the seventies were to the Second World War. There were still air raid shelters in back gardens, over-grown bomb sites to explore if you climbed the right fences. Most of our granddads had fought in the war, almost all of our dads had done national service. My dad served in the infantry and then military intelligence. We’d spend hours high in the wooden frames of the houses they were building. The war was constantly there, in the toys we wanted, in the games we played. I remember being obsessed with a die-cast metal model of a Spitfire the boy across the road had, but we didn’t have the money for it at that time. So my poor mum bought me a different plastic one. I can still see her face in the bedroom window as she threw it down to get me excited about it : ‘Look, this one can actually fly.’ But I was utterly graceless in that way kids can be. It was the wrong one. It’s only when you become a parent that you understand just how that must have felt. I got it for Christmas, but I learned that you couldn’t always have everything you wanted in the order you wanted it.


It was in many ways a classic seventies childhood : choppers and space hoppers, sherbet Dip Dabs and fizzy Corona orange. No wonder we were hyper. There was a little gang of us, the first gang in my life, John Barratt, Martin Gracy, all with younger brothers. The Abbot Close Gang. We’d kick balls through windows and ride about on our bikes, recreating what we’d seen on the TV that week – imagining our bikes were horses and the sticks were lances, making a knight’s helmet out of the cardboard box the ice creams came in. Or we were cowboys, or musketeers, but a lot of the time we were Second World War soldiers. We’d disappear onto the scrubland for entire days fighting wars. We’d go out onto the marshes and come back plastered in stinking mud. We’d be back on the close, throwing mud grenades, clasping our hand to our chests from the bullets, making machine-gun noises. All while the woman in the house opposite us flicked her Venetian blinds and called out, ‘I can see what you’re up to and I’ll tell your mum and dad.’* It was rough and tumble. We’d get into fights with other gangs from different closes. One day I came back from an adventure where we’d decided to recreate news footage of riots in Northern Ireland by throwing broken bits of slate roofing tile at each other and one had cut my brother’s head. I was about eight years old and must have used the f-word, at which point my mum washed my mouth out with Imperial Leather soap as my brother bled on the carpet.*


My brother and I, like all brothers, had our disagreements as kids, frequently, but we made a good team when we needed to.


Like the time we’d been told we weren’t allowed to go fishing at this specific lake we’d heard about because it was too far away and we were too young. I must have been eleven and he was about nine. We decided we were going to go anyway, secretly.


We go to the fishing tackle shop and buy a pint of maggots each in preparation.† We’re told that they can’t be too hot or too cold, or they won’t wriggle enough to catch the eye of the fish. So we need to find somewhere indoors to hide them. And maggots stink. Which means we need to find somewhere to hide them where Mum won’t find them. So we hide them in the spare room, which was the room my nan and granddad sleep in when they stay with us. Then we sneak out and put our rods on our bikes.


In the morning, we get up at 5 a.m., while it’s still dark, whispering and on tiptoes. And go to retrieve our two pints of maggots. Only there’s not two pints of maggots. There’s one pint of maggots and one empty box where a pint of maggots used to be. And then I see out of the corner of my eye that the bedroom carpet is moving. Then I see that the eiderdown on the bed is moving. There are maggots crawling everywhere. Leaving aside the issue of who didn’t put the lid back on their pint of maggots, we leap into action, picking up handfuls of maggots and putting them into the box. Then we leave the house before anyone is up, spend the day fishing and no one is any the wiser. We got away with it.


A couple of days later and that room is like something out of a horror film, swarming with bluebottles everywhere.


‘Do either of you boys know anything about this?’ asked Mum, and we just shook our heads. She must have known but she didn’t tell Dad.


I absolutely loved television. Thunderbirds and Captain Scarlet, all the adventure shows. But my favourite was a show called The Banana Splits, which was a mixture of animation and these live-action segments with people dressed up in giant animal costumes. And one of the cartoons was The Three Musketeers, so that all went into the mix. We’d be musketeers shouting ‘en garde’ to each other, hitting each other with sticks. We’d pull everything we saw on the television into the games we played.


At the end of the close there was a hawthorn bush that had grown up into an arch, and some of the girls and I would hang one of my mum’s eiderdowns up and have a little theatre. It was down where the ice-cream van would stop, so there was always an abundant supply of ice lolly sticks, which I would snap in two, sharpen on the edge of the kerb and insert them into my top lip as Dracula fangs and perform as a vampire.* ‘I’m coming to get you,’ I would shout and the girls would pretend to faint. That was where I first learned about something called kissing, which was fun in a different way to hitting each other with bits of wood, though it felt equally dangerous.


‘Wait till your father gets home’ was a commonly heard refrain but it had a little extra to it in our case. As a detective, Dad kept us shielded from a lot of what went on. He worked long hours, was away for days at a time, and we never knew any details, just that it was serious stuff. At one point he was in the Flying Squad, the unit set up by Scotland Yard to deal with armed robbers, the proper gangsters. He carried a gun. Often he’d be back after my brother and I had gone to sleep and had left by the time we woke up, but he’d leave the empty cartridges on our headboards from when he’d been at the firing range. When I was little and about as tall as his kneecaps, I’d hug his legs when he got home, the feeling of the suit fabric against my face, the smell that was peculiar to him, a kind of faint chemical smell I didn’t much like.


Dad had this brown leather suitcase with a brass lock and his initials embossed on it in gold and I was fascinated by it. I’d been told very clearly never to play with it or go anywhere near it. But every chance I got I’d go and look at it and play with the lock.


One day my dad was out and the case was there by the front door. I tried the lock and this time it was open. I remember knowing with absolute certainty that I shouldn’t look in the case and that there would be repercussions. But, as has happened so often in my life, curiosity got the better of me.


Inside the case there were black-and-white photographs. I didn’t know exactly what I was looking at but I knew it was a dead body and I knew something bad had happened. I put the photographs back in the case carefully, closed it and put it back where it was. Didn’t say anything to anyone. That evening when he got home, he came into the room, took one look at me and said, ‘You’ve been in my case, haven’t you?’


If my dad’s gift was getting people to talk, my mum was a hairdresser and had that gift of being able to talk to anyone about anything. And she still does.* She’d often be cutting the hair of a neighbour when I got home from school. They’d be in there, the air thick with hairspray and dyes and the chemical peroxide scent of perm lotions, and women talking and laughing. Sometimes I’d sit in there too, listening, or they’d ask me to tell them about school or to do one of my impressions – Dick Emery, or The Goodies or Dad’s Army – once they were out from under the dryer. People sitting and talking about their lives, exchanging stories. You leave a space and people fill it.


I wanted to be an actor as soon as I realised it was something you could be (and be paid for). That time was a real highpoint for television, it predominated and eclipsed everything. The quality was high. There were so few channels and the people who were involved were all good. Acting began with turning what we saw on the television into games. Then it was impressions of teachers. Then I got into school plays. But my teachers all said that my reading wasn’t good enough to be an actor. I think now there’s a much better sense of how different kids learn in different ways and at different paces. But back then it was that one size fits all model. Sit in a row as the teacher talks at you and writes things on the board. I couldn’t get on with that and so I was labelled as not a high achiever and that was that. I was a bit of a loner at school when I was younger. But sport and then drama changed that.


When I was eleven, we moved to a house in Shenfield in Essex. It was less than ten miles as the crow flies. But it was a huge shift in terms of those tiny markers of class we all grow up with. We went from the end of a close on a housing estate, to a house in the commuter belt. There were big gardens, and mock Tudor frontages. Our house was on a main road but backed onto some scrubby fields where I would range around with the dog imagining I was exploring far-off places. Our dog was a Hungarian Vizsla. He had literally been bred to accompany Hungarian aristocracy on hunts, and there he was being dragged around Essex scrubland ; no wonder he had this permanent slightly wounded, disappointed air at what he was forced to endure.


The move marked the start of a new tradition too – the Sunday morning run with my dad. Dad had done his national service when he was younger and worked his way up from being a bobby on the beat. He believed that being able to run far and fast would always come in handy at some point in my life. So 8 a.m. on a Sunday, whatever the weather (though it felt like it was always raining), we’d put our nylon tracksuit bottoms on and our Gola football boots, the dog bounding around excitedly, and we’d run cross-country for a minimum of four miles, the cold air burning our lungs, until we collapsed in protest. ‘Come on, boys!’ he’d call back to us, laughing as we lay panting in the mud.*


As I got older, I used to go for runs out on the same waste ground our house backed on to. I used to do pull-ups on the trees. There was one particular tree that I used to climb and build treehouses in, and I thought it would be a good idea to tie one end of a rope around one of the branches, the other around my chest, and see what happened when I jumped off.*


It was also where people would set fireworks off. So I would go around the next morning and I would collect any that hadn’t gone off and scrape all of the powder into one. Then I’d light it. But this time there’d clearly been a lot that hadn’t gone off and it went off like a bomb in my face and I was left lying on my back with the smell of singed hair in my nostrils.


At one point, not long before I was due to leave school, my dad was keen for me to go into the force. He even got me the forms to go to Hendon. However, one of the best decisions ever made, by me, or policing in general, was for me to go into acting. I think that’s such an important thing for parents to do, though I understand it can be difficult now I’m a parent : to give them the space to be themselves. Completely understandably, Dad saw it as an alien industry with very little security, compared to the familiar world of policing.


Though I genuinely think there must be a copper gene. It’s been quite dangerous over the years, especially in the US. I’ve had to work hard to prove to some people that I wasn’t a cop. I look exactly like one. And I think I have that instinct to ask questions that coppers have, not because I want to arrest them but because I genuinely want to know more about them. When I’m interviewing someone, I often have a sense when they’re not telling the truth and I’ll use my dad’s technique of leaving a silence, which most people immediately rush to fill with words, flattered that you’re showing a genuine interest.


As an actor, I’ve played police officers a few times over the years. The first job I got out of drama school was at the Westcliff Palace Theatre in a play called Staircase, directed by Richard Wilson, starring John Thaw and Charles Dyer, who had written the play.* It was about an ageing gay couple who own a barbershop in the East End of London and was effectively a two-hander with John and Charles playing the couple (though it was clear to all of us that Richard should have played the part).†


I was the assistant stage manager, which meant making sure the props were all set out before the performance, and I had a small part that basically involved me as the voice of a policeman delivering a summons, and I think at one point I had to play the upstairs lodger’s legs.


It’s a story of two men who were living when homosexuality is a crime. And at one point, one of them is charged with soliciting and receives a summons. So I’m dressed as a policeman, though you can only see my silhouette. And I knock on the door to deliver the summons to John’s character.


One night, John and I were having dinner before the show and I mentioned that it was my birthday and that my mum and dad were coming in, and John just smiled and said, ‘How lovely.’ So that night, it comes to my line in the show and I knock on the door and go to say my line and John says, ‘Yes, officer?’ but this time, he stands to the side, so the audience can see me, including, in the front row, my mum and dad. And I do my line and John has his back to the audience and is absolutely twinkling, grinning at me the whole time. I’ll never forget that. He’s in the middle of a two-hander that lasts for almost three hours, with so many lines and so much weight on him, but he was generous enough to let a very young and inexperienced actor have his moment. He didn’t have to do that. But he did, because that was the size of the man. He was a hero to me before I met him but my admiration for him only grew working with him. Both him and Richard were both tremendously kind and generous to me.


John bought me a bottle of Moët & Chandon and it was the first champagne I had ever tasted, when I drank it a few months later with my mum after getting my first part on television.


A few years after leaving drama school, I was playing a copper again in an episode of Birds of a Feather. I mainly remember because they had to shoot me exclusively from the left-hand side. My girlfriend at the time and I had come back from me playing (extremely bad) village cricket to find someone relieving themselves against the wall of the small cottage where we were living. She quite reasonably asked him to stop pissing against our house, only to be told to F off. I’d gone to have a little chat with him and after some raised voices he’d apologised, held his hand out to shake mine and, when I grasped it, cracked me with a, to be fair to him, pretty solid left hook. After a bit more of a scuffle, where I ended up on top of him, efficiently punching the tarmac either side of his head, before landing one solid right, we were dragged apart and went our separate ways. But the next morning I had scabbed knuckles, and a fully closed and impressively purple and yellow right eye, which even extended television make-up couldn’t quite hide. The legendary director Tony Dow, who had directed Only Fools and Horses, was very kind to me and let me do the whole scene filming me from the side. For the next few years my retina would continue to bleed.


After I’d left Eastenders I was playing a detective in a series called Without Motive. We shot in the morgue at Kingston upon Thames. Jane Hazlegrove, who is a lovely woman and a great actress, was brave enough to lie on the drain table where they carried out real autopsies for most of the day with only a sheet over her. As soon as I entered the morgue there was that smell that I hadn’t smelled for more than thirty years and it suddenly took me back to being a little boy again, running to hug my dad’s legs and smelling it on him when I pressed my face against his trousers. I hadn’t thought about it for thirty years, though would do every time I set foot in one of the many morgues I’ve been in since, but, in that way that smells can, I was transported right back there, a little boy, excited my dad was home, and I realised it was that smell on my dad’s trousers. It was the smell of formaldehyde.





* Interesting fact, it’s about half an inch to the right of where the Thames is cropped off on the EastEnders map.


* I went back to the close while I was working on this book to try and shake some memories loose and a woman came out of her house and watched me intently for a bit before telling me she knew my dad was a copper. When I confirmed he was, she closed the door. No cup of tea. It was like I’d never been away.


* Sadly it didn’t work and I still let myself down with the occasional swear word.


† I don’t know who is in charge of this stuff but I’d like to lobby for a unit of maggots other than pints.


* My rate at that time was 1p per performance, or some Opal Fruits, which, as my agent will tell you, basically hasn’t changed.


* You don’t need Wikipedia, just call Jean.


* There’s been a few times where running quickly has literally saved my life. And it would come in handy when I started getting into playing rugby, which saved my life in a different way.


* Hint : you hurt your ribs.


* I still the remember the feeling of picking up my first ever cheque as an actor. £100. Get in.


† Even now ‘I don’t believe it’. Sorry.







Beach Fire



‘Do you know there’s a rumour they put formaldehyde in the beer in these parts to preserve it, Ross?’


I’m forty-two years old, on a beach in East Timor, wondering why Tom* has waited for me to drink four beers before he tells me this interesting fact. Still, as I swill it around my mouth, I reckon it’s cold and it’s fizzy and it’s the last day of filming on a hell of a trip, so we order another round.


East Timor is an island in between Australia, Indonesia and Papua New Guinea and in 2006 was an extremely volatile place to be. It was at that point the youngest democracy in the world and saying there were growing pains would be putting it mildly. There were violent uprisings every couple of days and the streets were full of UN and foreign army vehicles. We were there making an episode of Gangs, as it was estimated that two thirds of the youth of East Timor were involved in some sort of gang and they were starting to gain political power. We’d spent days driving through neighbourhoods of burned-out buildings covered in gang graffiti and camps set up to house those burned out of their homes, with the constant hum of violence in the air. There were bullet holes in the window frames of our hotel. We’d just finished a long day interviewing various figures in the gangs, who fought each other with crude home-made bows and arrows and slings to gain power. I interviewed one guy with a twelve-inch nail still poking out of his head. It all felt depressingly intractable, as the poverty and high unemployment drove people into gangs, which drove the violence and made East Timor such a dangerous country at the time and not the sort of place likely to attract foreign investment. We’d already been in East Timor for two weeks without doing anything, after a muck-up with the wrong sort of tapes for our camera meant we had to wait for someone to bring new tapes from London for us to even begin filming. I’d started every morning with a run and then a relaxing swim, only to be greeted after two weeks in by Mauricio, our fixer,* running toward me waving his arms and shouting, ‘Ross, Ross, why are you swimming on snake beach?!’


But now we’ve finished filming and Mauricio has found us a shack on the beach. They split open a massive fish and grilled it over an open fire. For the first time since we’d been there, our muscles unclenched a little. We were sitting on a tropical beach, around the bay from Dili, the capital city where we’re staying, eating fish just pulled out of the water, and drinking beers as the sun sets behind the palm trees.


‘Cheers, Mauricio,’ muttered Tom. Actually, where was Mauricio? There’s no mobile phone service and nobody seemed to know where he was. We half-heartedly called his name out for a bit, in case he was nearby, but then they brought more beers. A little while later, a Suzuki open-top jeep zooms right up to us and it’s Mauricio.


‘We must go,’ he says. ‘Now.’


‘Mate, we’re not going anywhere. Have some fish, have a beer.’ I was on my sixth by this point and was quite up for staying on that beach until the sun came up again. Mauricio shook his head frantically. ‘You have to go now, look across the bay, look across the bay,’ he said, pointing. The sky was a vibrant orange and pink, streaked with clouds but in the distance, around the bay in the distance, I could see the orange glow of flame and smoke rising.


‘What’s that?’ I asked.


‘That’s your hotel,’ said Mauricio.


We started moving then. On the way Mauricio explained that today’s uprising had hit upon the plan of stealing land by burning down the land registry office so there could be a land grab. And the land registry office just happened to be next door to our hotel. Luckily our hotel was safe but that couldn’t be said for the land registry office; an Australian guy was standing on a ladder forlornly tipping a single bucket of water onto the flames. Gas canisters were starting to explode. That night, parts of Dilli were on fire and the smell of burning hung in the air.


The next morning I woke up with a shocker of a hangover. When I saw Tom at breakfast, he was looking similarly grey-green. Whether it was the formaldehyde in the beer or smoke inhalation, it was hard to pinpoint.


‘This is the worst hangover I’ve ever had,’ he croaked.





* Tom Watson, thank you for everything you did on every show we worked on together (which was a lot!).


* A fixer is a local journalist, or knowledgeable expert who you hire to help you get access to tell the story you need to tell. They are an absolutely essential part of the team, often working at great personal risk and we would quite literally be nowhere without them. People seem to think we’re out there with teams of bodyguards or security, but they draw unwarranted attention so we rely on local knowledge. So it’s usually just us and the fixers.







An Argument with Johnnie



‘This is the worst hangover I’ve ever had,’ I croaked. Next to my bed in a hotel room in Venezuela is an empty bottle of Johnnie Walker red. Never a good sign number one. I stumble to the bathroom and look in the mirror. As I grimace weakly to myself, I see I have knocked out most of my top front teeth.* Again. Never a good sign number two.


I am forty-seven years old, obscenely hungover and I need to access emergency dentistry in Venezuela.


My love/hate relationship with Johnnie Walker had begun eight years previously in Brazil, while I was making a film for Gangs.† It was the first Gangs we ever made, after I’d come back from a trip to the US to make a documentary about guns in the US and ended up successfully pitching the idea of a series of documentaries about different gangs around the world to Sky. The favelas around Rio have been the location for violently fought drugs wars for years and we were there to meet members of one of the biggest gangs, Comando Vermelho or Red Command.


We flew in over a favela called Rocinha and I learned how the favelas grew up in and around the city as Brazilians fled poverty in the countryside and landed there. It was only when you were there you saw how intertwined with the city they were. From the sun lounger of my very nice hotel, I could see two hardcore favelas to one side and two to the other. At night, I would watch children kicking footballs, training with the youth coaches at Flamengo on the beach when it was cool enough to practise. We met gang members, watched people buying and selling drugs. The thick smell of sewage and barbecuing meat hung in the air. Precarious shacks crowded on top of each other. At one point, we were due to meet some gang members on the roof of a house and were just wondering where they were when they suddenly appeared, jumping across the roofs. Ecstasy had recently arrived in Rio and people were openly off their faces on it in the streets. A few years later, I would return to Rio when the drug of choice was cracky cracky (crack cocaine) and a toilet freshener that increased people’s sex drive. I would walk down and watch barely pubescent pregnant girls take punters into rooms made of cardboard boxes to have sex with them. But back then it was all new to me. And I was very much out of my comfort zone.


Especially the prison we went to. Brazil’s prison population was 250,000 (about the same size as Southampton). I went in alongside an evangelical group doing a prison visit. The preacher in a suit implored them to turn their backs on gangs and find Jesus, and they screamed and raised their arms to the sky. I saw young men crying uncontrollably at the hymns, undone by the thought of redemption – and I could see why. The prison was a converted office space. There were bottles jammed into the bars, full of urine, and plastic bags full of faeces. It was extremely hot and very humid and loud with constant shouting. Hundreds of people packed into these tiny cells, hardly enough room for them to stand upright. There were ropes strung between cells to carry parcels and messages. There were no windows. The air was still and smelled of thousands of bodies crushed together. Sweat poured down your face and down from the ceiling. We were told not to look up because if the liquid got in your eye it would cause an infection. I had heard the term hellhole before but never fully understood it till then.*


I would go back to my room at the end of long, hard days and I’d crack open the Johnnie Walker miniatures and have them with bottles of Coke in my minibar. When it was time to check out, I went through my bill and I realised they hadn’t charged me for the four whiskies. I didn’t want to get anyone in trouble, so I went to the guy on reception and said, ‘Here, take my credit card and charge me for the miniatures of whisky.’ But he wouldn’t take it. My Portuguese was essentially non-existent, and his English wasn’t great, so I kept trying to give him my card and he kept saying, no. Finally, I convinced him to take it away with him and to take the money for the whisky (remember this is four miniatures). I was absolutely sure he would get in trouble if his bosses found out he hadn’t charged for something, so I felt like I’d done a small, good thing.


I get to the airport, get on the plane out of Rio and it goes via São Paulo to refuel and take on more passengers. We’re waiting on the runway. So I turn on my mobile phone.


This was back in the days when they were bricks with an extendable aerial. And it rings and someone says, ‘Hello, Mr Kemp? This is Barclays. Have you just bought twenty thousand pounds’ worth of phone cards in Rio?’ In Rio at that point, phone cards were effectively a currency. You could buy food and petrol with them. I’ve never said anything as quickly as I said, ‘Kill the card!’


Eight years later, I’m in Venezuela. And I’ve had to go and ask our fixer to try and help me find an emergency dentist. As I spoke to my team, I gradually pieced together what had happened. After a gruelling last day of a gruelling schedule of filming I had gone back to the hotel bar and drunk a bottle of Johnnie Walker. I was told afterwards that people were staying clear of me and calling me Senor Loco. And at some point, I tripped or slipped and slammed face down against the marble bartop. Now, my mouth was a mixture of various types of dental work and it didn’t take very much but I lost a fair percentage of what was there. What I should have done at that point was go back to my room and make preparations for an emergency dentist. Not order another bottle of whisky. People told me that I was spitting bits of tooth out in between sips. Paramedics were called but when they arrived Senor Loco didn’t want to leave his friend Johnnie. So understandably they left.
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