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PREFACE

 

       I thought it would be useful to explain why I’ve selected and omitted certain terms from this book, starting with the title.

        ‘The Circuit’ is shorthand for the international commercial security circuit, an industry which caters to government, military, commercial and individual clients. The Circuit’s activities encompass a vast array of services including,

        but not limited to, the following: protective services, asset tracing and recovery, employee screening, counter-surveillance and anti-surveillance, Kidnap & Ransom response, information security, political and security risk analysis, business and

        intelligence investigations, fraud awareness and investigation, crisis management and security audits.


       The core of this book is the biggest growth area for The Circuit in recent years: the market for protective services in hostile environments. These

        services include Close Protection or CP (bodyguards in layman’s terms) for commercial clients and outsourced military jobs including CP for government personnel, securing government installations, running convoys and security sector reform (i.e.

        training national military and police in places such as Iraq and Afghanistan).


       The Circuit uses several terms to describe firms which provide security services: PMCs (Private Military Companies), PSCs (Private Security Companies)

        and PMSCs (Private Military and Security Companies). Though they appear similar, each of these acronyms is politically charged. For instance, the British Association of Private Security Companies, a trade group of British

        security firms with operations abroad, refers to its charter members as PSCs due to what it terms ‘cultural reservations’ surrounding the term PMCs.1


       As for myself, I take issue with applying the term ‘private’ to security companies. Though technically accurate – we are talking

        about private sector firms as opposed to government owned – it can be misleading because ‘private’ can refer to non-profit companies.


       Throughout this book, I will refer to the firms comprising The Circuit as CSCs, Commercial Security Companies. CSCs don’t exist to do good works

        in the world. They are not fundamentally noble in nature. The primary goal of CSCs is to make money. They are above all commercial, profit-driven enterprises and should be referred to as such.


       That’s not to say that the people doing the actual work on the ground in hostile environments place financial gain above all other

        considerations. This is why you will also note a conspicuous absence of the term ‘mercenary’ in this book. I have often heard the media refer to the men and women working on The Circuit as ‘mercenaries’; a label as offensive as it

        is inaccurate. Let me explain.


       Mercenaries are hired guns who sell their services to the highest bidder. They have no national loyalty, no sense of duty to country and no moral

        foundation. They’ll take up arms against their own government if the price is right.


       Security advisers, by contrast, are a relatively new phenomenon (and by ‘advisers’ I mean the people putting their lives on the line in

        the field, not the managers and executives sitting in plush offices back in London). Security advisers first appeared in the 1970s, when The Circuit was still very much in its infancy. Today, the vast majority of advisers work on contracts servicing

        their own governments, governments closely allied to their own or industries regulated by their home countries, their allies or international law. Many security advisers have served in the military or supported their

        communities as police officers. They regard their employment on The Circuit as a continuation of their public service, not an end to it.


       In fourteen years on The Circuit, I have never accepted an assignment that I felt ran counter to Britain’s national interests. I served my

        country proudly as a soldier for twenty-three years and continue to serve it through my work in the commercial security sector. I see myself as a patriot and a security adviser. Never call me a mercenary.








 
       

 
      PART ONE
 
      A STEEP LEARNING
 
      CURVE

 

       

 

      CHAPTER 1
 

       ‘I told you to STOP!’


       I could tell by the accent that he was Russian. His voice certainly matched the rest of him. He was a blond-haired, blue-eyed monster. Even with half

        of his body hidden in the hatch of his APC, he looked about six foot tall. All in all, a stereotypical Russian soldier – except for his weapon (an American-made M16) and his uniform (IDF, Israeli Defence Force).


       Only in Ramallah.


       It was April 2002. I had arrived in the West Bank just two weeks earlier to look after a CNN crew reporting on the largest incursion of Israeli troops

        into Palestinian lands since the 1967 Six Day War. It was a typical spring morning in that part of the world; drizzly and cold with the heavy scent of wet concrete dust hanging in the air. The pavement had been reduced to rubble, chewed up by Israeli

        tanks ploughing through everything in their paths. Flattened cars, like pages from a book, and piles of rubbish waiting to be burned lined the silent, undulating streets. The residents of Ramallah were battened down indoors observing the Israeli-imposed

        curfew that promised to shoot on sight any Palestinian – or anyone mistaken for a Palestinian – who disobeyed.


       The Russian climbed down from the APC, all the while keeping his M16 aimed towards me.


       ‘Who are you?’ he asked.


       I had dressed to blend in with my journalist clients: nondescript shirt and trousers, Timberland boots, body armour with the letters TV taped across the front flap, and a ballistic helmet also with the letters TV taped on the sides.


       ‘Journalist,’ I said.


       ‘Liar,’ barked the Russian. ‘Where are you from?’


       ‘Scotland,’ I said, unable to contain the shit-eating grin that spreads across my face whenever I say the name of my country out loud.


       ‘This isn’t fucking Scotland,’ said the Russian.


       ‘This isn’t fucking Israel either,’ I replied.


       Not the answer he wanted to hear. The Russian looked over his shoulder and nodded to one of his mates; another blond monster in an IDF uniform, no

        doubt Russian as well. The next thing I knew, he was sprinting towards me, his M16 elevated as if he were charging into battle. The pair of them grabbed me and dragged me behind the APC. A small group of Israeli soldiers, non-Russians, were there. When

        they saw what was happening, they moved away towards the front of the vehicle, leaving the Russians alone with me.


       Meanwhile the CNN crew I was looking after were well out of view. If they’d followed my instructions to the letter, they’d be on their way

        back to the hotel.


       I briefly considered trying to overpower the Russians and escape but they probably would have shot me in the back. The lead Russian slammed my head

        against the APC. His henchman shoved his rifle into my temple. I could feel the flash eliminator at the end of the barrel sink into my flesh. I was scared, probably the most scared I’ve ever been in my life – not exactly the position I

        expected to find myself in as a civilian.


       

         When I retired from 22 SAS Regiment in 1994, I was certain that dangerous adventures in far-flung places were behind me. I had spent

          twenty years in the Regiment, achieving the rank of Warrant Officer. I’d fought some good wars and taken part in plenty of operations: Oman, the Iranian embassy siege in London, Northern Ireland, the Falklands War,

          the First Gulf War, Bosnia, and many little skirmishes in between.


         I was offered a commission to stay with the Regiment as an officer but turned it down. Though I couldn’t have asked for a better military

          experience, I promised myself as a young recruit that I’d leave at the age of forty, the natural end to a soldier’s career. I didn’t want to be a hanger on. So, four months shy of my fortieth birthday, I gathered my belongings from camp

          in Hereford and walked out of the gates for the last time. I cried like a baby.


         The international commercial security circuit, or The Circuit as it’s known, was a natural place for someone with my background and skills to

          land. Plenty of retired Regiment lads had led the way before me. Back then, The Circuit was a cottage industry catering primarily to the oil and mining industries and to high-profile individuals such as celebrities, royalty, businessmen and the super

          rich. Most of the lads on the ground were like me; former Regiment or SBS (Special Boat Service), as well as some very good people from other military backgrounds. Many of the advisers were highly skilled individuals, but as with any industry there were

          a handful of bluffers who could talk themselves into a job.


         When I first joined The Circuit, my assignments were well paid and confined to non-hazardous areas. I spent my first five years working as part of a

          Close Protection team for an American billionaire and his family. Though busy, the job required me to spend a lot of time in five-star hotels and on private Caribbean beaches. In half a decade, the gravest threat my client encountered was a playful seal

          in the Galapagos Islands that swam a bit too close. At the time, it was the best job going on The Circuit. My client was a tremendous man to work for and I learned a lot. Sadly it ended due to budget cuts.


         I went on to work as a security adviser for a major oil company with operations in Algeria. After that, I headed a thirty-man security detail for a Swiss family based in the south of France. Cushy as these assignments often were, I refused to let myself go or allow my military training to deteriorate. I never drank on the job; I kept myself in good

          physical condition and seized every opportunity to sharpen my proactive security skills. I didn’t know it at the time, but my discipline would pay off handsomely.


         My days of looking after rich people in glamorous locations ended when al-Qaeda hijackers crashed two planes into the World Trade Center. That day,

          11 September 2001, marked the beginning of The Circuit’s transformation from a niche business into a multi-billion-pound industry. As the War on Terror intensified, so did the demand for security advisers, especially in hostile environments; media,

          diplomats, civilian contractors; suddenly everyone needed looking after.


         When I got the call to go to Ramallah to work with a team of CNN journalists, I jumped at the chance. It had been years since I’d had a real

          adventure and I missed the adrenalin rush of being in a hostile environment (technically Algeria was a hostile environment but I spent all of my time there looking after workers inside a secured cordon). I relished the chance to apply skills I

          hadn’t used since the military in a commercial environment. Ramallah also held out the fascinating prospect of being able to do what I never could as a soldier: mix with the local population as a real civilian.2


         The only question mark over the job was the actual clients. I hadn’t worked with journalists before and wasn’t sure what to expect. More

          importantly, media was a new market for The Circuit so it was likely that the journalists I’d be assigned to had never worked with a security adviser. I was warned during my pre-deployment briefing that many media clients resented having advisers

          around. As far as the journalists were concerned, they’d covered plenty of conflicts without our help and they didn’t need it now. Much of this resistance was due to ignorance. The journalists thought security

          advisers were nothing more than tick-tock ex-soldiers who would get in the way of their stories. The possibility of difficult clients didn’t put me off going to Ramallah. I was confident that if I did my job well I’d win over even the most

          stubborn journalist.


      
 

       

         Israel launched Operation Defensive Shield in March 2002 in retaliation for a wave of Palestinian suicide bombings that killed over a

          hundred Israeli civilians within a single month. As part of the operation, Israeli tanks surrounded Yasir Arafat’s presidential compound or Mukhata in Ramallah, effectively imprisoning the Palestinian leader in his own office. By the time I got

          there, the situation had reached a stalemate and nerves on both sides of the conflict were raw to the point of bleeding.


         Meanwhile, I was having a ball. That is, until I met the Russians.


         Some journalists had armoured cars but only CNN had both an armoured vehicle and security advisers on the ground. The majority of the press corps

          had no choice but to spend most of their time indoors while CNN roamed around Ramallah getting stories. That really pissed off the Israelis. Usually, they showed their displeasure through basic harassment; stopping us willy-nilly and telling us to leave

          Ramallah; closing off streets when we were in the middle of filming; threatening to break our equipment – in short, tactics meant to drive us out.


         That changed when we ran into the Russians. The siege had just entered its fourth week with no resolution in sight. I had set out with a

          stripped-down crew (a cameraman and correspondent) to recce the streets. As we slowly navigated the city in our armoured 4x4 I did my best to skirt the known Israeli checkpoints. Sure enough, as we drove up a hill towards the Manara, Ramallah’s

          main square, a tank was waiting at the top; its gun barrel was pointed right at us.


         I had already established a procedure for this type of situation and my clients knew the drill. I stopped short of

          the checkpoint, left the engine running and got out. I wanted to keep the Israelis as far away from the vehicle as possible. My biggest worry, aside from them shooting one of my clients, was that they would confiscate the vehicle, leaving us stranded and

          unable to get stories.


         I had positioned the correspondent in the passenger’s seat. It was his job to keep tabs on me once I left the vehicle. If the Israelis became

          aggressive or attempted to detain me in any way, the correspondent was to slide behind the wheel and drive back to the hotel. That way if the Israelis kicked me out of Ramallah, he and his crew would still be able to report from inside the city. I could

          always find a way back in later.


         As I walked towards the tank I spotted a group of soldiers gathered around two APCs parked up a side road. It was a cold, wet, windy day and some of

          them had taken shelter under a piece of corrugated tin roofing they’d propped against their vehicle. I continued on past the side road and advanced slowly towards the tank. The gun barrel was still pointed directly at my clients. Finally, an

          Israeli commander poked his head up from the turret. The markings on his uniform indicated that he was a captain.


         ‘Who are you?’ His accent was American.


         ‘Journalists,’ I answered.


         ‘Where are you going?’ he asked.


         ‘To a primary school at the other side of the Manara,’ I said.


         He looked over my shoulder at my clients and then back at me. ‘Have a nice day,’ he said and disappeared back into his tank.


         It looked as if we would get off easy. I turned and started walking back to the vehicle. I had nearly made it to our 4x4 when the Russian decided to

          get involved.


         ‘Stop!’ His voice came from the side road where I’d spotted the APCs. I looked at the Russian’s uniform. The captain

          who’d just let me go outranked him, so I continued on my way.


   

         ‘I told you to STOP!’


         That’s when I learned that rank counts for nothing in the IDF. The Russian pointed his rifle towards me and ordered me up the side street. I

          didn’t want my clients to lose visual contact with me but the Russian had a weapon. I, on the other hand, was unarmed.


         At that moment, I should have recognized the crucial difference between operating as a member of the military in a hostile environment and operating

          as a commercial security adviser. No matter how skilled the adviser, soldiers will always have the upper hand; they have superior firepower, superior equipment and superior backup. Had I been thinking like a civilian that morning, I would have

          appreciated just how weak my position was. But I was thinking and acting as if I was still in the Regiment. Rather than keep my big mouth shut and walk away with only my pride wounded, I mouthed off to a well-supported, well-armed soldier and ended up

          with an M16 digging into my temple.


         My head was still sandwiched between the APC and the barrel of the Russian’s M16. I scanned the area as best I could and fixed on a block of

          apartments three storeys high. I was looking for signs of life, anyone who might see what was happening. I wanted a witness, someone to tell the tale because I was convinced the Russian would shoot me in the head.


         ‘Who are you!’ the lead Russian demanded again.


         ‘I’m a field producer for CNN.’


         ‘No you’re not,’ he screamed. ‘You’re a spy.’


         ‘If I was a spy working in Ramallah wouldn’t that put me on your side?’ I argued.


         The Russian, in a moment of clarity, considered my answer. ‘Show us some ID!’


         I asked them if I could get my ID out of my back pocket – I didn’t want to provoke them with unannounced movements. I reached into my

          pocket and handed the lead Russian my press card. In the left corner was my picture. In the right, the official seal of the Israeli Press Office.


   

         The Russian looked over the card, smiled smugly and threw it in the mud.


         At that moment, I was certain he was destroying my credentials so he could claim – after he killed me – that he hadn’t realized I

          was a member of the media. I looked at my muddied press card like a drowning man watching a life-raft drift out of sight. It seemed like an eternity.


         ‘Pick it up!’ the Russian ordered.


         I wasn’t sure of his endgame but I did as instructed. As I scooped up the card the Russian slammed the heel of his boot down on my hand. I

          felt the bones in my fingers snap.


         ‘Fucking hell,’ I muttered through clenched teeth.


         ‘If we see you on the streets of Ramallah tomorrow, you’re a dead man,’ he said. ‘Now fuck off.’ The lead Russian

          nodded at his mate to withdraw his weapon. I took the cue to get the hell out of there.


         My hand throbbing, I walked away thinking just how stupid and arrogant I’d been. I thought my twenty-three years of military experience had

          fully prepared me to negotiate a hostile environment as a security adviser. I was wrong. By failing to realize the crucial differences between operating as a civilian and operating in the Regiment, I’d unnecessarily compromised my safety and, in

          doing so, failed to serve my clients to the best of my ability. I was lucky to have got away with only two broken fingers.


      

 
       

 
      CHAPTER 2
 
       I never gave much thought to politics when I was in the Regiment. I was a soldier, not a politician. As far as I was concerned there
        were two kinds of characters in the world: goodies and baddies.

       When I joined The Circuit politics still weren’t at the forefront of my mind. I read the newspapers regularly (Daily Telegraph and The Times) and watched news on television to keep myself informed. When the Israelis launched Operation Defensive Shield, I thought I had a pretty good grasp of
        the Arab–Israeli conflict: the Israelis were the good guys and the Palestinians were a bunch of terrorists led by the filthiest terrorist of them all, Yasir Arafat.

       As a soldier, I’d come to admire the Israelis. When I was a young lad in the Regiment, IDF Special Forces conducted the legendary Entebbe raid
        in July 1976 to free Israeli hostages held by Palestinian terrorists on an Air France flight at Entebbe airport in Uganda. At the time the Ugandan leader Idi Amin was backing the terrorists, so the Israelis had to conduct the raid in utter secrecy. The
        Jewish commandos carried out their operation with all the professionalism and guile of any first world force, freeing all one hundred hostages and losing only one of their own.

       The Entebbe raid was a source of inspiration for me throughout my military career. It was at the forefront of my mind during the Falklands War, when I
        was sent to Port Stanley to carry out a similar task with the Regiment.3
 
       Obviously, I held the Israelis in very high esteem. My feelings about the Palestinians were equally as strong, albeit not in a positive
        way. The western media had always referred to Arafat as a ‘terrorist’ and his multi-party confederation, the Palestine Liberation Organization, as a ‘terrorist’ organization. The label meant only one thing to me. The old adage of
        ‘one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter’ was a load of liberal crap as far as I was concerned. Having fought the IRA, I’d seen first hand just how ruthless they could be. IRA, PLO, it didn’t matter; they
        were all gutless bastards who killed and maimed innocent civilians to achieve their aims.

       
         Operation Defensive Shield was entering its second week when AKE, a commercial security company owned by a former Regiment mate of
          mine, sent me to Ramallah to look after CNN. AKE already had a cracking lad in situ, Will Scully. An era behind me in the Regiment, Will and I worked together many times on The Circuit in the 1990s. As advisers go, Will is top drawer. If I had to put a
          team together, he’d be one of the first people I’d call.

         I talked to Will prior to leaving to get a better idea of the assignment. I was heartened to hear that he was revelling in it. The only reason he
          was coming home was because of a family commitment. The job wasn’t all giggles though. Will warned me that the toughest part initially would be getting into Ramallah; the Israelis had locked it down and, though journalists were allowed to leave, no
          one was allowed to enter.

      
 
       
         As it turned out, the hurdles went up as soon as I landed in Israel. I was singled out immediately by security at Ben Gurion
          International Airport in Tel Aviv. Mind you, it’s not as if I blended in. A forty-seven-year-old man travelling alone must have stood out among the families and groups of religious tourists. I felt like all eyes were on me as I walked to passport
          control. I knew I was about to be picked on.

   
         A big fat man in his late twenties and a skinny young woman plucked me out of the passport line and ushered me to one side. Without so
          much as a ‘Welcome to Israel’ they started grilling me: what was I doing here? I handed them a covering letter CNN had given me prior to departure and told them I was a field producer temporarily assigned to the Jerusalem bureau. They asked
          to see my passport. Luckily, I’d recently renewed it and there were no incriminating stamps from Arab countries. The pair then asked me a string of questions, repeating many of them to see if my answers varied. Two questions in particular could
          have landed me on the first flight back to the UK. They asked me several times if I spoke Arabic. I do speak respectable colloquial Arabic having studied it in the 1970s for operations in Oman, but I kept my language ability to myself. They also wanted
          to know if I planned to travel to the West Bank or Gaza during my stay.

         ‘Not me,’ I said. ‘It’s far too dangerous.’

         I eventually cleared security and went to the arrivals terminal where CNN had arranged for a driver to meet me. There were hundreds of people
          milling around with name boards, but none for me. I called the number I had been given for the driver but there was no answer. I then rang the CNN bureau in Jerusalem to get a physical description of him. The woman on the other end of the phone told me
          ‘Ahmed’, my driver, was approximately five foot eight with a large belly, thinning hair and a moustache. Over half the men in the terminal fitted that description.

         Fortunately, the woman in the bureau was able to tell me Ahmed’s vehicle make and plate number. I headed out to the car park with my bags, a
          black canvas duffel and a day sack slung over each shoulder. Normally, I never leave the reception area of an airport until I’m met by my point of contact. But I’d already learned first hand that the airport had fairly good security.
          Moreover, my flight had been lousy and I was keen to get on with it.

   
         I walked up a row of vehicles sixty yards long and back down another. On my third pass I found Ahmed’s sedan with Ahmed inside,
          stretched out in the passenger’s seat and out for the count. I stood by the door and rang his phone. I could hear his catchy Arabic ring tone through the window but he slept right through it. I had no choice but to hammer on the windshield with my
          fist. Ahmed nearly launched through the roof. When he saw me he opened the door with such haste that a cold cup of coffee he’d rested on his lap shot out into the parking bay.

         ‘Are you Bob?’ he asked.

         ‘Aiwa’ (yes), I answered in Arabic.

         Ahmed drove me straight to my hotel, the American Colony in east Jerusalem. Just a few minutes’ walk from the Old City, the hotel is a
          favourite with the international press corps. Built as a palace in the late nineteenth century, it was taken over by a group of Americans who remained neutral towards the city’s various factions. To this day, the American Colony remains something
          of a little Switzerland where Arabs and Jews can mix over drinks or a meal in the beautiful gardens or inside in the bar and restaurant.

         I booked in at reception and was shown to my room. When the porter opened the door, my eyes widened with delight. The room was a palace within a
          palace; the ceilings were at least fourteen feet high and decorated in hand-carved, nineteenth-century Ottoman motifs. The furniture was hand carved as well in traditional Arab designs and the bed could have accommodated a platoon. No wonder journalists
          flocked to the place.

         I enjoyed my opulent surroundings to the fullest knowing that the next day I’d be facing some Spartan conditions in Ramallah. I dropped my
          bags, ran the water in the enormous bathtub and bounced onto the bed.

         The rest of my day involved meeting with the CNN bureau chief in Jerusalem, getting my Israeli press pass and calling Will on the phone to arrange
          an RV for the handover.

         That evening, I sat down to a monster dinner of surf and turf in the hotel restaurant. The place was full of
          journalists who looked like they spent most of their time in a pampered environment like the American Colony. Hostile environments were another matter. I’d never seen members of the media up close before and had always assumed that war
          correspondents would look the part; characters like Sandy Gall who were mature but fit enough to travel over the mountains of Afghanistan. Most of the journalists I saw were smoking and drinking and looked very unhealthy, including the young ones. I
          imagine that if any of them had to run three hundred yards to get away from an incident they’d probably drop down dead. I certainly couldn’t see them engaging in E&E (escape and evade) for a protracted period over a given distance. But
          the people-watching didn’t put me off the assignment. I was still excited by the prospect of returning to a war zone for the first time since retiring from the Regiment.

      
 
       
         The next morning I was up at seven (a long lie-in by my standards) to shower, dress and arrange for transport to Ramallah. The
          Jerusalem bureau had given me the number of a taxi driver who worked frequently with CNN. I was told he could find his way around the West Bank blindfolded.

         The driver said it would only take twenty minutes to get from the hotel to Ramallah and he’d collect me at nine. It seemed strange that
          someone working regularly for a news organization operating in and around a hostile environment should be on such a relaxed schedule. Ramallah is only ten miles due north of Jerusalem but Will had warned me that IDF checkpoints can add hours to the
          journey. The driver was waiting outside the hotel at 9 a.m. sharp. Since Ramallah was under military lockdown, we bypassed the main route leading north into the city where the fixed Kalandia checkpoint is located and travelled by a back road to bring us
          in from the east.

         We arrived only to discover that the IDF had set up a checkpoint east of the city as well. It was manned by an armed Israeli patrol that didn’t appear to be letting anyone through. We watched them turn away three vehicles in quick succession. When our turn came, I was ready with my credentials. I held my passport and Israeli press card against the
          window for the soldiers to see. One of them leaned over, looked at my documents and stepped back. I expected him to wave me away. Instead, he lifted his M16 and fired a short burst on the ground near the side of our car. Firing at us was a scare tactic
          and it worked on my taxi driver. He practically shit himself. The driver turned the car around and started heading back towards Jerusalem. I offered him 200 US dollars to get me into Ramallah via another route, but he refused. ‘Those fuckers shoot
          at anyone,’ he said. ‘I go back to my family in east Jerusalem and you go back to hotel.’

         I called Will to let him know what had happened and told him I’d try to get to Ramallah the next morning – with a different driver. I
          booked back into the hotel and went outside to the taxi stand to see if I could find a willing candidate. I found a group of drivers standing around. I asked them if anyone was up for driving me into Ramallah the next morning. A young, slim lad with a
          broken nose and cheeky expression stepped forward.

         ‘I do it,’ he said.

         His name was Walid and he claimed to know several back routes into the city. I asked him if he would get scared if Israeli soldiers tried to stop
          us.

         ‘Nobody scare Walid. Walid brave man,’ he said, thumping his chest.

         ‘You’ve got the job, mate,’ I said and we shook on it.

      
 
       
         I woke early the next morning after a restless night’s sleep. In my mind, I couldn’t stop replaying the incident with the
          soldier at the checkpoint. It was the first time in my life I’d been fired on without having the ability to fire back. I had never operated in a hostile environment without a weapon. It felt like my arms had been
          cut off. It was a strange and horrible experience but one I’d get used to soon enough.

         I loaded my black duffel bag into the back of the ‘brave’ Walid’s taxi but kept my day sack containing my medical kit with me up
          front. I wanted self-aid at hand in case we ran into any more trigger-happy IDF soldiers.

         We travelled the route I’d taken the day before, approaching the city from the east. The checkpoint was still up and a queue of cars had
          formed. As we inched towards it, I studied a large chalk quarry beside the road. It appeared to stretch right into Ramallah. I asked Walid if there was a track in the quarry that led to the city. He said if there was then the IDF surely would have
          blocked it off with one of its giant armoured bulldozers.

         As we neared the checkpoint, it was apparent from the vehicles turning around that the Israelis weren’t letting anyone through. When it was
          our turn to try, we were told to leave as well. I got out of the taxi and asked the checkpoint commander why I couldn’t get into the city when I held an Israeli press pass.

         ‘The town is a closed military area,’ he said.

         It was an answer I’d hear again and again.

         I got back into the taxi and asked Walid to drive a mile back up the road and let me out.

         ‘Why? What are you going to do?’ he asked.

         I pointed towards the quarry. ‘I’m going to walk through there into Ramallah.’

         Walid smiled. ‘Bob, you are fucking crazy. The soldiers, they will shoot you.’

         I asked Walid to pull off the road and into a lay-by. I paid him the agreed fare and told him if he waited there until Will arrived, there’d
          be an extra two hundred dollars in it for him.

         ‘If the soldiers come, drive off and come back an hour later,’ I said.

         Walid took the money and shook my hand.

         ‘Bissalama,’ he said. ‘Have a safe journey.’

   
         I threw my day sack over my back and my black canvas duffel across my shoulders. From the lay-by, I could see Ramallah in the distance
          about two miles away. I stepped off the road and the ground dropped away. The quarry path dipped and rose at steep inclines and was pocked with holes just the right size to twist an ankle. The sun was bouncing off the white chalk, making it very
          difficult to see clearly. After a mile or so I came across a cluster of buildings that looked like the quarry company’s administration area. I stopped and crouched against the wall of one of the smaller buildings to call Will and let him know where
          I was and what I was planning.

         Will asked me if I could see a large wall where the quarry backed onto the city.

         ‘I see it, mate,’ I said.

         ‘Great,’ he said. ‘Can you see the minaret on top of the mosque?’

         I scanned the skyline . . . one, two, three . . . ‘Will, mate, I see nine minarets.’

         Will paused for a second. ‘I think I know where you are. Can you see the big blue minaret? I’m about three hundred metres left of it
          behind the wall.’

         I located the blue minaret. ‘OK, mate, got that. I’m on my way.’

         I only had about half a mile to travel, but most of it was over open ground. I took a couple of minutes to survey the landscape with my binos; about
          six hundred yards to my left I spotted a group of IDF soldiers on a patch of high ground. Glints of light were bouncing off their position, indicating that they were looking through optics of their own. I couldn’t see their weapons so I
          wasn’t sure whether they had the firepower to target me effectively given their distance.

         I had just tucked my binos into my day sack when I heard children’s voices approaching from behind. I looked back and saw a group of ten of
          them, boys and girls aged about eight to twelve, come into view. They were all carrying book satchels and appeared to be headed in the same direction as me – Ramallah. I greeted the children in Arabic. One of the
          older girls responded in English. I asked her where they were going. She pointed towards Ramallah and explained that the only way they could get to school during the Israeli lockdown was through the quarry. I warned the kids about the soldiers I’d
          spotted on the hillside and told them to be careful. The girl said the Israeli soldiers were always there and had shot at them on several occasions. Before the kids headed off, the girl showed me the route they intended to follow. Though I was going in
          the same direction as the children, I didn’t want to walk with them. If the Israelis were onto me, my presence alone could draw fire and endanger the kids unnecessarily.

         The kids hadn’t gone more than a hundred yards from me when the IDF soldiers on the hillside opened up. I could tell by the sound of the
          gunfire that the kids were out of range of the bullets. High-velocity bullets like rounds from an M16 travel faster than the speed of sound. If you’re in range when fired upon, you first hear the sharp crack of the round travelling past you
          followed by the thump of the bullet leaving the barrel. In the military it’s referred to as ‘crack and thump’.

         I estimated the bullets were dropping fifty or sixty yards short of the children. The kids, meanwhile, simply glanced over at the high ground where
          the soldiers were positioned and carried on on their way to school. To them, it was just another day. They were seasoned veterans, and I was new to the game. I watched the kids for another five hundred yards until they disappeared into a small hollow.
          When the soldiers stopped shooting, I went on my way. Sure enough, as soon as I was in the open, the soldiers started firing their weapons again. The rounds were falling well short of my position and I couldn’t be sure whether they were targeting
          me or the kids further up the path. My life wasn’t in immediate danger but I was concerned that the gunfire could alert other IDF patrols in the area; patrols that might be in firing range.

   
         The sun was cresting in the sky and the light reflecting off the chalk was now blinding. It was very hot and sticky and the air was
          heavy with the smell of wild herbs. As I neared the wall, there was no place to take cover and make a call so I rang Will on the hoof to see if he had me in his sights yet. Will said he could see me and directed me towards a break in the wall. I climbed
          through the wall and found Will waiting there with a big, cheesy grin on his face. We hugged each other like two lost souls. I asked him why the fuck he was smiling when he’d have to travel back along the same route I’d just taken. At six
          foot with blond hair, Will made a much bigger target than me.

         For the next fifteen minutes, Will gave me what still stands as the best quick briefing I’ve ever received. When he finished, he handed me a
          list of written notes and the keys to CNN’s armoured Land Rover. ‘It’s got three bullet strikes in it,’ he said. ‘Every time we go somewhere, the Israelis shoot at us.’

         ‘I’ll see if I can match that,’ I said.

         ‘Seriously, mate,’ he said. ‘Keep your body armour and helmet well advertised with the letters TV. The IDF shoot at
          anything.’

         He didn’t have to remind me. I’d already been fired on twice in twenty-four hours just trying to get into Ramallah.
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