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1. Trouble in Belfast


I FIRST WENT TO Northern Ireland in March 1971, 

to report on the killing of three British soldiers 

near Belfast, its capital city, one night. I caught 

the plane from London early on the morning 

after the murders. When you are working for 

television, there will always be a man with a 

camera beside you. On this trip, though, I was 

working for radio and so I was alone. It was my 

first reporting assignment outside London, and 

I was feeling very nervous.


I drove towards the city, and passed the spot 

where the murders had taken place. I stopped 

the car and looked around. There was nothing 

to show what had happened only a few hours 

earlier. The soldiers had been lured into a bar by 

a couple of girls. The girls had then gone off to 

get an IRA killer, who waited for the soldiers in 

an alley outside the bar. Then he shot them all 

in the back of the neck.


It was the first time I had been close to

something like this. I got back into my car and 

drove on. The road went round the edge of a 

mountain and then I saw Belfast. The city 

looked gloomy and poor in the grey morning 

light. Later, I came to love Belfast, but now I was 

too scared to feel anything for it. I was only 

twenty-six years old. I missed my cosy London 

home, my wife and our baby daughter.


I got to my hotel, and rang the BBC office in 

Belfast. They told me that there was to be a 

funeral that afternoon which I should cover. An 

IRA man had fired at a patrol of British soldiers, 

and they had shot him dead. I drove as close to 

the cemetery as I could, and followed the crowd 

of people heading for the big event. On my way 

I came across Derek, a reporter for the London 

Sunday Times, whom I knew slightly. Meeting 

him at this moment may have saved my life.


It was to be a full IRA funeral. That meant 

that the IRA would fire their rifles into the air 

over the coffin. I stood as close to the grave as I 

could, together with a group of other 

journalists. It made me feel a little safer. In my 

pocket I had a small tape recorder, and I wanted 

to record the sound of the shots being fired. 

That was the big thing of the moment in radio,

because it was so difficult to get genuine sound 

of the IRA firing their guns. But I kept my tape 

recorder out of sight until I was ready. I didn’t 

have long to wait.


I didn’t blend in with the crowd, because I 

was wearing a sports jacket and smart shoes. 

The problem wasn’t just that I looked English. 

It was that I looked like an Army spy. I acted like 

one, too. I secretly took out my tape recorder 

when I saw the IRA men raise their rifles to fire 

in the air. And I got the recording. I felt really 

pleased with myself. My first day in Belfast, and 

I had got the sound of shots on tape. Finally the 

funeral came to an end, and the crowd moved 

away. The small group of British journalists 

wandered off.


A hand gripped my arm. A man with red hair 

and an angry face was standing over me.


‘It’s an Army spy,’ he called out to a group of 

the nastiest people I had ever seen.


‘No, I’m not,’ I said, as bravely as I could. ‘I’m 

a BBC reporter.’


‘So show us your ID. ’


I didn’t have it with me. I have never been 

very good at carrying my ID papers — I suppose 

I don’t like the idea that I should have to — and

this has often got me into trouble. Now it 

looked as though it might cost me my life. 

While we were standing there, I could see a 

photographer from the Daily Mirror being 

stopped, just as I had been. A group of men 

dragged him over to the edge of the cemetery 

and beat him almost to death. I could hear his 

screams as the boots went in. Apparently the 

IRA thought he had taken the wrong kind of 

picture.


The angry man grabbed me.


‘Give him one up the nostril,’ he said, 

meaning they should shoot me then and there.


At that point I heard a very English voice 

close to us. It was Derek, the man from The 

Sunday Times.


‘Ah, John, I wondered where you’d got to,’ he 

said calmly. He had spotted what was 

happening to me, and risked all sorts of trouble 

to come and help me.


‘This is Mr Simpson from the BBC,’ he said to 

the man holding my arm. ‘Has there been some 

misunderstanding?’


Derek was so firm and certain that the group 

opened up to let me past. I couldn’t stop 

thanking him all the way to the main road.

When I left him my hands were still shaking so 

much that I had trouble getting the key in the 

lock of my car. A group of IRA men followed me 

at a distance, to see what I did next. When I 

looked in the rear-view mirror as I drove off, I 

saw them writing down the car number.


That evening, back in my room at the hotel, I 

sat down on the bed. My hand was still shaking.


‘It’s no good,’ I said out loud, ‘I’m not cut out 

for this kind of work. I’m not tough enough for 

it.’ I decided to fly back to London the next 

morning, and tell my boss that I wouldn’t do 

any more reporting in Northern Ireland.


But then I ordered a steak from room service, 

and watched some television. And I remembered 

how I had taped the sounds of the IRA 

men firing their guns, which no one else had 

managed to get. Maybe, I thought, I should stay 

in Belfast for a bit longer before doing anything 

too hasty.


That night, though, I dreamed I was standing 

in an alley. A girl with red hair said, ‘Give him 

one up the nostril.’ I woke up shouting.




 





2. Angola


WHEN THE PORTUGUESE LEFT Angola in 1975, 

there was a civil war. Until then, this African 

country had been ruled by Portugal. Now, rival 

groups were fighting for control of the country. 

Two of these groups were known by their 

initials as the MPLA and the FNLA. The MPLA 

were backed by the Russians. The FNLA were 

funded by the Americans.


When the Russian-backed group looked like 

winning, MI6, the British secret service, got 

involved. They hired British ex-soldiers to go to 

fight for the American-backed group. I had 

heard that these men were going to fly to the 

neighbouring country of the Congo from 

Brussels, the capital of Belgium. I was based 

there at the time, and I went to talk to them.


At Brussels airport, they were easy to spot. 

They didn’t like being interviewed, and were 

furiously angry with us. One of them shouted 

that if he saw me again he would kill me.


When they’d left, I wondered what would 

happen to them. I didn’t have long to wait to 

find out. The BBC sent me to Kinshasa, the 

capital city of the Congo, to follow them the 

next day.


This is crazy, I thought on the plane. I was 

heading for the most savage place in Africa at 

that time. I tried to think of an easy way out, 

but there was none. And, anyway, I had never 

been to tropical Africa before.


After I’d checked in to my hotel, I took a taxi 

to the FNLA base. The driver looked scared 

when I told him where I wanted to go. The 

FNLA had been given total power to do what 

they wanted. When it looked as though they 

were losing the war, they started executing a lot 

of their own people. They did it at the base.


As soon as we got there, and I walked over to 

the entrance, I heard shots from behind the 

wall. Then four men came out through the gate. 

One of them was a British hired soldier, or 

mercenary, who had been in the airport at 

Brussels the day before. He had said he 

wouldn’t forget my face, and he was right. He 

shouted out and began to run towards me. I 

dodged through cars and burst through a crowd

of nervous locals. My taxi driver was too scared 

to wait for me, but luckily I caught up with him 

just as he was starting to drive away. I don’t 

know what made me do it, but as we passed the 

men who were chasing me, I stuck two fingers 

up at them.


I had a very difficult and dangerous time 

during the next couple of weeks. It turned out 

that several other leading mercenaries were 

staying at my hotel. They were violent and 

brutal. While I was sitting and talking to one of 

them at the bar, he stuck a lighted cigarette into 

someone’s eye. Another took a particular dislike 

to me and explained in careful detail how he 

was going to kill me. Yet even paid soldiers 

behave conventionally when they have to. 

Shortly after threatening me, this same man 

went to the reception desk while I was standing 

there, and asked politely for his key. He walked 

over to the crowded lift with me, got in, and 

answered civilly when I rather cheekily wished 

him goodnight.


Every day I reported back to the BBC about 

the goings-on in the Angolan war, and about 

what was happening at this extraordinary, 

violent hotel.


One night, three more paid soldiers came 

into the bar. They were also British and they 

were experienced, too, but they were terrified. 

They explained that they had been tricked into 

coming to Angola, and how evil the FNLA were. 

One of them, Douglas, told me about another 

FNLA man who was also a former British 

soldier. It was a story which would soon 

become known around the world.


According to Douglas, this man, Callan, was 

a devil. Whenever things went wrong he fell 

into wild, violent rages. Everyone was afraid of 

him. One evening, a young recruit on guard 

duty fired off his rifle by mistake. The next day, 

Callan called the whole guard of fourteen men 

on to parade. He called out the young recruit, 

shot him in the knee, then killed him with a 

bullet to the head. All the others were put into 

a truck and driven off. Outside the city, they 

were told to make a run for it. Callan and 

another man armed with a machine gun shot 

them dead as they tried to get away.


The three men in the bar with me had had 

enough of this dirty war. They were convinced 

that Callan would turn up at the hotel at any 

moment and kill them too.


‘He can’t do anything to you here,’ I said, 

though I wasn’t at all certain about that myself. 

‘I’ll call the British embassy. They’ll send you 

back to England.’


The next day, after getting them sorted out, I 

decided to leave too. I was much too frightened 

by what was going on to stay. (Afterwards, 

though, I realized I had made a serious mistake. 

It was an important lesson to me as a journalist. 

Never leave a story just because you’re a bit 

scared.)


I was told to be very careful at the airport. 

Perhaps the FNLA would try to get me there, 

someone said. I had gone through passport 

control and was sitting in the filthy departure 

lounge when the trouble started.


Over the loudspeakers, someone called out 

my name and asked me to report to an airport 

official. I got up casually and wandered over to 

the men’s toilet. It stank, but at least there were 

separate cubicles with doors. I went into one 

and sat down. Then I drew my feet up on to the 

filthy seat. While I waited, I put all my notes 

about Callan and the killings inside my shoes.


After a few minutes, the outer door of the 

toilets was kicked open. I heard footsteps. There

were two men, perhaps three. They had shoes 

on rather than boots, so I knew they weren’t 

from the army. I thought they must be FNLA 

officials. They walked halfway down the row of 

cubicles, then stopped. From the grunting 

sounds they made, I guessed that two of them 

were on their knees looking under the doors.


‘Nothing,’ said a voice. The outer door 

banged shut. Then the last call for my flight 

came over the loudspeaker. Would the men be 

waiting outside for me? I had no choice but to 

get on that plane. If I didn’t, I would be as good 

as dead. I ran out, past a couple of surprised 

men in plain clothes, and handed my boarding 

pass to the airline official. They couldn’t get me 

now.


I only started breathing freely when we took 

off. Even then I thought that the two men 

sitting behind me looked familiar from the 

FNLA base. I was too terrified to be sensible.


When I got to Brussels I found out that 

another Western journalist in Kinshasa had 

beaten me to it with the story of the killings. I 

was very angry about that, because he had 

promised to wait until I reached Brussels. Still, 

it was a huge story and I spent all the next day

broadcasting and being interviewed. As a result 

of my reporting, the BBC gave me a wonderful 

job as the correspondent in South Africa. And 

that changed my whole life.


As for Callan, who had murdered fifteen of 

his own men, he was captured in Angola. I went 

there to report on his trial. At the end of it, he 

was found guilty and sentenced to death. 

Throughout the trial, his face had been 

expressionless. But when the verdict was 

announced, he winced. Then his face just went 

blank again.




 





3. Terror in Tehran


THE REVOLUTION IN IRAN happened because of a 

number of mistakes. Revolutions often start 

that way. Ayatollah Khomeini, the fierce, dark-bearded 

Iranian religious leader, had been in 

exile in the neighbouring country of Iraq for 

years, but in 1978 there were big 

demonstrations by his supporters in the streets 

of Tehran, Iran’s capital city.


At this point the Shah (or king) of Iran, whose 

rule was becoming more and more unpopular, 

made his big mistake. He could have let 

Ayatollah Khomeini stay in Iraq, a virtual 

prisoner, cut off from the outside world, but, 

instead, he asked the leader of Iraq, Saddam 

Hussein, to throw him out of the country. 

Saddam agreed. So now, instead of being in a 

police state where no one could see him, he was 

free to go wherever he wanted. He chose to go 

to France. There, the whole world’s press could 

interview him. From being quiet and hidden,

he suddenly became the most famous person in 

the world.
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