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Foreword


By
Ambassador for the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan to Australia


Beneath the Pale Blue Burqa strikes back at the shocking, disturbing and graphic image of the young Afghan woman in the middle of Ghazi stadium, executed by the Taliban Regime; however, no-one knows her sin and no-one heard her last wish. Though she was given the name Zarmina, even I am not sure it is her real name. Since then the Taliban has been removed from power and the Ghazi stadium is no more a place for execution, but the journey to restore the rights and respect for Afghan women is sadly still a long way off. There are thousands of women like Zarmina who remain captive to their destiny. They are caught in the legacy of three decades of violence which has inflicted severe pain, hardship and suffering to every citizen of this once peaceful country, particularly the women.


Women have suffered as mothers watching their sons or daughters killed in cold blood in front of them. They have suffered as wives when their husbands were taken away by the warlords, and sisters have suffered when their brothers did not return from the front. My own mother-in-law suffers in this way still. Her husband was taken by the Communist regime in 1977. She continues to wait for news of him all these years later. She has no grave to visit. All she has is the memory that he was taken away and that he has not returned. This is a tragic but familiar story in Afghanistan. As familiar as the young women like Zarmina, who were killed in cold blood. All of our lives have been touched by hardships and sorrow but we have learned not to give up. Atrocities come and go and world leaders promise that we will never allow human beings to ever suffer again in such ways. But the world seems to have a short memory at times. The world forgets women like Zarmina, women like my mother-in-law and the thousands who perished in the tragedy of 9/11. Women are left without husbands, and mothers without sons. We owe it to them to never forget and we must not be afraid to remember.


Kay Danes and her husband and many others in the world are trying to ensure an enduring peaceful environment in Afghanistan. They realise the importance of helping us provide an investment in the future of our future generations. They are helping so that Afghanistan will not roll back to the dark age of the Taliban. Childhood and youth are a treasure to any nation since the destiny of the country depends on them. The new generation can in time be the powerful pillars of society, and possibly the salvation of humanity.


As it is emphasised by Kay, it is high time we realise that young people in Afghanistan need to believe in a moral code, strong values, knowledge, health and wisdom. Thus government, leaders and parents have a moral duty to provide the education, nutrition, love, and a promising future for children and youth so that they might look forward to a happy, meaningful and rewarding life.


Kay, despite DFAT’s travel advisories that frightens people to take the adventure of going to a war zone, accepts the risk to fly to Afghanistan and walk the streets of Kabul, Jalalabad and Herat to find the facts about the plight of the Afghan women and children. Afghanistan, despite being dangerous is, as Kay says, an amazing place. Very few people get an opportunity to do what she did. She did not go to ski; but skiing in Afghanistan is fantastic, the slopes are dangerous. She took to the roads, walked the streets, visited schools and prisons and produced a beautifully written, interesting, informative and insightful book — Beneath the Pale Blue Burqa. She did not use the painful and tragic existence of the Afghan women as snapshot photography of a passerby. She shared their tragedy and has lived that tragedy earlier when she was captive in a prison in Laos.


This book is a journey of a brave woman in a war zone and her experiences are heartfelt. When you read the first page you will be tempted as I was to finish the entire book. You will see my country through the eyes of one foreign woman who now has the dust of Afghanistan in her veins. Thank you for being brave enough to visit my country, Kay, and to share your journey with us. Yours is an important contribution that will enable others a rare glimpse of places they may never visit and of people they may never meet. So true is the saying that if you light a lamp for somebody, it will also brighten your path. Clearly you have shown through your writing that the Land of the Afghan is still a beautiful, promising country enriched with wonderfully fascinating people, despite all of its current shortcomings.


His Excellency Dr Amanullah Jayhoon
Ambassador for the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan to Australia




What is destined will reach you, even if it be underneath two mountains. What is not destined, will not reach you, even if it be between your two lips!


– An Arabic proverb




Prologue


By
Federal Member of Parliament (Australia)


Afghanistan demands superlatives – the 'coldest', the 'hardest', the 'poorest' and the 'worst'. It is a land of withering nights and punishing days. Dust which turns to mud, to concrete and back to dust again. This place has wrought boundless suffering upon foreigners who dared to interfere. For occupiers and liberators alike, survival hinges on weaponry and armaments, brittle truces and hard-won trust. An ageless Farsi proverb reminds us that blood cannot be washed out with blood. Yet this same land has barely known peace in generations.


From the first moment a Westerner drops between snow-capped ranges and into Kabul’s airport, there is an overwhelming sense of isolation. So much of what happens in this country takes place behind a scorched veil of secrecy in places where most foreigners fear to tread. Language, culture and gender conspire to conceal the true face of Afghanistan from Western visitors.


Kay Danes has spent the last ten years living and working in some of the most dangerous places on earth. Here she uses the insights gained in that time to penetrate to the heart of Afghanistan and to demonstrate that even in the harshest environments hope springs eternal.


The international media tells one story of Afghanistan; a story centred on crisis, war and suffering of unimaginable quantities. From the safety of the West we might imagine that only soldiers, doctors and engineers could make any difference on the ground. We might struggle to understand how agriculture, education, healthcare and culture can survive in such an environment. The reality, of course, is that they do. Books, food, arts and public health can all make a difference. Peace, prosperity and calm may still be distant aspirations. But as Kay explains, the determination to get there eventually remains utterly undiminished.


Plenty have tried and failed in Afghanistan. That makes Kay’s partnership with the US State Department and organisations like the Childlight Foundation and Rotary so worthwhile. Their work includes reading rooms for girls and specialist women’s prisons through to bulk supply shipments for towns where much of the population has been widowed by war. The efforts to promote healthy communities in the isolated Herat region of Afghanistan’s west have been consolidated through a partnership with the local university. The gains have been locked in to local communities through empowerment and capacity building.


Kay Danes demonstrates here that good can prevail and that small initiatives can deliver life-changing opportunities even for those living in the harshest environments on the planet.


Dr Andrew Laming
Federal Member of Parliament (Australia)
Former landmine clearing doctor, Pul-i-khumri, Afghanistan




Testimonials


It’s a shame so much reporting is done on Afghanistan and so little of it is from the Afghans’ point of view. Thank God for brave people like Kay Danes who dare to venture beyond the safe zones to tell the stories of those who matter most in Afghanistan.


– Josh Rushing co-host Al Jazeera’s Fault Lines series,
bestselling author of Mission Al-Jazeera


Kay Danes is one of those kinds of people who sees a need and then takes action. Her work assisting challenged peoples and putting herself second is the 'stuff' that makes the world a better place. Kay Danes' near death experiences have put some of my actions into perspective.


– Simon Westaway, Australian actor


The people of Afghanistan have endured hardship and conflict over many decades. In particular, the Afghan women have suffered terribly, including brutal oppression during the years of Taliban control of their country. During my visit to Afghanistan in 2008, it was apparent that the aspirations of the local people are the same as those of people throughout the world, and that is to live in peace and safety with the opportunity to provide adequately for their families. Many nations of the world are working in Afghanistan to bring peace and security and we must hope that mission is an enduring success.


– The Hon. Julie Bishop MP — Deputy Leader of the Liberal Party Shadow Minister Foreign Affairs of the Australian Government


Courage, stamina, bravery in the face of fear, hope when the dark is deepest … that’s Afghan women. Because Kay Danes, from her own life experience, shares these characteristics, they talk the same language. Afghan women open up to her. Remarkable stories; an eye-opening book.


– Bill Rowlings, CEO, Civil Liberties Australia


In a country with few paved roads, a dirt poor, illiterate population blighted with poverty, disease, and violence, it is rare to find foreign reporters who will work outside the safe bubble of Kabul. As a result, Afghanistan’s people, culture, and traditions remain unknown to the world, or reduced to crude stereotypes. Kay Danes is one of the few internationals who are determined to make a difference and brave enough to go outside the international ‘security bubble’ to see for herself how the ordinary Afghans are fairing in post Taliban Afghanistan. She brings us back a delightful, informative story with wit, charm, a little humour and a lot of important information. One can only hope there are more people like her setting their sights on making a difference in difficult lands like Afghanistan.


– Tim Lynch, Vigilant Strategic Service Afghanistan


Kay Danes is an inspiration for giving a voice to the oppressed and unjustly accused of the world, and for shedding light on the struggles faced by the Afghan people, particularly women and children.


– WHO magazine


A brave book written by a brave woman, but it is the courage of the Afghan women in the face of so many social atrocities that tugs at the heart and makes one reflect on the many aspects of the desperate situation that exists in that country. Nothing brings it home more than the words of those who are living the nightmare. Kay brings the confronting issue of what is happening to the Afghan people, and most particularly to its women, well and truly to the fore in a way that’s not been done before. A very thought provoking book.


– Yasmine Grey, Director, Gray Media Services




Chapter 1


Kidnapped!




The danger of travelling beyond Kabul is partly overshadowed by the excitement of seeing the wonders of Istalif, a mountainous village 28 kilometres northwest of Kabul. Istalif’s location is both scenic and strategic. From 1979, Afghan resistance fighters used Istalif as a base from which to launch attacks on the Soviets in the valley below. More tragically, Istalif later became a site of major fighting between the Taliban and Northern Alliance Forces, as the Taliban advanced north out of Kabul. For months, the front line moved back and forth across the area, destroying crops and homes. Once the Taliban finally took the town, they forced all of its residents out and began systematically burning down all the buildings. Most Istalifis fled elsewhere with little more than the clothes on their backs. Others became refugees in Pakistan and Iran. Tens of thousands were displaced or slaughtered.


Since those bloodied days, and with the fall of the Taliban in 2001, many Istalifis have returned home but still, the township is far from safe.


Sitting in front of me is our guide, who is taking our group of five intrepid humanitarian aid workers to Istalif. She is a young Swedish woman of slim build with short-cropped brown hair and startling blue eyes. Her name is Ester. She spent most of her childhood in Pakistan with her missionary parents. Now in her twenties, she works for the Turquoise Mountain School of Ceramics, established to restore the city’s former beauty and to keep its famous craft skills alive. It is also a place where young students develop a sense of pride in their historical culture.


I know very little about pottery but I am intrigued by the way memories of Istalif affect Ester. When she describes the place her face becomes animated like a child waiting to open Christmas presents. She reminds me of the way some women back home talk of diamonds. I listen to Ester’s lyrical descriptions of the Koh Daman Valley encircled by hills dotted with masses of mulberry groves, the picnic grounds of Emperor Babur, the terraced gardens and the most famous attraction of all, Istalif’s blue pottery.


‘This is something you will never forget,’ she said. ‘It’s more beautiful than anything you will ever see. Istalif is simply just to die for!’


It nearly comes to that.


Our mini-van slows as we approach a police checkpoint with heavily armed uniformed men pointing their AK-47 Russian assault rifles straight at us. Our young Afghan driver ditches his Camel brand cigarette out the window and steers the mini-van off the dusty bitumen road until we come to a sudden stop. My hand grips the edge of my seat to stop me from crashing into Judy.


Within seconds of stopping, our driver is showered in the babble of the local Dari language, which we five Western passengers don’t understand, though it doesn’t take a genius to figure out that something is wrong. Even our tour guide, Ester, appears nervous and she’s travelled this route many times.


‘Français?’ the young officer barks as our driver reaches nervously for the cigarette packet carelessly thrown on the dash. Is he chain smoking for a reason?


What’s the officer's interest in French nationals?


Ester intervenes in Dari, which she speaks fluently, telling the young man we are not French. She quickly turns back to us and tells us to get out our passports.


‘Hold them up please.’


We hold them up: two Australians and three Americans. Ester also displays hers, a burgundy Swedish passport, and she keeps up the patter in Dari. The young officers flash a glance to each other while the one doing all the accusing seems increasingly edgy. I take no comfort when Ester tells us that they reckon they are the Afghan National Police (ANP). I take no comfort because many of Afghanistan’s citizens reckon the police are as scary as the rebels. Their black eyes roam from each one of us to the next. Do they have to point that gun at me? Surely they are legitimate police? They could be Taliban insurgents in disguise or bandits. God I hope they’re not from that insidious group involved in the sale of illegal human organs. I guess we’ll find out. My only consolation is a tiny voice of reason that tells me that Ester has checked her employer’s security network, but of course, no system is infallible and this is Afghanistan. Still I can’t ignore the sickening feeling slowly descending on me as I recall Kerry’s words: ‘Be careful you don’t become complacent’.


All five of us have been very cautious having been in Afghanistan for a month. We have been careful to stay out of trouble. Sure there were a few close calls but for the most part we have maintained a constant vigilance. We have blended in, and avoided behaviour likely to arouse suspicion. We have moved quickly whenever our in-country guide says ‘it’s time to go now’.


We remained in the relative safety of our compound when an explosion ripped apart the building two doors away, and when two foreigners were gunned down by their own security guards in the compound next door, we were sipping tea on the back deck of our own accommodation block. We avoided the suicide bombers who blew themselves up and killed five people at the Information Ministry that Diana and Judy had only just left. We also steered clear of the shopping centre when heavily armed militants pitched battle there. Now, here we are again, in another precarious situation. I’m beginning to feel that it really is time to go home!


An older, surly officer strides towards our mini-van and in one fluid motion, grips the handle and rips the door open. He leans his beefy upper body inside and takes a long look around. The smell of stale tobacco and body odour invades my nostrils. I am rigid with dread. His dark eyes sear through us. I lower my gaze, and bite the inside of my lower lip, hoping this isn’t the beginning of another nightmare. He barks something at our driver. His deep voice bounces off the interior walls of the mini-van like blasts of thunder. I glance up slowly only to find his dark brooding eyes staring at me, stripping away my defences. He stares at each of us one by one in complete silence for what seems an eternity. I am certain Judy is praying to Jesus. Though I’m not a Christian, I do too.


The seconds tick by. I’m holding my breath. The surly officer mutters something we can’t follow but it becomes clear that he has ordered her out of the vehicle when her blue eyes flash me a serious look before she slips quietly through the open door. I see her tug her headscarf back in place as she scampers behind the surly officer striding to the back of the mini-van. Meanwhile other cars are stopped at the checkpoint and ushered on, some without as much as a glance at the occupants inside. Why us? I feel an old anxiety creeping in. Subconsciously I feel for the wooden Buddha prayer beads nestled against my right wrist, a gift from a political prisoner I met in the landlocked communist country called Laos. ‘They will keep all evil away from you.’ he said. A pity I didn’t have them before I was taken hostage that Christmas … but they’ve worked well so far. I reach for the iced bottled water at my feet. The ice has melted. The young policeman looks on. I twist the pale blue lid. His eyes shift from me to Chris. I note a tiny droplet of sweat slides slowly down the left side of his cheek. He wipes it away. It is nerve-racking not knowing what’s happening, and then Diana suddenly gets to her feet.


‘I’ll see what’s going on,’ she says as she slides past me and through the door the surly officer had just tried to break. The young officer says nothing as she whips by him and heads towards the rear of the mini-van where she joins the negotiations and explanations. The rest of us just freeze despite the warmth inside the mini-van. Judy and I sit absolutely still. Chris is saying nothing. And Diana’s 76-year-old father John is silent too, alone in the front passenger seat. I wonder what he’s thinking. He survived the Korean War. Does he imagine he could die in Afghanistan? Surely the thought must have crossed his mind. I know it’s crossed mine.


‘Maybe they’re just going to hit us up for a few bucks,’ I whisper under my breath and shrug, hoping to lighten the mood.


‘Maybe,’ says Judy, without enthusiasm.


Muslim’s warning comes to mind.


‘Even those who are supposed to protect the people are often the most corrupt,’ he says. ‘It is not uncommon to be stopped at a police checkpoint and then be kidnapped for ransom.’


‘Even though you are an Afghan?’ I ask our in-country guide.


‘Yes even so. I tell them I am a farmer because if they knew that I am educated and have a job, they may assume I have money.’


The young officer standing guard over us is dressed in a heavy grey wool Afghan National Police uniform. He casually leans a little closer. I’ve got nothing else to do but check him out. His AK-47 is slung over his shoulder and thankfully pointing down at a safe 45 degree angle. The green ballistic vest shields his wiry frame and I count three ammunition pouches and one for his radio. A black silky scarf hangs loosely around his neck almost like a cravat. His dark hair is cut short in a typical army style with his fringe cut straight across, probably by either himself or one of his friends. His dark brown eyes meet mine. The soft orange and cream tones of my headscarf catch his eye. The silk fabric was made in India and has generated quite a few complimentary remarks from other Afghan people I’d met. Most likely the young officer had never seen a headscarf as pretty, or perhaps an Australian woman like me who looks very much like a high caste Kazakhstani, or so it has been said to me on at least a dozen occasions. Must be the high cheekbones.


‘As-Salaam Alaykum,’ (peace be upon you) I say to him quietly.


He looks intrigued then he smiles crookedly. Is he calculating my value?


‘Wa alay-kum As-Salaam,’ he responds (the same upon you).


I adjust my headscarf respectfully in place. According to his culture, he should see my wearing of a headscarf as a sign of respect for his country. Shouldn’t he? Hopefully, this might convince his comrades not to harm me but then again, I am still a foreigner regardless of how I dress and desperate times can make people do desperate things, unimaginable things. I think of another time where I’d seen people, so-called police, do all manner of torturous evil things. I can still hear the screams of those who were dragged into the torture room … their genitals burnt with fire, their bones broken … my husband among them … Pushing these dark thoughts from my mind, I throw an anxious glance over my shoulder. I see the pale yellow of Diana’s scarf. I’m sure she and Ester are doing their best in the discussions to secure our safe passage to Istalif. As for Chris and John, well I have resigned myself to the fact that they will have to fend for themselves. This is after all, a man’s world. I look back at the young officer and ask him if he really is the police. He nods in affirmation but then why wouldn’t he? I ask if he wants his photo taken with me. Lesson 101 if you are taken hostage: try to humanise yourself. Reason being, it’s easier to harm or kill an object than a person. My survival instincts automatically kick in, as a result of my previous experiences working security in hostile environments. It may be totally useless but it’s worth a try. I endured torture in a communist prison and it was there I learnt that you do whatever you need to do to stay alive. His smile broadens. I call Chris for assistance then hand him my camera.


Snap!


When he sees the picture of me and him on my little LCD screen, our little cop insists on another, by holding out his mobile phone and saying ‘cam-era’ in broken English. And so we pose like a happy couple as I try to ignore that there are still four days until Holy Friday when all good Muslims bath for prayers. Chris takes our picture again and laughs nervously. ‘Another prospective husband, Kay?’ he jokes. The mood is slightly more relaxed. Some commotion catches the young man’s attention and he quickly grabs his phone and joins his gun-toting comrades. Diana and Ester return looking sombre, as does our Istalifi driver.


‘What’s going on?’ whispers Judy.


‘We have to go back,’ says Diana now seated next to us in the rear of the vehicle.


‘Why? What’s happened?’ I ask.


Ester squeezes past the surly officer to jump in beside Chris who hands her a bottle of water.


‘Thanks,’ she says almost breathlessly and twists off the lid. She takes a large gulp to clear the dust from her lungs.


‘A French NGO worker has been kidnapped in Kabul,’ she says. ‘They’ve been ordered to close the city. We have to go back.’


‘When did it happen?’ Judy asks.


‘About an hour ago …’


The side door slams shut.


As our driver starts the engine I notice the machine gun-mounted jeep, filled with armed Afghanistan police, waiting across the road. Ester follows my gaze.


‘They will make sure we return to Kabul,’ Ester explains as the checkpoint police stop traffic long enough for our driver to do a U-turn across double lanes. The armed escort waves him off.


‘We need to get back to the compound quickly,’ she explains. ‘These situations are very dangerous.’


Where there’s one incident there are usually several more to follow. No, we’re not going to die today. That’s what the armed escort is for … to prevent that … right?


My blood pressure returns to normal a half hour later when we arrive safely back at Ester’s compound. We are met by her employer’s security guards, who rush towards us when they hear all the vehicles pull up out the front. More guns! They quickly usher us inside the compound. It’s dark and I have no idea where to go so I just follow Diana, who’s being led by Ester. The guards want to see our passports.


‘Please sign your passport number in the book,’ the NGO worker requests politely as he issues each of us with a visitor’s pass.


The police mob leave their machine gun-mounted jeep outside to follow us in. The tiny room feels claustrophobic all of a sudden. I spot the young police officer again seeking me out with his curious dark eyes. No doubt as to what he’s thinking. He flashes me a smile then licks his dry, cracked lips. His boss, the surly officer, issues instructions to the NGO security that, given the kidnap of the last few hours, we are not to venture outside Kabul again. I stand quietly beside Diana who, on behalf of our group, thanks the surly officer for taking our safety so seriously. She tries to tip him but he throws his hand up in refusal and then lectures her on this being his duty and not a service. After a brief exchange with the NGO security staff, the surly officer raises his hand in a curt salute and disappears outside. The young police officer touches two of his long brown fingers to the brim of his hat and bids me a private farewell.


I barely notice I’ve held my breath the whole time until Diana squeezes my arm and says, ‘You can breathe now.’


‘Come,’ says Ester, ‘let’s eat.’ She motions us to the doorway leading into the main compound.


‘And he wouldn’t even take a tip …’ I laugh with Diana as we follow Ester to a small courtyard at the edge of the compound.


There’s a small wooden table and chairs nestled in one corner underneath a pergola laden with bright purple bougainvillea. It’s a lovely spot that overlooks the city.


A gentle breeze blows.


We remove our headscarves and sit at Ester’s invitation. I can tell she is badly shaken by the experience but is putting on a brave face. She has a faraway look in her eye.


‘Tea?’ she asks Judy.


‘Oh, that would be lovely,’ Judy replies and we each nod in agreement. While drinking the tea, we find out the details of the kidnapping.


At 9.15am a young Frenchman was walking along Qassabi Street on route to his office at the AFRANE Educational Centre in the Kart-e-Parwan suburb where we are staying. He was ambushed by gunmen. He had only been in Afghanistan a week. According to reports, a passing driver working for the National Directorate of Security intelligence agency, tried to intervene and was shot dead. That’s when the government ordered the masses of catacomb streets surrounding Kabul to be closed. This all happened shortly before we arrived at the police checkpoint and why they were so edgy.


Two Afghanistan Defence Force helicopters are currently circling above us. Their gunners scan the streets for the kidnappers who would have by now, well and truly disappeared. The mood at our table is quiet concern. Someone’s life has been taken in a most horrific way. As I break off a piece of naan bread I feel for that terrified young Frenchman. I sure know what it’s like to be abducted and held for ransom! It is gut-wrenching. I remember the gunships that frequently flew over the communist prison camp where I was held and wondered if they were coming to rescue me …


The Afghan helicopters circle back and forth until they finally disappear.


As I dip the naan into some spicy chicken curry I become lost wondering about that Frenchman’s fate. Is he married? Does he have kids? There are over three million people walking the dusty streets of Kabul, all going about their daily business. Here we are enjoying a meal. Does he have anything to eat? I remember the political prisoners in Laos offering me giant-sized river rats and skewered toads. When you are hungry you will eat almost anything. I hate my thoughts. I wish I could forget.


Most likely the Frenchman will never be found. Or worse, he might be sold to the Taliban or extremists who might even feature him in their political videos before executing him with a blunt machete. Or hand him over to any number of young boys ‘in training’ to behead foreigners and suspected spies. Official figures say that this year alone 118 business people have been kidnapped in Kabul and Herat. No-one really bothers to report what happens to local Afghans because media interest remains focussed on the misfortune of foreigners who make for great headlines.


Since we arrived in Kabul there has been an endless spate of killings and kidnappings of foreigners. Three Turks were kidnapped and two Bangladeshi aid workers were among dozens of foreigners abducted recently. Militants kidnapped 30 bus passengers who were found mutilated and beheaded. They had been killed after the militants accused them of being soldiers travelling in civilian clothing. The bodies of at least 20 others are yet to be found.


What hope for one young Frenchman? But not everything bad that happens in Afghanistan can be attributed solely to the Taliban, despite it being a convenient truth. The National Directorate of Security (NDS) launched an operation to break up the criminal network operating in the country, responsible for the increased number of kidnaps, murders and armed robberies. They posted a reward of 500,000 Afghani (AFN) (AUD$12,000) to anyone who could provide information leading to the capture and arrest of such network members. Considering that the average salary in Afghanistan is only AUD$40 a month, it is quite an incentive for ordinary citizens to act. Why they don’t just arrest the Kabul gang leader? In many cases these criminal networks have connections, relations and support in the Government itself. Some locals say that whilst they have no desire to return to the fanaticism of Taliban rule, some aspects are preferable to the chaos and fear that shrouds their lives today. The criminal networks now dominate the city and no-one is safe.


Here I am just an ordinary Australian and mother of three, smack bang in the middle of it.


[image: images]


What a day! It began early as we travelled north towards the desolate snow-capped mountains of the Hindu Kush. We passed by hundreds of martyrs’ graves, green flags flapping in the breeze. Their significance is lost to anyone visiting for the first time but we knew them to be markers. Loved ones rotted away beneath the cracked patches of stony soil covered by dull grey rocks.


Our dark maroon mini-van sped along the Shomali road where once both young and old men died together in what was once a bloody battleground. They were Mujahedeen resistance fighters, backed by the United States and coalition, who took up the fight against the Afghan Communist Party, backed by the Soviets to ensure a pro-Soviet regime came to power in the country. Between 1979 and 1989, over 620,000 Soviet soldiers served in Afghanistan and with them a trail of destruction ensued. Farmers who were able to fled their fields as millions of bombs were dropped in a carpet bombing campaign over Afghanistan. Many were killed outright, millions were maimed or wounded. Livestock was slaughtered. Irrigation systems obliterated.


Thousands of Afghan women were made widows and those who weren’t were left to fend for themselves when the male members of their household were recruited into the Mujahedeen or taken away by the Soviets. Many did not return. Some of these widows were raped, young girls violated and countless young children were blown to bits by carefully laid Soviet landmines made to look like colourful butterflies.


The losses on both sides were colossal. Many mothers in the Soviet Union wept for their lost sons and husbands. Many Soviet daughters too, who volunteered for service in Afghanistan in clerical roles, communications and as nurses, endured unspeakable hardships at the hands of their fellow compatriots. Many of these female soldiers were raped by Soviet male soldiers sent to Afghanistan instead of prison. It was the Soviet’s equivalent of the United States’ Vietnam War; a dirty war, a war that could never be won.


Millions of Afghan civilians were killed and official losses of Soviet troops were reported at 14,453 with 417 missing in action or taken prisoner, of which 119 were later freed. As for material losses, these too were significant. The Soviets lost 451 aircraft, 147 tanks, 1314 armoured personnel carriers, 433 artillery guns and mortars, 1138 radio sets and command vehicles, 510 engineering vehicles and 11,369 trucks and petrol tankers.


At the 1989 Soviet withdrawal, hundreds of tanks carrying soldiers retreated along the same road we travelled today. Some of these tanks were abandoned on the roadside. Mujahedeen horsemen watched their withdrawal from a safe distance, their rifles raised over their heads as a final signal of defiance. They then turned their attention to the collapsed Afghan Communist Party. The factional fighting gave rise to a warlord system of governance. Afghanistan remained in a system of anarchy.


A loosely organised group of Taliban (religious students) emerged as a united entity. They were a politico-religious force based on anti-Western, anti-modernisation, Islamic fundamentalist ideology and they were determined to rule. They set their sights on the tiny town of Istalif, home to peaceful potters, and after Istalif fell their fighters pushed forward to capture Kabul, which they did by September 1996.


Many Afghans elsewhere were relieved that the factional fighting had finally come to an end. Many began hoping for peace. The devout Taliban had some success in eliminating corruption and allowing commerce to resume. They held 95 per cent of the country’s territory and wanted to establish the most pure Islamic state in the world. Activities considered to be frivolous were banned, like kite-flying. Non-Islamic influences like the internet, television and music were also banned. Men were told to wear beards and if they didn’t, they’d be beaten. The situation for women, however, deteriorated. Women were forced to live their lives in secret and public executions and punishments (such as floggings) soon became part of everyday living.


The beginning of the end for the Taliban came soon after the terrorist attacks of 9/11 (11 September 2001) when the Taliban Government refused to hand over Osama bin Laden, the mastermind behind the attacks. Their decision to host bin Laden destroyed the Taliban’s chance of ever attaining international credibility. They were ousted from power in December 2001 by the United States military and the opposition Afghan Government, known as the Northern Alliance. This had a significant impact on the entire country and for townships like Istalif. Soon after President Hamid Karzai’s interim government was put in place, the Istalifi people slowly found the confidence to return to the ruins of their former lives. Most of the buildings that were once their homes had been destroyed. Most were just rubble and stone.


Even though a decade has passed, the Taliban are still out there, and so too are the Mujahedeen and warlords. But now so, too, are the foreign forces: Canada, the United States, the United Kingdom, Italy, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, Spain, Poland, and most members of the European Union and NATO including Australia, New Zealand, Azerbaijan, Turkey and Singapore. They make up the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in support of the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. Aristotle said that we make war so we might live in peace. Yet after all these years of constant fighting, the Shomali road still remains so treacherous and today, impassable.


The Turquoise Mountain training centre in Kabul is keeping alive the traditions of old. I wander its retail store and marvel at the intricate pieces on display. I wish I had the money to purchase some of the Islamic calligraphy. It’s so beautiful but also so expensive. I decide instead on a brilliant blue-turquoise glaze hand-thrown bowl with incised ornamental decorations. I am told it is crafted on a very old local design. This will be a lovely reminder of our day’s adventure.


As for Istalif … it will just have to wait.




Chapter 2


The Philanthropic Journey




In most societies, getting through wars, famines and environmental disasters largely depends on the generosity of its support groups, which comes down to acts of human compassion. It’s all about the age-old saying, ‘treat others as you would have them treat you’.


When I was 19 my mother and father sold everything they owned and travelled thousands of miles away to help impoverished people in the Philippines. They exchanged the comforts of a Western civilisation for a single, modestly furnished room in an isolated mountainous village just north of Manila. The post office was a half-day journey so Mum infrequently wrote, but her letters were filled with anecdotes about her amazing discoveries, the spectacular countryside and the generous nature of the people she met. Even after reading her jottings, I still couldn’t picture Mum taking a shower from a drainpipe that ran from a nearby rice paddy. She sent a photo of the makeshift shower to prove it, and I still didn’t believe that my mum, who despite not having the easiest life, would have the guts to.


The only time I was ever concerned about my parents was in the aftermath of a coup against the Aquino Government. I got worried when they asked us to send T-shirts bearing the words ‘I am Australian’. What did they want those for? Mum said she didn’t want people mistaking them for Americans. Americans were a target because the United States military supported the Aquino Government under attack from soldiers loyal to former President Ferdinand Marcos.


During my parents' stay in the Philippines, they helped to build a one-classroom school and renovate a little mud brick church. They stocked it with musical instruments, probably because my father had once been an entertainer, with the belief that ‘music heals all wounds’. For transport, my parents bought a Jeepney, a flamboyantly decorated vehicle converted from a leftover World War II US Jeep. The villagers used it to transport their food and supplies from the nearest town back to their mountain village. My parents helped for as long as they could afford to, but since they had neither any sponsorship from their church nor any other organisation, they stayed until their money ran out and returned home penniless. Given that my parents were in their mid-forties, it was a challenge for them to start again from scratch, but they did so and quite successfully too.


When they were 60, they retired to a beautiful country setting just a few hours north of Brisbane.


My parents derived enormous satisfaction from their adventure in the Philippines and talked about it for years to come. They made lasting friendships in the Filipino community back home and I have wonderful memories of chatting with lovely Filipino ladies in my mother’s kitchen, learning their phrases and eating the most delicious food.


Throughout my life I’ve been attracted to philanthropic people like my parents who have a strong desire to help others. Altruism is driven by a complex set of factors and every person who does humanitarian work has a unique motivation. Some, like my parents, do it for religious reasons. Others are called to act, sometimes because of their own wounds, or through empathy for the suffering of others, or a desire to make a difference. My personal philanthropic side most likely developed partly because of how I was raised and partly because of the people I was drawn to. One of my earliest inspirations was my friend, Norma Jamieson. She’s always running around raising money for one charity or another and making people feel good about themselves. Her zest for life has had a significant influence on me, though at times I don’t know where she gets her energy from!


‘Kay, it’s better to wear out than rust out,’ she says.


Like me, Norma is an author and married a career soldier whom she followed to the ends of the earth. Like me, she loves people from other cultures and has fond memories of living in exotic places, like the Kashmir and Thailand. Norma loves adventure and in the early days, her stories inspired me to see life beyond my home (then) in the affluent Perth suburb of Swanbourne. Images of Norma dressed in a beautiful Indian sari or sitting high on the back of an elephant, trekking through the Kingdom of Mysore and helping impoverished people impressed me so much that I wanted to be just like her. She always said that there is nothing we cannot do, if we set our minds to it. So that became my philosophy. I began living my dreams of travelling to exotic places. I even rode high on the back of an elephant in Thailand, plus I climbed the ruins of Angkor Wat in Cambodia!


I threw myself into countless charities, just like Norma. I emulated her desire to make a difference in other people’s lives, which led me to mingle with some of the most influential Australians, and soon I was on numerous committees and participating in countless fundraisers.


In the late 1990s my life took a rather dramatic turn when, after 20 years service in the Australian Special Forces (SAS), my husband Kerry decided to take a leave of absence to work in Southeast Asia. He was appointed managing director of a British-owned security company in Laos, providing security services to the international community and foreign investors. I too had a security background and was employed as the company’s Administration Manager, although I was given an active role training guards in security procedures. In fact, Kerry and I wrote the country’s very first bilingual security training manual. I later ventured into the close protection industry and started my own bodyguard company with special tactical police as my subcontractors. The 1997 Asia financial crash brought an increasing number of expatriates to Southeast Asia to provide expert debt restructuring services on behalf of the major creditors and banks. Business for me was lucrative, albeit dangerous too.


On 23 December 2000, Kerry was abducted by Lao secret police, who took him to an undisclosed location, in defiance of International law. There they tried to physically force him to sign a false statement against his client, Gem Mining Lao, a US$2 billion dollar sapphire mining concession. Kerry refused and was beaten. The secret police then detained me, hoping that my arrest may force Kerry’s hand. It didn’t. The matter escalated into an international incident after it became public that what the Lao secret police were attempting to do was illegal. Our Government and the Lao Government became embroiled in a diplomatic face-saving standoff with each side trying to gain the upper hand. At times I felt that our government should have just sent in the SAS (Australia’s elite Special Forces Unit). They didn’t. They sent soft-soled shoes of a special diplomatic taskforce instead. We spent almost a year in a filthy prison wondering if they would succeed in their negotiations.


Our two children, Sahra (11) and Nathan (7), were secreted out of the country following Kerry’s disappearance and my subsequent unlawful arrest. The embassy sent them home to Australia where their older sister, Jess (14), was completing senior studies, as the International School in Laos only went to year 9. Jess lived with my parents, Ernie and Noela, and visited us on school holidays. I had no idea if we’d ever see our children again after our abduction. This terrified me more than anything else.


Over the next 10 months, Kerry and I endured torture, ill-treatment and mock executions. There were many times when I thought I wouldn’t survive but for Kerry, who said we just had to. We were forced to witness the endless suffering of many political prisoners who were detained indefinitely without charge.


In the cramped confines of the 3 x 3 metre cell I shared with five other inmates inside this place they called a death camp, I lost my freedom and almost my hope. There’s a concrete sewage tank stamped with my footprints inside the prison. Day after day, week after week, month after month, and despite the foul vapours it emitted, this grubby tank was my form of escape. God, did it stink. After three months of confinement I was finally allowed outside my cell to exercise, thanks to some rather tough lobbying by the Australian Government and my compliance to the Lao authorities’ communist indoctrination. I’d jump on the tank for an hour every morning and another hour in the afternoon and I’d run on the spot, always visualising myself in another place. I could tell you exactly the journey I was running, the people and the places I could see along the way. My mind took me far beyond the prison and even further beyond Laos. It was here I ran and won my first Olympic marathon. I could actually hear the crowd cheering me on as I entered the stadium. I crossed the finish line just in time to return to my stinking cell for another 16 hours.


We knew we were innocent and the Australian Government knew we were innocent. That’s why our foreign minister, Alexander Downer, sent a taskforce to negotiate our release, the first time an entire government had been activated in such a high level way to get its citizens home. Yet for all that, there was no concealing how dismal the situation was for us. So I ran on the spot on that sewage tank to maintain my sanity and to build up my physical fitness. If our government couldn’t get us out, if they couldn’t find a way around the Lao Government’s need to save face, there was no way Kerry and I were staying in that stinking hole. If there truly was no hope left, we would have done everything in our power to escape and be reunited with our children.


After 10 harrowing months we were finally released from the prison to be placed under house arrest at the Australian Ambassador’s private residence. A month later we were granted an unprecedented Presidential Pardon. Since we refused to sign an admission of guilt, our Government got the Lao Government to agree that if we said we’d pay US$1 million dollars then that would enable the Lao authorities to save face to their people, and thus conclude the matter to everyone’s satisfaction. The Lao Government was given no guarantee that we would actually pay the compensation and nor would the Australian Government enforce payment. It made for great news headlines, but the issue of the compensation was yet another non-event. We returned home to our three children on 9 November 2001 to face a 200-strong media contingent wanting to know why we hadn’t just given in and signed the false statements, so we could come home. It’s not as simple as that. There were never any guarantees that we would ever go home if we did sign. And what if they just killed us after signing? What then? Is that how our children were supposed to remember us? What a horrible legacy to them.


Kerry and I are two very determined people who are not prepared to compromise our integrity for anything. Thankfully we didn’t have to. Our Government’s lobbying made sure of that.


Such life-changing experiences have the ability to alter one’s perceptions. Bad things do happen to good people. Some things are meant to happen. It’s not what we do that defines us, but rather how well we rise after falling. Spending almost a year in a Lao prison did not change me as a person but it did make me more aware of my surroundings and to be more trusting of my instincts. I believe firmly that we can choose to fully live our lives without fear, or we can live in fear and only half live. I could have chosen to stay in the safety of my comfort zone and convince myself ‘I have endured enough’; only I’m not one to sit in the shadows. I’d much rather turn what could have been a totally debilitating experience into a reflection of strength and determination to make a difference. I wanted to inspire people. I wanted my life to once again have meaning.


After our Laos ordeal, however, I was constantly hindered by the debilitating effects of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and depression. I was prescribed medications that were supposed to make me better but my recovery was slow. Certain anti-depressant medications have serious side effects and the potential to make you an ‘accidental addict’. It was the darkest time of my life. Yes, even darker than the interrogations because I had almost no control over what I was feeling now that I was free. All the effort it took for me to focus on surviving in that prison often meant that I had to suppress emotions like fear and anxiety. I eventually began to unravel and at one time, ended up in an emergency hospital room crying, ‘Please help me’. I didn’t want to die. I just wanted to free myself from my skin crawling. I felt overwhelmed by everything that had happened to us in Laos. Mostly that our reputations were attacked so publicly and we were hardly in a position to fight back. I also felt survivor guilt for surviving when others didn’t. Then I felt guilty about feeling guilty. It was horrible. I frequently suffered flashbacks, night terrors and anxiety attacks. These were so intense that I could barely breathe. Kerry would wake up to find me hiding in the corner of the room. He said I looked like a deer caught in a car’s headlights, totally afraid. I was exhausted from surviving. But through it all, self-preservation, meditation, exercise and Kerry rescued me.


By 2005, I no longer had as many nightmares, although I was frequently plagued by an uncomfortable tightening in my chest. Although the depression lingered, it was no longer accompanied by hallucinations. I began to think ‘thank goodness I survived’ and decided to make the best of my life as a tribute to my survival and to those whom I know continue their struggle to survive. I was now recovered to a point where I could begin to look beyond myself, so I began looking for ways to fulfil a promise to raise awareness for the political prisoners in Laos.


I entered ‘foreign prisoners’ into an internet search engine and the Foreign Prisoner Support Service came up. The website promoted human rights and information on foreign internment issues, mainly relating to Australians detained in Thailand. I emailed the owner of the site and within hours Tony Fox emailed me back.
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