














[image: image]




[image: image]




 


 


 


 


Copyright © Ian Mansfield


First published 2015


Copyright remains the property of the author and apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part may be reproduced by any process without written permission.


All inquiries should be made to the publishers.


Big Sky Publishing Pty Ltd


PO Box 303, Newport, NSW 2106, Australia


Phone: 1300 364 611


Fax: (61 2) 9918 2396


Email: info@bigskypublishing.com.au


Web: www.bigskypublishing.com.au


Cover design and typesetting: Think Productions


Printed in China by Asia Pacific Offset Ltd


For CIP data see National Library of Australia




To Margaret, Zoe and Charles …
who have been with me every step of the way.




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


The motto of my publisher is ‘Everyone has a story to tell’. I never would have believed this about my own life, until some friends said to me that I should write a book about my travels and experience over the past 20 years with landmine clearance projects around the world. Their suggestion remained in my head, but it wasn’t until recently that I had the time and motivation to make the book become a reality.


I initially want to thank an ex-army colleague, Ian Gordon of Barrallier Books, who saw potential in my draft manuscript and passed it on to the Australian Army History Unit. Here, I must sincerely thank Dr Roger Lee and Dr Andrew Richardson for accepting my manuscript and including it as one of their projects. At Big Sky Publishing, my editors Denny Neave and his colleagues Sharon Evans, Sean Doyle and Jenny Scepanovic have expertly guided me through the editing and publishing process.


A number of family, friends and former colleagues have helped me with the book along the way. In particular, my brother and historian, Dr Peter Mansfield, guided and encouraged me from the start. I also wish to thank the following people who reviewed the whole draft manuscript and offered useful edits and suggestions: Sheree Bailey, Phil Bean, Christine Pahlman, John Pepper, Julie Pepper, Penny Drew and Doug McGill. Other people who provided detail and jogged my memory for various chapters include Graeme Membrey, Dave Edwards, Kefayatullah Eblagh, Faiz Paktian, Craig Egan, Paddy Johnston, John Raddatz and Irene Schiebel for Afghanistan; Jenni Rauch and Ben Lark for Laos; and JJ van der Merwe and Tim Horner for Bosnia. For assistance with the provision of photos my thanks go to Erik Tollefsen, Tim Lardner, Sean Sutton and Helene Tejerina.


Finally, I would like to thank a number of people who have influenced my life and assisted me to achieve what I have. In the Australian Army, I had the privilege to serve under Generals Mike Jeffrey and John Sanderson, both outstanding Australians who inspired me and led by personal example. I owe a special debt to my boss in Darwin, Brigadier Ian Bryant, and his wife Helen. They were our friends and later guardians for our children when they were attending boarding school while Margaret and I were overseas. Sadly, Ian Bryant passed away in 2011 – an inspirational leader and soldier of the highest integrity.


Within the United Nations system, I owe a special debt of gratitude to Martin Barber. A most unlikely role model, Martin guided me through the transition from the narrow confines of the military, to understanding the broader humanitarian world and how to engage respectfully with people from all cultures. I also wish to acknowledge two close friends who are no longer with us today, Mohammed Shakir, who accidently drowned in the Indus River in Pakistan in 1994, and Michael Creighton, who tragically died in a plane crash in Laos in 2014.


Stepping into a minefield? I could not have taken any of these steps without the love and support of my family; to my beloved wife, Margaret, who has made 22 ‘homes’ in seven countries and has supported me in everything I have done - I could not have done it without you. And to our children, Zoe and Charles, who were with us along the way and accepted change and disruption with maturity and good humour, and grew into fine young adults. Lastly, a special thanks to their respective spouses, Craig and Rachel, and our four beautiful grandchildren Harry, Blair, Zara and Sophie, who bring joy and happiness into our lives every day.




FOREWORD


BY JODY WILLIAMS NOBEL PEACE LAUREATE 1997


In 1997 I was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in my capacity as the coordinator of the International Campaign to Ban Landmines (ICBL). This award was shared with the ICBL in recognition of our efforts to bring about a total ban on all anti-personnel landmines.


The official announcement from the Nobel Committee stated that; ‘There are at present over one hundred million anti-personnel mines scattered over large areas on several continents. Such mines maim and kill indiscriminately and are a major threat to the civilian population and to the social and economic development of the many affected countries. The ICBL and Jody Williams started a process which in the space of a few years changed a ban on anti-personnel mines from a vision to a reality’.


The campaign was unique in every way. It grew out of the frustration of the slow pace and lack of action in the conventional weapons arms control talks held under the auspices of the United Nations. Hundreds of civil society organizations around the world started a movement calling for a ban on these inhumane and indiscriminate weapons, that were killing or wounding hundreds of people a month in countries like Afghanistan, Angola and Cambodia. The governments of several small and medium countries also took up the issue and lent their political support to the ‘activist’ campaign being led by the ICBL. Despite opposition from some major world powers and the militaries of almost every country, the so-called ‘Ottawa Treaty’ totally banning anti-personnel mines came into force in March 1999.


However, the political activism and lobbying was not the only part to this success story. While members of the Ottawa Treaty had to pledge to stop making and selling landmines, those war torn and mine affected countries that were littered with landmines had to commit ‘to clear all known mined areas within 10 years’. To make the Ottawa Treaty work these countries would require more help, and this is where people like Ian Mansfield came in.


I first came into contact with Ian in 1993 when he was managing the landmine clearance program in Afghanistan for the United Nations. This was in the very early days of the campaign and we decided that we needed more evidence to support a call for a ban. I co-authored a book called ‘After the Guns Fall Silent – the Enduring Legacy of Landmines’ which was a series of case studies from 12 mine affected countries. I remember being impressed by the innovation, enthusiasm and achievements of the Afghan Mine Clearance program, and the leadership displayed by Ian.


The skills and equipment needed to clear mines lay with the military, but in Afghanistan the techniques and procedures were successfully being adapted to become civilian in nature, or ‘humanitarian demining’ as it became known. The landmine sector was becoming an unusual mix of left-wing anti-war activists through to right-wing military technical specialists (many of whom still believed landmines were a useful weapon). When I finally got to meet Ian personally a few years later, my normal anti-military scepticism was quickly allayed by his enlightened approach, positive attitude and support for the ban.


Ian went on to establish a highly successful cluster bomb clearance program in Laos and later managed another mine clearance program in Bosnia. Throughout his work Ian was able to show that the clearance of landmines was not ‘mission impossible’ nor would it take thousands of years, but rather with proper training, equipment and management, most countries could achieve the task in a reasonable time frame. His 10 years of strong field experience made him an ideal candidate to lead the mine action team in the headquarters of the United Nations Development Program in New York in 1998. One of his first activities in that position was to attend a small ceremony at the United Nations headquarters on 1 March 1999, when the United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan rang the peace bell to mark the entry into force of the Ottawa Treaty. I would regularly meet Ian at the various international meetings set up to oversee the implementation of the Treaty, and he was always a powerful advocate and voice for those people and organizations who were working in the field to clear mines.


This book by Ian Mansfield adds another dimension to the story of the successful anti-landmine campaign. This highly personal account tells of the motivation and bravery of thousands of deminers working around the world today, of the tragedy and heartache seeing landmine victims, and of the humour and friendships forged working among people of many cultures. It is also the personal journey of an ex-army officer who saw the need first-hand to ban an indiscriminate and inhumane weapon.


Vermont, USA, June 2015




PROLOGUE


The first landmine accident I ever came across was also the worst I ever experienced. It occurred in early 1992 during my initial visit to the city of Khost, located in eastern Afghanistan. While travelling with senior Afghan officials from the local mine clearance organisations we visited a site where a number of machines were being used to clear mines. We received an urgent message by radio that there had been an accident at another landmine clearance site so we left to investigate.


On arrival at the accident site an hour later we were advised that one of the Afghan men clearing mines, or a ‘deminer’ as they were called, was using his metal detector and had discovered a suspicious object on a dirt pathway running adjacent to a mud-walled compound. Not sure what he had found, he called for his partner to come and investigate. Still not sure, they summonsed their section leader but within moments something obviously went wrong and the device exploded.


Their colleagues found one badly damaged body 20 metres from the site, two legs from the second person were found on the other side of the mud wall, and nothing was ever found of the third man. From the initial analysis it looked like two anti-tank mines had been stacked on top of each other and then buried with some sort of anti-handling device – a type of ad hoc weapon arrangement now called an improvised explosive device, or IED. The remaining members of the demining team were given the rest of the day off as a mark of respect to their martyred team-mates. The next day the team was back at work, searching for more of the millions of landmines that littered Afghanistan.


Why was I, an Australian Army officer, in Afghanistan in 1992 and witnessing terrible events like these? The answer lay in the fact that the Soviet Union had recently withdrawn from Afghanistan, leaving behind a deadly legacy of millions of landmines. The clearing of landmines had traditionally been seen as a military responsibility, but there was no Afghan army in existence to do this. In response to this situation, the United Nations had asked a number of countries to provide advisers to train Afghan civilians in the clearance of landmines. Australia had agreed with this request, and I subsequently was posted (along with my family) to Pakistan for one year to command the Australian Army Mine Clearance Training Team, which was attached to the United Nations.


Due to a growing global awareness of the presence of landmines in other war-torn countries, such as Angola, Bosnia, Cambodia and Mozambique, the United Nations became increasingly involved with assisting these landmine-affected countries. As a result, I left the Australian Army and joined the United Nations and continued to work on the landmine issue for the next 20 years in Afghanistan, Laos, Bosnia, New York and Geneva. During these years I was literally ‘stepping into minefields’, but I was also walking into metaphorical minefields like politics, corruption, security threats and financial scandals.




CHAPTER 1:


A GRADUATE OF DUNTROON


My entry into the world was unremarkable. I was born in the Ararat and District Hospital on 23 November 1952, the fifth and youngest child of my parents, Fred and Annie Mansfield. My father worked for the Shell Oil Company as a sales representative, but his career had been interrupted by World War II. He had joined the Australian Militia Forces and served as a captain in a machine-gun battalion for over four years in Papua New Guinea. During the whole period of the war he only came home once for a couple of weeks leave. Dad’s father, Harry, had served in the Royal Artillery of the British Army in World War I. So although my father and grandfather had served in the army, we were in no way considered a ‘military family’, because their service was only in response to the two world wars. Mum had been a nurse before and during the war in Mildura in northern Victoria, but like most women at that time stopped work to raise our family. My oldest brother, Alan, was born just before the war and then the rest of us – Brian, Helen, Peter and I – were born in quick succession after the war.


Ararat is a small country town in western Victoria about two hours’ drive from Melbourne. The population in 1952 was less than 8000 people and the town was a centre for the surrounding ‘wheat and wool’ farms. We lived in town at 8 Clay Street, which was an appropriate name as our street was unsealed. As a child you are unaware of many things, but to me no-one seemed particularly rich or poor at that time. However, Dad did get a car with his job and we were one of the few homes in the street with a telephone. I can still remember our phone number – ‘Ararat 750’. Neighbours would often come and ask to use the phone, or one of us kids would be sent running up the road to deliver an incoming message – usually bad news for someone in the street.


Milk was delivered by horse and cart each afternoon by the ‘milko’ who ran from house to house distributing the glass bottles of milk and collecting the empties – he did not have to drive the cart as the horse knew where to go. Old swagmen would ride their bicycles along the street selling rabbits they had shot, which were now strung over the cross bar of the bike. We were too far from Melbourne to receive its TV channels and it was not until April 1962 that the neighbouring town of Ballarat started broadcasting on channel BTV 6. We didn’t get a TV at home for some years after that, but on hot summer nights the people who lived opposite us would put their TV out on their verandah and all the neighbourhood kids would sit on their lawn watching grainy black and white images. Life was simple and because I could go off with my older brothers, our mother’s message was only ‘be back before dark and don’t get into trouble’.


If you mentioned the word ‘mines’ to me back then I would have immediately thought of goldmines. Gold had been discovered in Ararat during the gold rush period of the 1850s and the town had swelled in population with people hoping to find their fortune. Some gold mining techniques involved shallow diggings and panning for gold in rivers and creeks. Other times groups of miners would dig deep shafts hundreds of feet deep searching for the elusive seam of gold in the quartz rock. Many of these mine shafts were never filled in and they presented a hazard to people walking in the bush outside town. Sometimes logs may have been thrown over the opening of the mine shaft and then covered with dirt.


In 1957 Helen, Peter and I started at a new primary school called Ararat West. The site for the school had been carved out of bushland, and one day a student came running to the teacher and said that a mine shaft had collapsed on the sports field. The kid had a reputation for telling tales so the teacher said ‘go and stand in it so I can see how deep it is’. The kid came back and said it was too deep to stand in and when we all went to look, we found a ‘bottomless’ mineshaft in the middle of our football oval.


In those days there were no controls on the sale of fireworks and ‘bonfire night’ was a big occasion. Maybe my interest in explosives started here, as I used to save up all my pocket money to buy as many ‘crackers’ or fireworks as I could. One year my brother Peter and I were fooling around lighting crackers in our bedroom and then throwing them out the window at the last moment before they went off. Naturally our mother came in and gave us a clip under the ear and confiscated all our fireworks. The next day the local paper came to our school and asked to take a photo of the ‘best two boys’ for an article on fireworks safety. My best mate Glenn Rundell and I were chosen and the following day our photo appeared in the paper with a caption saying we were both sensible boys who knew about the dangers of fireworks. Given that all our friends had seen the newspaper article, my mother had to relent and give back the fireworks to my brother and me.


In 1966 my father was transferred to Geelong, the second biggest city in Victoria and only about one hour from Melbourne. By then my oldest brother Alan had gone to university in Melbourne on a scholarship and Brian and Helen had left school and had jobs. Peter and I attended our local suburban school, Belmont High. The big excitement at that time in Australia was the changeover to the decimal system on a date well publicised by a TV jingle – ‘on the 14th of February 1966’. The currency became dollars and cents and the distances kilometres. Despite all the predictions of confusion everything went smoothly and within a year no-one could remember the old system. You had to specialise in your high school studies quite early in those days and for the last two years I undertook only five subjects: English, Maths 1, Maths 2, Physics and Chemistry. I wanted to study engineering at university but the fees were prohibitive without a scholarship, which is where the army came in.


The late 1960s were a turbulent time in Australia as opposition to our involvement in the Vietnam War was growing and there were mass protests in the streets of most major Australian cities. Conscription, or compulsory military service, had been introduced for only the second time in Australia’s history. The system of selecting conscripts was based on a random drawing of birth dates from a lottery barrel – if your birthdate came out you were drafted. Surprisingly, in a family of four boys, not one of my brothers’ birthdates was drawn. I was too young to enter the ballot, but going against the national mood I found myself attracted to becoming an army officer. I enjoyed the outdoor life and playing sport, and officer training could also lead to an engineering degree.


In 1969 I was selected to go on a schoolboy trip to the Royal Military College, Duntroon, in Canberra as part of a recruiting campaign. The Ansett airlines flight from Melbourne to Canberra was the first time I had flown on a plane and also my first trip out of Victoria. I liked what I saw and despite a major bullying, or ‘bastardisation’ scandal at Duntroon hitting the national headlines the very next week, I went ahead with an application. I actually won a hard-to-get scholarship of $400 in Year 11 that was meant to help the successful applicants complete their studies in Year 12 before entering Duntroon. I saved the money and bought a car as soon as I could. I sat my major high school exams in November 1970 and then had to wait for the results. The system back then was that the results would be published in the newspaper in early January, followed up by a letter through the post to each student. It was quite an event for anxious kids to stay up all night around the back of the newspaper office, waiting to get their results when the first edition of the paper was printed.


The army moved fast. I got my letter saying I had passed my final exams on 13 January 1971 and the very next day received a yellow telegram from the army directing me to report to the army recruiting office in Melbourne three days later. Although I had applied for other university scholarships and courses this was the first ‘offer’ to be confirmed. As the training at Duntroon started well before the university year there was not much time to think before having to go and sign up. As attending Duntroon was still what I wanted to do, Dad drove me up to Melbourne where about 30 pimply-faced young men from all over Victoria were sworn into the army. Dad didn’t normally express much emotion, but he told me he was very proud of me and as I had just turned 18, he bought me my first legal beer in a Melbourne pub. The pimply young men then boarded the overnight train for the trip to Canberra. What had happened to the airline flights, I thought to myself?


It is hard to express the emotion you go through when marching into the Royal Military College – feelings fluctuate wildly from excitement, challenge and comradeship through to fear, inadequacy and loneliness. I had signed up for an intensive four-year course involving military training and academic studies that would lead to a degree in civil engineering. The first few months of 1971 were just a blur as 108 new staff cadets from all over Australia were put through rigorous basic training with little spare time to think. The only relief was receiving mail, but that didn’t always help morale when the letter contained an offer of a place at a civilian university – which would mean a much easier life and girls – because at that time there were only male cadets at Duntroon. However, most of us soon adapted and got into the routine and rhythm of college life.


The military focus was on counter-insurgency operations based on the Australian Army experience in Vietnam. I believe that we received some of the best training available in the world at that time. Our instructors were all combat-experienced sergeants and warrant officers who had just returned from tours in Vietnam, and ample logistic support was always available for our training, which included firing all types of weapons. I recall on one three-week training exercise my platoon instructor was the Victoria Cross recipient, Warrant Officer Keith Payne. Looking back I think Payne had some difficult times still serving in the army after receiving his VC, but I found him to be excellent. He was highly experienced and took the time to explain things and to correct faults without belittling you.


I also broadened my horizons at Duntroon in many ways. I had only been outside the state of Victoria once before and now I was surrounded by hundreds of officer cadets from all around Australia. In addition to the normal military training various adventure training activities were on offer. One year I went on a cross-country journey in four-wheel drive vehicles to Cameron Corner – the spot where New South Wales, Queensland and South Australia all meet. My first trip out of Australia was to Papua New Guinea, where a small group of us walked the World War II Busival Trail from Wau to Salamua. In my final year at the college I led another small group on a two-week exchange with the Indonesian Military Academy, Akabri, located in central Java. It was a fascinating experience to live and work beside Indonesian officer cadets. It was also quite tough, as we all came down with severe diarrhoea, but had to ‘soldier on’ through a number of field exercises as we didn’t want to appear weak to our Indonesian hosts.


While the majority of cadets were Australian, we did have some foreign students, mainly from New Zealand. However, in 1972, the Crown Prince of Thailand, Prince Maha Vajiralongkorn, started at Duntroon. To make things easy for us, he was known at the college as ‘Mr Mahidol’. In his second year he was assigned to my section, so in the cadet hierarchy, I was his direct supervisor. Whenever I meet Thai people, they cannot comprehend that I was in a position to tell their Prince what to do. I actually felt sorry for him in some ways, as he had been sent to school in England and later Australia, and now he was packed off to military college – whether he wanted to go or not. He had spent more of his life in boarding schools in foreign countries, than he had in Thailand.


I got on well with Mr Mahidol and was invited to his 21st birthday party, and at the end of 1973 he invited me to Thailand as his guest. Unfortunately at the last minute he could not go, citing security concerns. However, I still went to Bangkok and enjoyed two weeks of sightseeing and VIP treatment. Some years later when I was posted to Perth, Mr Mahidol came back to Australia to undertake some training with the Australian Special Air Service regiment (SAS). My wife, Margaret, and I invited him and his bodyguard, Sammy, around to our modest apartment for a fondue dinner (which was popular at the time!). We sat on cushions around a low table and unbeknown to me the liquid fuel from the fondue burner had leaked out. When I went to light the burner, the whole table went up in flames. Sammy leapt over and dragged Mahidol away. There was no real danger, but I hate to think of the consequences if I had blown up the Crown Prince of Thailand.


Life for an army officer


The early 1970s was a turbulent time in Australian politics. Even though most troops had been pulled out of Vietnam, there was still a strong anti-war sentiment and regular protests were held in the streets of Australian cities. On our weekend leave from Duntroon we were not allowed to wear uniform, but with our short hair and conservative dress we would stand out, and we would often be the target of abuse and threats from anti-war crowds in Garema Place in Canberra. A huge change came when Gough Whitlam was elected Prime Minister in December 1972 and he officially ended Australia’s involvement in Vietnam. Soon after the elections, the Whitlam government undertook a major Defence review that concluded that ‘there was no foreseeable threat to Australia’s security for the next 15 years’. This was greeted at the time with ridicule by the Defence community, as Australia had had troops on active service for the past 30 years. However, when we graduated from Duntroon there was no prospect of any operational service and the strategic assessment proved to be accurate.


By 10 December 1974 our class had been whittled down to 57 cadets and we graduated as officers in the Australian Army. Our parade was the first official function of the newly sworn in Governor-General, Sir John Kerr. Sir John looked resplendent in his top hat and tails, and my family members were all very excited when they got to meet him at morning tea, which was held in the gardens at Duntroon House. However, the gloss of meeting him later faded when Kerr became ‘infamous’ in Australian history one year later, by sacking the elected Prime Minister and the man who had nominated him, Gough Whitlam.


After four years of intense training and living in close quarters the Duntroon bond is strong and unique, and classmates keep in touch and support each other. One of our class, Peter Leahy, rose to become Chief of the Australian Army, New Zealander Lou Gardiner became Chief of their army and many other class members rose to prominence in business or government. The last year at Duntroon in 1974 was also memorable for me on a personal level as I met my future wife, Margaret. We met through mutual friends and after only a few dates we seemed to ‘click’. Margaret was English and was in Australia for work. She had already booked a trip home and had signed up for work in a Swiss ski lodge over the winter. We wrote letters to each other after she left (she said mine were more like army memos!) and in one of them I suggested she come back – which happily she did in September 1975.


I was now a lieutenant in the Royal Australian Engineers and this involved another round of training courses, specialising in combat engineering. Topics included road building, bridging, water supply and so on, but the interesting subjects were demolitions and mine warfare. We were trained in the use of a wide range of explosives and became qualified to blow things up, conduct range practices and destroy certain types of unexploded ordnance. With regards to landmines, most of the emphasis was on laying them. Elaborate calculations were needed to determine the minefield density and detailed procedures dealing with mapping and marking minefields had to be followed. We also learned mine clearance drills, but the metal detectors were quite heavy and the work was boring, so we never really took it too seriously. If you accidently stood on one of the training mines they would emit a big cloud of purple smoke and stain all your clothes, but this just brought howls of laughter from your mates and the obligation to buy beer that evening. My attitude towards mine clearance certainly changed when I saw the real thing many years later.


My first posting was to an engineer unit in Perth and I liked being an army officer. As a very young man you were given great responsibility for soldiers and equipment, and had to quickly display wisdom beyond your years. Lots of real life incidents occurred that were never covered in the training manuals or exercises. I recall one evening I was just about to leave the troop office. A man telephoned and asked to speak to one of the soldiers, but when I said he had already left the man said ‘tell him I am going to kill myself’. At age 22, I sat there for an hour and talked a complete stranger out of killing himself. Another soldier was in trouble for having a number of girlfriends on the go at the same time. I said to him, ‘You seem to have a problem with sex.’ He replied, ‘I don’t have a problem with sex; I just like it.’ The leadership manual didn’t have an answer for that one.


In late 1975 the Senate blocked the supply bill and the government was running out of money. All officers had to read a telegram from Prime Minister Whitlam to their troops that said soldiers may not get paid, but we were all expected to stand by our posts. My soldiers all started booing and jeering and I thought, ‘They can’t do that to the Prime Minister.’ But there was no doubt in my mind that all of them would have stood by their posts if need be.


Life for an army officer was all about a new posting and frequently moving location in order to get the necessary range of experience. This made a normal social life difficult, but Margaret and I were married in May 1976, not long after she returned from England. We were married at home by a civil marriage celebrant, which was rather bold and unusual in those days, as the first civil celebrant in Australia had only been appointed in July 1973. Shortly afterwards we headed off on a posting to Wewak in Papua New Guinea. Wewak was very remote and things were changing rapidly in post-independence Papua New Guinea.


My job was to look after the engineer services like electricity, water, sewerage and construction on three PNG Defence Force bases in Lae, Wewak and Manus Island. Again this was quite a heavy responsibility because all the services were provided by the Defence Forces on the bases. If any equipment broke down, my staff and I had to act quickly or improvise, otherwise the base would go without the essential service. There was not a lot of formal entertainment but we made our own fun and as Margaret and I both spoke ‘Pidgin English’ fluently, we got on well with the local community. I also was fortunate to be part of a small group that walked the famous Kokoda Track. We trained hard for the walk and completed it in five days, carrying all our own equipment.


A series of posting and moves followed, as did the birth of our daughter Zoe in 1978 and son Charles in early 1981. In late 1981 I was selected to go to the USA and Canada to undertake training in nuclear, biological and chemical warfare. Chemical weapons had been used in Yemen and during the Iran-Iraq war, and there was mounting concern in the West over the possible use of chemical weapons by terrorist groups. As the courses would last for longer than one year I was eligible to take my family, so we all set off to the US Army Chemical School in Anniston, Alabama.


The US Army has enormous resources and our training involved undertaking bomb disposal training with bombs filled with live nerve agents. The chemical is often referred to as ‘nerve gas’ but in weapons it is in a thick liquid form and when the bomb bursts it dissipates as droplets and then evaporates. One tiny droplet of nerve agent on a person’s skin can cause instant death. During the live agent training we wore protective underclothing, rubber suits, boots, gloves and gas masks, and we had to defuse the bomb and neutralise the chemical agent. One of the symptoms of nerve agent poisoning is a headache, and as everyone had their masks fastened extremely tight because we were dealing with live agent, we all came out with headaches. This always caused great concern as to whether we had been contaminated or not.


Later, in Canada, we undertook more live agent training by having to decontaminate a vehicle covered in mustard gas – which again is delivered as a heavy liquid but then evaporates and causes blisters on the skin, or damages the lungs. I also did some training on targeting nuclear weapons and radiological defensive measures, but the US would not let foreign students undertake nuclear bomb disposal training – which didn’t bother me too much, as I didn’t fancy sitting on top of a nuclear bomb trying to defuse it.


On our return to Australia the Whitlam Government had long gone, but their prediction of no threat to Australia held true and the late 1980s and early 1990s were a quiet time for the Australian Defence Forces. We kept busy with training and exercises, but it didn’t provide the motivation or excitement of an operational deployment. There were a number of United Nations peacekeeping missions underway, but these usually only involved a few individual Australian servicemen or women. I continued on with my career through a variety of postings which included commanding an engineer squadron and attending the Army Command and Staff College.


Next stop was Darwin where I was promoted to Lieutenant Colonel and worked at the headquarters of Northern Command. This was interesting work as it involved assisting customs, immigration and the Northern Territory police with coastal surveillance. Refugee boats were arriving in Darwin even at that time and the boats were routinely confiscated and then destroyed by blowing them up on the beach as required. With a change of focus by Defence on the north of Australia, Margaret became heavily involved with advising the Government on Defence family issues. She was elected as a member of the National Consultative Group of Service Spouses (NCGSS), which was better known by the sceptics as the ‘whingeing wives club’. The NCGSS had a very positive influence on Defence, which led to many improvements in housing and service conditions for families. Margaret also was appointed to the Northern Territory Women’s Advisory Council set up to advise the Chief Minister on women’s issues.


I had avoided working in a desk job at army headquarters in Canberra for as long as possible, but after three years in Darwin the ‘system’ finally caught up with me and I was posted to Canberra in January 1991. Canberra was a great posting location for families and we got the kids into school, Margaret found a job and we quickly settled into life in the suburbs. I was on the staff of the Chief of the Army and my job was to arrange his annual training exercise. This was meant to be a two-year posting, and then I expected the usual posting cycle to continue. It was in this context of a fairly normal army career that my subsequent involvement with the global landmine crisis was totally unexpected and unplanned.


A career opportunity presents itself


Late one Friday afternoon the duty officer walked past my office in army headquarters and casually remarked that he had a message that might interest me. He said that the United Nations had requested an engineer officer at the rank of lieutenant colonel to advise their fledgling landmine clearance program in Afghanistan. New Zealand had provided the first officer but they were unable to provide anyone else. I knew that small teams of army engineers were being sent to train Afghans in landmine clearance, but until then the highest rank to go had been a major, so I had paid little attention. My response to the duty officer was straightforward: ‘Who on earth would pack up their family to go and live in Pakistan and work in war-torn Afghanistan?’


I had some recollection of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in late 1979 from the TV news coverage. I also recalled Australia’s partial boycott of the 1980 Moscow Olympic Games over the issue, but other than that my knowledge of the country was fairly thin. The plight of the millions of Afghan refugees in Pakistan, following the withdrawal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan, was a long way from home and seemed to be dragging on forever. The whole situation was quite remote from life in Australia.


That evening I went home and discussed this possible ‘career opportunity’ with Margaret, and in spite of all the risks we decided that I would express interest in the job. I had served in a peacetime army for 20 years, and even though I had been fortunate to have worked in Papua New Guinea, Canada and the USA during my military career, I was always on the lookout for something more meaningful and exciting. Overseas postings were still hard to come by and this opportunity certainly presented a number of positive challenges. My major conference and exercise commitments would be over by the end of September, which coincided with the start date for this request, so I figured I was in a good position to get it.


In my favour was the fact that I had command experience, worked as an instructor at the army engineer school and had done a range of demolitions and mine warfare courses. The Australian Army had built up an excellent knowledge of mine warfare during the Vietnam War era and we were trained by highly experienced non-commissioned officers with hands-on experience in combat. One relevant experience of my own had been in 1987 when I was commanding an engineer squadron based in Brisbane. We had deployed to a cattle station near Mount Isa in outback Queensland and as part of the training we laid a live minefield. We placed a number of objects on some of the landmines, such as weighted down army boots, and then remotely fired the mines. In what has turned out to be a rather ironic twist, my photo appeared on the front page of the local newspaper, proudly showing the extensive damage inflicted on a soldier’s boot by an exploding antipersonnel landmine.


After expressing my interest in the post I became extremely busy with work and the time just seemed to fly by. Margaret had a good job in Canberra and had also just been selected as a tour guide at Australia’s new Parliament House. Our children’s schooling was also a factor we had to consider, but when the offer came through what did we do? We chose Pakistan. As it was for most service families, moving was part of the routine; by that time we had lived in 15 different houses during our 15 years of marriage. So in September 1991 we set off to Pakistan on another new adventure.




CHAPTER 2:


‘MR MINEFIELD’ IN COMMAND


No matter how many briefings you attend they cannot prepare you for the heat and wave of humanity that awaits you on arrival at an airport in Pakistan. We overnighted in Pakistan’s largest city, Karachi, and then flew on to Islamabad, the capital city, the next day. With our daughter Zoe, then aged 12 years old, our son Charles, who was 10, and a dozen suitcases we emerged from the airport terminal near Rawalpindi with literally thousands of Pakistanis pushing forward to meet their white-robed relatives returning from the Muslim ritual of the Haj in Mecca. Islamabad and Rawalpindi were ‘twin towns’, about 20 kilometres apart. The airport was exactly midway between the two, but the area had more of the characteristics of the bustle and chaos associated with Rawalpindi than the relative calm of Islamabad.


Fortunately, the chap I was replacing, Selwyn Heaton, was there to meet us and whisk us away to the hotel in the more modern part of Islamabad. Selwyn was a New Zealand army officer who had been in my class at the Royal Military College, Duntroon back in 1974, and we had also been together at the army Staff College in 1987. He settled us into the Holiday Inn, which was the best hotel in town at that time. This hotel subsequently became the Marriott and it was later blown up by terrorists in a fiery inferno in September 2008.


Pakistan is a Muslim country and alcohol had been banned since the era of the former President, General Zia. However, the hotel served beer to non-Muslim foreigners in their room, provided that each guest filled in a declaration that basically stated he or she was an alcoholic and needed a drink to satisfy their addiction. We had a drink or two and then Selwyn announced that he and I would be off early the next morning to attend a graduation ceremony for newly trained Afghan land mine clearance staff. This was to be held at the training camp which had been established by the United Nations near Peshawar, about three hours’ drive to the west of Islamabad.


[image: image]


This news did not fill the family with joy, and when a few minutes later Zoe received a nasty shock from a faulty lamp switch in the hotel room and suffered a couple of bad burns, we were not off to the best of starts.


Selwyn collected me from the hotel at 05.00am the next morning in the obligatory white United Nations Toyota Landcruiser and the seemingly crazy Afghan driver. I was soon to learn that all drivers in the region were as crazy as I had been warned in the pre-deployment briefings. We set off from Islamabad towards Peshawar on the Grand Trunk road, which was more affectionately and appropriately known as the ‘GT’ road. In fact soon after our arrival in Pakistan I started to notice people, foreigners in particular, wearing T-shirts with the logo ‘I survived the GT road’ emblazoned on the front. Being relatively modern, the roads in and around Islamabad were in fairly good condition and there were restrictions on bringing animals like camels and donkeys into the city.


However, once we left the city outskirts the highway deteriorated and was full of potholes, but this did not seem to deter drivers from going as fast as they could. This would have been okay except for the fact that we were sharing the road with people, bicycles, donkey carts and camel trains. Every five minutes resulted in a near miss with another vehicle or some other unexpected event. The worst offenders were buses, aptly named ‘Flying Coaches’. These were brightly painted with all manner of scenes shown on every panel and decorated with ribbons and chains that rattled on the ground, earning them the local nickname of ‘jingly buses’. The buses were always crammed full of people inside, with more sitting on the roof and always a couple of young lads hanging onto the back.


‘Are we going to get there alive?’ I asked Mohammed the driver.


‘Inshallah,’ he replied. God willing.


I soon learnt that Inshallah was the standard response to all situations and I gradually became more and more fatalistic about unforeseen events in impoverished countries.


After about an hour of frantic driving we struck a traffic jam at the approach to a bridge. It was an old, narrow steel structure over a very steep gorge with a fast-flowing river down below. It had a faded sign posted on it stating ‘only one vehicle at a time on the bridge’. The Pakistanis favoured large cargo trucks with wooden bodies, which were used to transport everything – from grain, dirt and animals to timber. The trucks were also brightly painted and decorated. When two trucks or jingly buses coming from opposite directions met on the bridge they could only pass each other with millimetres to spare. There was no thought of stopping and letting one truck pass through before the other crossed; they just met at the middle causing all sorts of arguments, shouting and delays.


Near the approach to the bridge a truck had mounted the concrete road divider and ripped out two wheels and an axle, which were perched forlornly on the concrete barrier. No attempt was made to move the vehicle, and it just lay on its side as half a dozen men were undertaking repairs in the middle of the road. When we were eventually able to proceed, we drove past the ‘one-vehicle-at-a-time sign’ and were quickly joined on the bridge by approximately 30 other vehicles!


Another hour down the road was the historic Attock Fort. This marked the border of the Punjab province and the appropriately named North West Frontier Province of Pakistan. Although only a provincial boundary, vehicles passing through the area were subject to a customs check. United Nations vehicles were exempt from paying any customs duty but commercial trucks and regular vehicles were pulled over and searched, usually with the result that the driver had to pay a ‘fee’. I once asked my driver what was the best job in Pakistan and he replied without hesitation ‘a customs official’.


The fort at Attock was built in British colonial times and was also the birthplace of the former British Prime Minister, Antony Eden. Now it was the barracks for a Pakistani Army commando unit. The fort overlooked a remarkable sight where the Indus and Kabul rivers met. The Indus was a bright, iridescent blue colour and flowed rapidly down its rocky course from the Hindu Kush Mountains, whereas the Kabul River was slow moving and a dark, muddy brown colour. When they met, the colours did not mix for some kilometres downstream, resulting in the amazing site of a two-coloured river disappearing off into the distance. Fortunately, a high, modern bridge had been built over the point where the two rivers met and down below were the remains of former bridges and areas where local families would stop and enjoy a picnic. Little did I know that some years later this picnic spot on the river bank would be the scene of much sadness for me.


We finally reached our destination at Risalpur Camp, which was about half an hour short of Peshawar. The tented demining training camp had been set up by the United Nations about two years earlier and it was situated at the end of a Pakistani Air Force base. The training camp had initially been established for what turned out to be a misguided attempt to address the landmine problem in Afghanistan.


The landmine problem in Afghanistan: a potted history


During the time of the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan it was estimated that six million Afghan refugees fled the country for Pakistan and another three million refugees crossed the border into Iran. The refugees in Pakistan were centred on the city of Peshawar in the north and Quetta in the central west, where they lived in huge tented camps and waited for the opportunity to return to Afghanistan. However, as the crisis dragged on their return was hampered by a number of factors.


The first was that a puppet Afghan communist regime, headed by Dr Muhammed Najibullah, still maintained control over Kabul and the major provincial cities. Najibullah had been in power some years before the final Soviet withdrawal in early 1989 and his government managed to remain in control for more than another two years. Secondly, it was known that the Afghanistan–Pakistan border areas and the villages that the Afghan refugees had come from were heavily infested with landmines. Finally, the tent cities had turned into sprawling, semi-permanent mud-walled villages in which the refugees had lived in poverty for almost 10 years. The refugees were reluctant to leave their ‘new homes’ in the camps, and it was obvious that should the refugees attempt to cross the border, an unprecedented human catastrophe would unfold with thousands of people wandering through unmarked minefields.


In 1988 the United Nations launched a general humanitarian relief program called Operation Salam, under the leadership of the late Prince Sadruddin Agha Khan. As a part of this program, the United Nations launched an appeal in October 1988 for funds to help train Afghans to clear the landmines. A ‘village demining’ concept was initially considered the best option. The United Nations would train Afghan refugees in basic mine clearance skills and when they returned home they would clear the landmines in their village and life would go on. The response to the appeal was very poor and only two countries responded with money. The vast majority of countries regarded landmines as a military problem, and not a humanitarian one.


Interestingly this latter group included Canada, which fortunately changed its opinions radically and later became the champions of the anti-landmine cause. A plan was devised whereby a number of predominately Western countries would provide military experts to train the Afghans. This group included Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Norway, Turkey, the UK and the USA. A two-week training course was developed and during the period 1989 to 1990 thousands of Afghans were trained in basic mine clearance skills.


However, the plan did not work for a number of reasons. The mine clearance training provided was of an extremely basic level and equipment such as sensitive military style mine detectors were not available. In one hurried but misguided attempt to solve the problem, 1000 commercial metal detectors were bought as a stopgap measure. These were orange coloured and of the type you often see people on the beach using as ‘treasure hunters’. They were totally unsuitable for mine clearance operations or training, and they are still sitting unused in a storeroom to the best of my knowledge. Secondly, in an extremely difficult and volatile security situation, the idea of sending groups of Afghan ex-fighters, or mujahedeen as they were called, with a metal detector and a bag of explosives back into Afghanistan was not likely to stabilise the situation. Even if the ‘deminers’ had gone in, there would have been no method of enforcing safety standards or to properly record and regulate the work they were doing. In addition, had this scheme had worked, the ability to keep training such large numbers would have been curtailed because in February 1991 all the contributing nations, except Australia and New Zealand, withdrew their contingents from Operation Salam due to commitments in the First Gulf War.


By the time I arrived the United Nations had changed tack and was liaising with potential partner organisations to have them undertake mine clearance work on a more organised and controlled basis. There were well over 100 non-governmental organisations (NGOs) undertaking relief activities in Pakistan and Afghanistan at that time, but it was apparent that none specialised in mine clearance. The United Nations then undertook to create specialised organisations to fill this void. Fledgling Afghan organisations with names like Afghan Technical Consultants (ATC), Organisation for Mine Awareness (OMA) and the Mine Clearance Planning Agency (MCPA) were established from 1998 onwards. The training camp at Risalpur now trained fewer people but to a higher standard, and the graduates were employed by one of the new Afghan mine clearance NGOs, according to predetermined needs.


Although the small contingent of Australian and New Zealand army officers and sergeants delivered the mine clearance training, because the training camp was located on a Pakistani military base, it came under the overall control of their own camp commandant. In this case it was Colonel Sajaad, a charming Pakistani engineer officer, who was also a proud Pathan from the tribal areas of Pakistan bordering Afghanistan. On arrival at the camp Colonel Sajaad gave me a wonderfully formal salute, all the more remarkable given he was one rank higher than me! However, I was to find many Pakistanis, particularly in the military, were ‘more British than the British’ in their attitudes, manner and dress. Even though the mine clearance program was a civilian activity, and even though I was a lieutenant colonel, the Pakistanis, both military and civilian, called me by the generic title ‘Colonel Mansfield’. Initially, I didn’t want to use my military title in the job, but I soon came to see that in this environment, it was an asset – both at work and in day-to-day matters.


I was also reunited with the Australian contingent that I now commanded, having undergone the same pre-deployment training with most of them before leaving Australia. While I had previously commanded an engineer squadron in Australia, being responsible for a group of your own soldiers overseas in a hazardous environment was a particular challenge and honour. At this stage I had to admit that my thoughts were mainly focussed on succeeding at this, rather than any great commitment to the United Nations or providing humanitarian relief to the Afghans.


When nations provide troops to a formal United Nations peacekeeping operation they can only go into another country with the authority of a UN Security Council resolution. The resolutions authorise the soldiers to wear their national military uniform and the recognizable ‘blue helmet’ of the United Nations. It also allows them to carry weapons (depending on the type of mission) and to use their weapons in accordance with the so-called Rules of Engagement. The participating troops are also awarded the UN medal inscribed with the words ‘In the Service of Peace’ at the completion of their tour.


Operation Salam in Afghanistan was a humanitarian mission, so it did not have any Security Council backing. There had been no formal resolution authorising the deployment of foreign troops to Pakistan or Afghanistan, even though it was acknowledged that the only expertise in clearing landmines lay with the military. Because the project did not have Security Council clearance, the troops provided to Operation Salam enjoyed none of the recognised benefits and more importantly, none of the diplomatic protections normally accorded to peacekeeping missions.


A pragmatic solution had to be found and donor nations, in effect, provided their military mine clearance advisers on an individual basis and we were each afforded the United Nations contractual status of ‘Experts on Mission’. This status was normally used for short-term civilian consultants, such as water engineers or agricultural specialists. We were unarmed and not allowed to wear national uniform or rank. A compromise had been reached and it was agreed that all nationalities could wear a dreadful looking, locally made khaki-coloured safari suit, with a United Nations badge and a national flag on the sleeve.


So, 24 hours after leaving Australia, here lined up in front of me at Risalpur Camp were 14 safari-suited Australians and three New Zealanders – the remainder of what had once been a contingent in excess of 100 military advisers from the original seven troop-contributing countries. I quickly came to realise that this was a blessing, because when the other countries had been involved there had been continuous debate and argument over the best equipment or procedures to use when teaching demining techniques. Everyone naturally thought their own way was the best, so now with only two countries involved, deciding a common approach was going to be much easier.


Twenty Afghan refugees had attended the four-week training course and now they were ready to graduate. These were the first Afghans I had ever met and they were all tough-looking bearded ex-mujahedeen fighters. They were dressed in the local attire called the shalwar-kameez, which consisted of loose-fitting pyjama-like trousers and a long over-shirt. I gave a stirring speech congratulating them on completing the training course and wishing them all the best for their dangerous work ahead. As soon as I finished, they punched the air and gave a rousing chant of ‘Allah Akbhar, Allah Akbhar, Allah Akbhar!’ – God is great. I rather naively thought to myself, ‘This is going to be easy to motivate these Afghans’. This notion was quickly dispelled when the interpreter then started speaking and told them all that I had said!


After the parade I examined a display that featured most of the 40 types of mines that littered Afghanistan. There were large antitank mines, but most of the landmines that were on display were what the military blandly call ‘anti-personnel’ mines. Explosive devices designed to hinder the progress of an advancing army had been around for centuries. In the American Civil War wicker baskets filled with explosives were buried on roads likely to be used by the opposing force. When the attacking troops came near to the buried bomb, the fuse was lit by the defenders and it was timed to explode in the midst of the attackers.




MODERN LANDMINES AND HOW THEY WORK


Landmines in their current form were developed during World War I, initially by the Germans as a counter to the armoured tank, a British invention of the time. Anti-tank mines were large, bulky explosive devices that looked like a cake tin and were initiated by the weight of an enemy tank driving over the top of it. It was relatively easy for the opposition troops to sneak across no-man’s land at night and dig up the anti-tank mines laid by the defenders, so a smaller anti-personnel version was often laid around the bigger mine to protect it. This smaller mine proved its worth and was soon used on its own to protect front lines and to break up enemy infantry attacks.


During World War II, anti-personnel and anti-tank landmines were used in enormous numbers by all sides, inflicting a large number of casualties and considerable damage to equipment and infrastructure. The mines were generally laid in patterns and the defensive minefields were fenced, signposted and accurately mapped. The situation changed during the Vietnam War period when, due to their low cost and ease of use, anti-personnel landmines were used effectively by the North Vietnamese as a harassing, guerrilla type weapon. They were used to disrupt ground troops and to inflict casualties on both civilian and military targets. In many other conflicts around the world anti-personnel landmines were used in this random manner, and then just left when the conflict was over.
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