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PROLOGUE

Flak jackets are dreadful things. Sure, they have a purpose, and if one ever stopped a bullet or piece of shrapnel from spearing into my vital organs, I would kiss it, hang it up, and frame it. But that hasn’t happened, yet. So far, most of my dealings with them have been negative. Wearing them in the dry deserts of the Middle East and North Africa, where the climate is a positively balmy 800 degrees. Putting up with the tight canvas and large plates of heavy metal tucked into the front and back that make you walk like a sweaty Robocop but not look nearly as cool.

Yep, the old trusty flak jacket is a sight to behold, and has also been responsible for what may be the most embarrassing moment of my time as a foreign correspondent.

It was in the Libyan capital of Tripoli in the middle of 2011. The country’s brutal dictator, Colonel Muammar Gaddafi, who had been in power for more than forty years, had finally been chased out of town by an opposition hungry for his blood. The city was still in the midst of a civil war between government and rebel forces.

I was standing in the driveway of the Corinthia Hotel, where we were staying, when all of a sudden these big angry guards armed to the teeth started firing their automatic weapons at the building across the road. TUT-TUT-TUT-TUT-TUT-TUT. The jarring sound of gunfire rocketed across the street.

There are moments in life when you think, ‘I really could have done that better.’ This was one of those instances. While my cameraman James Gillings filmed the moment flawlessly, I tried to get back into the hotel as quickly as possible. So did the other twenty or so jumpy journalists nearby, all of us trying to squeeze through a single door at the hotel entrance at the same time.

The gunfire continued. The rebels at our hotel were shouting at government snipers who were supposedly firing at them from the other side of the street.

I finally burst through the front door, but then tripped spectacularly and faceplanted the hard marble floor of the foyer. A completely graceless, self-inflicted body slam.

I thought the snipers were about to invade the hotel so I desperately tried to get back on my feet. But because the soles of my boots were worn and the armour in my flak jacket was sliding across the slippery floor, I just couldn’t get up. All I could see were the feet of other journalists scurrying past me and running for cover, while I was in the middle of the hotel lobby reminding everyone what a turtle looked like when it’s stuck on its back. Although technically I was on my stomach, so go figure.

After a few more mad moments of panic, I finally got to my feet and bolted to the nearest available hiding spot – a large pot plant near the concierge desk. Beads of sweat were pouring down my face and I caught the eye of a British journalist close by. ‘That was pretty funny, mate,’ he said.

Cheers.

My name is Peter Stefanovic. Just a hack in a flak jacket.
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