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This book is based on my recollection of events, which may not be exactly as others recall them. Where conversations cannot be remembered precisely, I have recreated them to the best of my ability. Where people need to be protected or to avoid offence, I have altered names. Any mistakes are my own.


I’ve paid my dues

Time after time

I’ve done my sentence

But committed no crime …

‘We Are The Champions’ – Queen


Prologue

The prison gate slid open and then slammed shut behind me. The sound of metal against metal jarred my ears. The Commandant had promised to put me with the only other ‘Englishman’ in his custody, which I assumed meant a two-man cell. That was until I saw what lay ahead of me within the forbidding walls of the Kabul detention centre that rainy afternoon in March 2010.

It was immediately clear to me that the place where I was about to be wrongly incarcerated was unfit for human habitation. The walls were cracked, the floors pitted, and the entire building smelled of decay, and poor sanitation. The twenty-five metre long corridor that stretched before me was flooded and yet so overcrowded that scores of Afghan and foreign inmates had no choice but to huddle along it. The majority stood in striped uniforms or sat draped in old blankets, while others lay in dirty puddles, their eyes staring out of faces gaunt with hunger, despair – or both.

After three decades as a proud member of Her Majesty’s Royal Military Police, I now knew for the first time what it felt like to be behind bars. Despite four years’ front-line private security experience in Afghanistan and Iraq, I’d become the unexpected ‘guest’ of the Central Police Prison at Tawqeef, dominated by watchtowers and barbed wire. Part of a sprawling colonial-style complex that also housed the police headquarters, this beating heart of Kabul’s law enforcement was a place I’d previously done well to avoid.

Many on the payroll in the Afghan National Police had been variously accused of murder, trafficking offences and money laundering. Criminal gangs and terrorists were said to collude with officers whose ID cards, vehicles and uniforms frequently played a role in the kidnapping of foreign businessmen. In spite of their long-suspected connection with the Taliban, their building was a regular target for random bombings and rocket attacks, including one a few months earlier in which many were killed. Having spent a lifetime serving my country before leaving the military to guard senior diplomats, it beggared belief that I’d ended up in such a place surrounded by terrorists, murderers and thieves.

‘You, come.’ The colonel of the prison guard beckoned me deeper into his lair. Determined not to show any emotion, I picked my way through the vagabond crowd until I reached where he stood waiting by the first door on the left – cell No. 1.

‘Hold it together, Billy,’ I told myself. ‘You’ll be out of here in no time.’

Stepping inside, I found myself in a room four by four metres in which sixteen Afghans lived, ate and slept. Chipped metal bunk-beds were screwed to the walls in two tiers, giving ten sleeping spaces, and the concrete floor was covered in grubby grey blankets. Carrier bags of personal belongings hung on hooks screwed haphazardly into cracks in the mud walls. Boxes and baskets were crammed under bunks. Men slept, stood or sat wherever they could. High up on the opposite wall was a small window with three metal bars that looked not outside, but onto another room.

Two fluorescent tubes glared stark white light onto my new quarters, picking out each green globule of sneeze or spit. It showed up every stain on clothing, bedding and blankets, and illuminated a mouse nibbling stale bread. A small television in one corner broadcast an image of an imam reciting passages from the Koran. The flickering TV’s blaring volume reminded me of my headache after nothing to eat or drink for nine hours. The pain behind my eyes wasn’t helped by the pall of cigarette smoke and a loudspeaker that crackled to life to reel off a list of names. Half-hopeful, I listened out for mine.

Mindful of the customs, I removed my shoes and placed them amongst the assortment of sandals and flip-flops just inside the door. Then I stepped further into my cell. The colonel introduced me to the room ‘leader’, Abdul Wakil, who had an enormous belly and who I privately dubbed ‘El Gordo’, The Fat One. Paying my respects, I said, ‘Salaam Alaikum,’ (Peace be upon you). El Gordo responded in kind but not everyone else did. Two mullahs, distinctive by their longer beards and white turbans, seemed especially wary.

The colonel left me then – friendless, unprotected and alone. I heard the main gate clang shut behind him. Many of the prisoners in the corridor, including those whose appearance told me they were Taliban, crowded the doorway to glare at the Westerner dropped like a lamb into their midst. Keeping my back to the wall, I hastily assessed my surroundings. I was grateful that most of my cellmates were middle-aged and, I hoped, less likely to be hotheads. One approached me and said, ‘My name Assam.’

I responded cautiously and pointed to a thin blond man in his thirties lying on a lower bunk with his back to me. ‘The Englishman?’ I asked.

Assam nodded but said, ‘He no words. No mix.’

I made my way over to the sleeping man and shook him awake. ‘Stone the crows!’ he said, when he realised I wasn’t an Afghan. ‘Welcome to the nuthouse.’ My fellow ‘country man’ turned out to be an Australian in his thirties named Robert Langdon. I was keen to find an ally in those confined quarters, but Rob wasn’t overly warm and I sensed there was more to him than met the eye. ‘Good luck, mate,’ he said as he turned his back to me once more. Disappointed, I found a space on the floor and sat down to gather my thoughts.

Everything had happened so swiftly that I found it hard to believe I was in prison in Kabul. In the blink of an eye, I’d gone from being an upstanding member of the community to a common criminal. My so-called crime? To tell the truth. Being honest, open and fair had served me well my whole life, but in this ravaged country I was soon to learn that truth was just another commodity – one that could be bought and sold.


One

I can only have been about six years old when I was first sent by my mother Edith to buy a military blanket from the army surplus store in Cross Lane Market, Salford, Manchester. It wasn’t cheap at ten shillings, but winter was coming and Mam saved the money from the welfare she received from the State.

Neither of my parents had held down a job in years and with seven children they lived on their family allowance of about eight shillings per child per week. My father, who’d been inside for theft before being crippled in a road accident, had been ‘on the sick’ for as long as I could recall. Any cash he could get his hands on was spent down the pub.

The army surplus store on the corner of Eccles New Road was a cornucopia of delight for a scrappy little kid with a vivid imagination; cram-packed from floor to ceiling with every kind of military kit from jerry cans to uniforms. It was the closest I’d ever come to a Santa’s Grotto. I could have stayed in there all day. In an atmosphere pervaded by the smell of rubber and camphor, I wandered around, mouth open, staring at the water bottles, tents, survival packs and thick-soled boots. There were masks, helmets, trench coats, WWII battle dress, camping gear and mess kits, as well as Swiss army knives, hurricane lamps and mosquito nets. I wanted to be a soldier from the minute I first stepped over the threshold.

‘I can let you have this blanket for eight shillings,’ the owner told me. ‘Tell your mam there’s still some wear left in it.’ Triumphant, I struggled away with it in my spindly arms. A few hundred yards along the road, I stopped to rest outside the drill hall of the old Lancashire Fusiliers barracks, from where I could hear the beating of a drum. Curious, I went to investigate. Through the half-open doorway, I watched teenage members of the cadets marching up and down with ramrod backs.

‘Left right, left right, left right! About turn!’ the moustachioed officer barked. ‘Straight and tall, lads. Square to the front!’ I found myself pulling back my own bony shoulders. Clad as I was in scrappy rags with shoes so tight they disfigured my toes for life, I desperately wanted to be one of those smart young men with slicked-down hair in crisp uniforms and shiny new boots.

Not a trip to the surplus store went by after that when I didn’t stop at that drill hall and silently march in time to those pacing up and down inside to a drumbeat. The military was my future; I knew it as clear as day. Most of the boys I grew up with were headed to jail as were many of my family. For some reason, I had a sense of moral responsibility which kept me out of trouble, chiefly because I didn’t want to end up like the rest of them. It was eight years before I was finally old enough to sign up as an army cadet but that was my first step towards a life that would lift me from poverty and crime.

I think my chief motivations were that I wanted to be different and to make a difference. Throughout my early childhood living in a two-up, two-down council slum in Brindle Heath, my clothes marked me out as the poor kid compared to the rest of my schoolmates in their grey sweaters and ties. I could never do PE because I didn’t have any kit or clean underwear. I had to wait in a corner for my free meals while those who paid sneeringly took their fill. While other kids went on summer holidays, I stayed home and worked on a market stall. That is, until I found out about the Salford Poor Children’s Holiday Camp in Prestatyn, Wales, which I went to four years on the bounce. From the age of eight, I walked six miles to Salford Town Hall on my own to book it myself. Even then, I was the only one at the camp without any pocket money; the boy who couldn’t afford sweets at the tuck shop, and the only kid without swimming trunks.

Not that I cared. I had the time of my life. One year when I was there, Prince Charles came to Rhyl as part of his investiture at Caernarfon Castle. We were taken by bus to see his helicopter land and I pushed my way right to the front. With sores on my face and my head closely shaved because of nits, I waved my little paper flag wildly and was so excited to see our future king. I never for one moment thought I’d meet his family one day or be invited to Buckingham Palace.

Going home after a week playing in the Prestatyn sand dunes was always tough. Christmases were especially bleak. There was never a tree and crêpe paper decorations dangled from drawing pins stuck in the ceiling all year round. We rarely had visitors but if we did, we’d tell them we’d decided to put the decorations up early that year. On Christmas morning in 1968, when I was ten, I woke hoping to find the usual squashed satsuma or a Brazil nut or two in the holey old sock I’d tied a knot in to hang it on the mantelpiece. Mine was the only sock out of seven that my parents hadn’t remembered to fill.

‘Oh, bugger, Bert, we forgot our Billy,’ was all my mam said, a cigarette stuck to her bottom lip as she prepared our scrawny turkey and ash fell onto the stale bread stuffing. Dad just shrugged and headed back down the pub.

My father was a strict disciplinarian who used to lay me and my sisters across his knee each night to whip us with his leather belt. ‘I’ll tan you now because you’ll only create once you’re upstairs, and you know I can’t get up there because of my gammy leg.’ He’d beat us so hard that we’d have to sleep on our tummies. Tears stinging my eyes one time, I called him a pig and ran away. He went mad and yelled, ‘Come back here, you little f****r!’ only to give me another hiding. Every other word began with an ‘f’ or a ‘c’ with my dad. I actually thought my mam’s name was ‘Edith, You Daft C***!’ until I was old enough to know better.

A white mongrel with two black patches appeared at the door of our home one day. My father was in hospital then, encased in a body cast after he crashed the truck he was driving, so the dog I named Rover was allowed to stay. Thin as a rake, he had to fight for scraps like the rest of us but I always found him something. That mutt came with me whenever I ran away from home – usually to avoid a beating from my dad. I’d see my father limping off the bus and be so stiff scared that I’d scarper. One day Rover and I hid in the cellar of an old Victorian boarding house across the street. We stayed there for hours until the police came because Mam had reported me missing.

My father had always warned us, ‘If you ever bring a policeman to our door, I’ll kill you!’ When they came that night I first ran away, I heard him going bananas and realised I’d better get home. He started on me the minute he saw me. ‘Come here, you bugger!’ he yelled, grabbing me by the ear.

‘Leave the lad alone!’ the policemen said. To my amazement, he did. I ran away two or three times after that but as soon as the police arrived I knew it was safe to go back.

Coming back from Prestatyn one summer, I found Mam waiting at the bus stop. ‘I’ve got some news, our Billy,’ she said, as we headed home. ‘Now that you’ve got a new baby brother, the council have given us that bigger place they promised us at the Ladywell Flats.’ She paused. ‘There’s no pets allowed.’

I stopped in my tracks. ‘What about Rover?’

‘Your father’s taking care of that.’

Our new flat was clean and modern, with an indoor bathroom and hot water; a dramatic improvement from before, but I was too worried about Rover to appreciate any of it. When Dad came back from the pub, there was no arguing with him as he told me to loop a piece of string around the dog’s neck and follow him to the vet. Rover was laid in a basket with some poisoned meat. ‘He’ll bite into it and then just fall asleep,’ the vet said, which is exactly what he did.

From an early age, I realised that a life of structure and discipline within the military would give me a way out. I didn’t want to be just any old soldier, though. I’d set my heart on the Parachute Regiment. I don’t know what it was about the ‘Paras’ that so attracted me – maybe their distinctive red berets or the fact that they had the best kit and most extensive arsenal. The Paras were real-life versions of the Action Man I’d always wanted but could never afford. Either way, I was dead set on joining their ranks. Taking myself off to an Army Open Day at Tatton Park at the age of ten, I spent the whole day climbing thirty feet up a parachute stand, wriggling into a wire harness, and jumping off. It was there that I learned that the Para airborne assault force was the best. They’d turn a little urchin like me into a member of a feared and respected regiment ready to fight for Queen and country. That was my destiny, and I couldn’t wait.

From the minute I joined the cadets at fourteen, I took to the military like a duck to water. While my mates were out joyriding or taking drugs, I was at the drill hall two nights a week and every weekend. ‘Square to the front, Shaw! Left right, left right!’ Mad on soldiering, I lapped up everything they taught me from battlefield craft to weapons training and map reading. I was so keen that, by fifteen, I was promoted to corporal and sent to teach weapons training to 4 Para Territorial Army cadets at the Oldham Army Cadet Force. That same year, I attended a two-day course at a Recruit Selection Centre in Harrogate.

‘I want to be a member of the Junior Paras,’ I announced proudly.

‘Sorry, sonny, so does everyone else. There are no vacancies. You’ll have to join the Royal Regiment of Fusiliers.’

There was no budging them so on 10 September 1974, I attended Bassingbourn Barracks in Royston, Hertfordshire, to train as a Junior Fusilier. Sixteen years old, I traded in my hand-me-down clothes for a combat uniform and flew through basic training. It wasn’t nearly stimulating enough for me, though, mainly because there was far too much sports and hanging around. I wanted to learn combat skills and forced marches, military exercises and weapons training. I longed to be a foot soldier, armed and ready for combat. I pleaded once more to be transferred to the Paras but there were still no places so I quit. ‘I’ll come back and sign up at eighteen and join the Paras as an adult,’ I told the senior officers defiantly.

So in January 1975, I handed back my combats and the next day put on a white coat and brown striped apron as a teenage apprentice at Dewhurst’s butchers in Eccles. My weekly wage was £14, half of which I gave to my mam. I also took a couple of cut-price chickens home every week for the Sunday joint. To keep my hand in with the military, I continued in the drill hall at weekends. My cadet uniform was immaculate – I made sure to take care of that myself. I’d wash and dry it, then neatly fold it and put it on the window-sill in the bedroom I shared with my brothers; the only room in the house that wasn’t filthy because I kept it clean myself. ‘Keep your grubby hands off my kit!’ I’d warn my younger siblings.

After a year of cutting up joints of meat, I presented myself at the Army Careers Office in January 1976. ‘I’m set on the Parachute Regiment, Sir,’ I insisted to my interviewing officer. He promised to recommend me and sent me to Sutton Cold-field for a two-day Adult Selection Course where I had to take a series of exams including maths, English and psychometric testing. Having left school at sixteen with only one O-level in home economics, I thought I’d be out of my league, but somehow I passed.

What bothered me most was the medical. Nervously, I waited with the other recruits in the corridor. Just before it was my turn, I hurried to the toilet and took off my under-pants. Dirty and full of holes, I stuffed them into my pocket. When the doctor asked me to drop my trousers, he asked, ‘Why haven’t you got any underwear on?’

‘I don’t wear any, sir.’ I was too embarrassed to tell him the truth.

We were shown a series of films about Army life, one of which featured the Royal Military Police working in the Far East. I liked the idea of living abroad and noted that their berets were similar to the Paras. Just before my final interview, I was required to fill in a form stating which regiment I wanted to join and why. ‘It has been my lifetime ambition to be a member of the Parachute Regiment,’ I wrote confidently. Asked to give two other choices, I was stumped but then I remembered the ‘Red Caps’, so I put down the RMP. All I could think of as my third choice was the regiment I already had a connection with, the Fusiliers.

During my final interview, a captain went through my test results and pronounced me good at English and spelling. Then he said, ‘You’d clearly be best suited to the military police, Shaw.’

‘No, Sir!’ I cried, almost jumping out of my seat. ‘You don’t understand. I want to be a soldier, not a policeman!’

He peered at me over his spectacles. ‘I can assure you, Shaw, that the RMP are soldiers through and through and are deployed as part of the Army around the world. In fact, they have a distinguished military history going back many centuries with unique operational responsibilities in and out of the field of conflict.’

‘But I want to be in the Paras, Sir,’ I protested. He told me then what people had been telling me for years. ‘Sorry, but there are no vacancies.’

Seeing my expression, he added more gently that once I was in the RMP I could apply to the Para Provost (the RMP element of the Fifth Airborne Brigade). ‘They parachute in with the foot soldiers and support their brigade on the ground,’ he said. ‘It may be the closest you’ll get, son.’

Deeply disappointed, I wondered what I’d let myself in for as I boarded a train to Chichester and the RMP training camp. I soon met up with several other recruits heading to the same base and we quickly discovered that none of us had wanted to join the military police – we’d all been the victims of a recruitment drive. Furious, I intended to complain and attempt to get into the Paras one last time, but from the minute I arrived at the Roussillon Barracks, I was hooked.

The regimental motto for the RMP is Exemplo Ducemus – ‘By Example We Lead’. I was delighted to learn that military policemen had to be even smarter than the troops and wear their best brown uniform at all times (not just for parades like regular soldiers). I couldn’t believe how slick I looked in my No. 2 dress uniform with its red beret and I relished the pride I was expected to take in both. I loved keeping my kit shipshape and I was gobsmacked by our accommodation, which was so much cleaner than home.

The RMP taught me how to drive and paid for me to take my motorcycle test – sparking a lifelong interest. There was plenty of soldiering and I didn’t even mind being back in a classroom. I won the right to wear the blue and red ‘Recruit of the Week’ sash so often it was almost embarrassing but I was part of a good squad with no bullies. We were all in it together and I made some lifelong friends. Being in the military police was perfect for me. I never regretted not joining the Paras, and I never once looked back.

That was, until I was incarcerated in a Kabul prison cell thirty-four years after I’d first pulled on my RMP uniform. Only in Tawqeef, with time on my hands, did I reflect back on the events of my life and the circumstances that had led me to that point. In a vermin-infested jail, unshaven and unwashed, it was hard to imagine that I was still setting an example to anyone. I knew I was innocent and that the most important people in my life – family, friends and colleagues – were fully behind me and would do everything to get me released.

But as I waited for that day, I couldn’t help but realise the irony of my situation. Despite doing everything by the book and having a better military career than a skinny Salford kid could have imagined, I’d ended up on the wrong side of the law anyway. Sitting on an old grey blanket similar to the one I’d first bought in an army surplus store forty-five years earlier, I could have laughed out loud.
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