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AGENDA

After suffering the terror of being abducted
by secret police in Laos 10 years ago,
Queenslander Kay Danes has finally bitten
the bullet to claw back her sense of adventure
by tackling humanitarian work in
Afghanistan, writes Daryl Passmore

FACING DANGER: Kay Danes (top) has conquered her fears to travel
through Taliban areas and help locals (above). Main picture: Jamie Hanson

Lifting
the veil
on a
country
in crisis

T HE drive from the Afghan-
istan capital Kabul to
Jalalabad is among the most

dangerous journeys on Earth.
A treacherous three-and-a-half-

hour trip along a road snaking around
hairpin bends with plunges of hun-
dreds of metres down rocky cliffs to
the river below.

Queenslander Kay Danes and her
colleagues, on a humanitarian
mission across the war-torn country,
had been warned not to do it.

The traffic hazards were just the
beginning of the risks in traversing
this Mad Max 2 landscape, as she
describes it.

There was the threat of running
over an IED (improvised explosive
device), being shot at by bandits or
drug cartels, or being ambushed and
kidnapped by Taliban or insurgents.

‘‘I think I held my breath for the
whole journey,’’ Mrs Danes says.
‘‘There was this whole sense of – I
wouldn’t call it fear – but awareness of
exactly where you are and that at any
minute you literally could die.’’

But there was one thing Mrs Danes
hadn’t factored in to her checklist of
dangers: The US Army.

Suddenly a convoy of military
vehicles, heavily armed with ma-
chineguns and grenade-launchers,
roars up behind the group’s
unmarked mini-van. Horns blasting,
these guys are not stopping for

anyone or anything. They force the
driver to veer off the road, slamming
on the brakes to bring the van to a
halt short of the mountain’s edge.

‘‘It was terrifying,’’ says the mother-
of-three from Wellington Point on
Brisbane’s bayside.

Her new book Beneath The Pale
Blue Burqua is peppered with stories
about incidents when they thought
their time was up. Such as having to
flee a near-riot at a bazaar when the
women were surrounded by a mob of
men angry because they were out in
public without their husbands.

The 42-year-old travelled with
other volunteers from the Childlight
Foundation for Afghan Children, a
US-based charity supporting women
and families.

Everywhere they travelled, she
says, she was struck by ‘‘the contrast
between beauty and brutality’’ – and
by the indestructible resilience of
Afghani women eager to take advan-
tage of opportunities denied them
under the rule of the Taliban.

Challenges remain. Only 30 per
cent of girls go to school and many
students and teachers still run a daily
gauntlet to do so, risking being shot or
targeted with acid bombs by extrem-
ists. ‘‘One dad we spoke to said he
would love his daughter to be edu-
cated but his neighbours disagreed. If
he defied them, they would come and
kill her,’’ Mrs Danes says.

‘‘But some of these kids – they
might get burned or get an acid bomb
thrown at them and they’ll just put on
the burqua after they have healed and
toddle off back to school.’’

Preconceptions were constantly
demolished – such as the head-to-toe
burqua worn by so many Afghani
women, with just a mesh screen to see
through.

‘‘Everyone here in Australia says
the men want them to wear it to
control them – that they are obsessed
with violating women’s rights and all
this rubbish,’’ she says.

‘‘But it’s about protection. One
young man we spoke to, about his
nieces wearing the burqua, explained
he’s simply terrified that something
will happen to his beautiful nieces –
that some man will see them and
want to rape them because that’s

what happens – so they wear it as a
form of protection.’’

A day spent with female students
and other women at Nangarhar
University gives her hope for the
future. ‘‘They’re so switched on,’’ she
says. ‘‘I really hope the Y generation
seize the day, because they are a lot
like our Y generation. They are into
their iPods and their computers and
their blue jeans. They might make all
the difference.’’

Mrs Danes’ husband Kerry is an
Australian SAS soldier with 34 years’
service. Travelling to Afghanistan
gave her a rare insight into what our
servicemen and women face, she says,
and she wrote the book in part to tell
people that a lot was being achieved.

‘‘There is hope, there is reason for
optimism and there’s a reason to
support our troops (being there),’’ she

says. The opportunity to help the
women and children was a powerful
motivation for Mrs Danes, but the trip
in November 2008 was also an
important journey of self re-
discovery.

She and her husband hit the
headlines in December 2000 when,
running a security and protection
company in the southeast Asian
country of Laos, they were abducted
by the secret police who demanded
Mr Danes sign a false statement
implicating a sapphire-mining client.

They were held in cramped cells for
10 months, enduring torture and
mock executions, fearing they would
never again see their three children
who had been secreted back to safety
in Australia by friends.

It became an international incident
with the Australian Government set-
ting up a taskforce to negotiate their
eventual release.

The aftermath of the ordeal for Mrs
Danes was years of post-traumatic
stress disorder, suffering flashbacks
and anxiety attacks so severe she
struggled to breathe.

Slowly she recovered, but there was
still something missing.

‘‘The Laos police, they took more
than our freedom,’’ she says. ‘‘For me,
they took this – I don’t know what
you’d call it – but it was like that little
piece of me that always dared to do
things . . . to have an adventurous life.

‘‘And so I felt that this trip, I might
actually be able to regain that part of
me. I just felt like something was
missing in me and, of course, when I
went over there it just clicked. I knew
this was it – this is where I want to be
– and if I survive this, then I’ll be a
whole person again.’’

• Beneath The Pale Blue Burqua: One
Woman’s Journey Through Taliban
Strongholds (Big Sky Publishing,
$34.99) is out now.


