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12
exerCiSe BiKe

t
hursday, November 25, I was missing Thanksgiving with my fam-

ily, and instead of turkey, cornbread dressing, green beans, sweet 

potatoes, corn, rolls, and some cake for dessert, I was having rice 

and water.

Actually, I was missing two Thanksgiving celebrations. I had planned 

to celebrate Thanksgiving Day in Memphis with my daughter, Amanda, 

and granddaughter, Sabrina, as well as my sister, Barbara. The next day, 

I had a plane ticket to fly to Ontario Airport in California for a second 

celebratory dinner with my daughter, Carrie, and my ex-wife, Susan.

My father’s birthday was November 25, but he and my mother had 

both died several years earlier. I was glad they had been spared the ter-

rible pressure of my kidnapping. I thought that if I were going to be 

killed, at least I would be with them again.

I was really missing my family, and I worried that my kidnapping 

was probably spoiling their holiday. I truly hoped that they had gone 

ahead with their dinners as they had planned. I did not want them to be 

deprived of a good meal just because I was.
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 I could hear the guards in the next room taking turns riding the 

bike while listening to one of their religious tapes. The men played it 

over and over with the volume on high, as if the loudness of it all would 

convince me to convert to Islam. But to me, it was just noise. Insufferable, 

earsplitting noise.

At night I could hear the guards playing video games. Ironically, one 

of the games was a mock invasion of Iraq. The game was led in English, 

which most of the guards could not speak. It just seemed really surreal 

to me: they were holding me, an American, hostage, while playing a 

game as an American, attacking Iraq—their own country.

One morning the guards came for me and took me into another 

room, and when they pulled my mask off, they were all wearing Iraqi 

scarves covering their heads and most of their faces. Their steely black 

eyes were all that was exposed.

On a table in front of me was a stack of photos that had been taken 

from one of the laptop computers stolen from the Saudi Arabia Trading 

Company. There was a picture of Robert standing in front of the 

Blackjack mess hall at Camp Victory, and another shot in front of his 

house while he was holding an MP-5 machine gun. 

Me at entrance to Camp Victory
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Al-Mahmoudiyah, about fifteen miles southwest of Baghdad. After 

reviewing the videotapes of my rescue by Army Special Forces, I could 

see that it was a large, L-shaped house surrounded by a concrete wall. A 

family lived in the long section. The guards lived in the shack above our 

underground cell.

Aerial shot of the house where I was held for most of my imprisonment—underground.

My final prison was a concrete hole in the ground underneath the 

floor of the smaller section of the house. I was not sure why the family 

who lived there had constructed the little concrete cellar; it stretched 

about nine by eleven feet with a ceiling of about four feet—not enough 

room for anyone to stand. But with the addition and release of eleven 

other kidnap victims over the next seven months, it appeared the under-

ground prison had been built for just that reason: to imprison hostages 

underground where we would never be discovered by routine house 

searches conducted by coalition troops. 

Even beneath my mask I could tell it was pitch-black. There was 
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13
underground

o
ur first morning underground I could see nothing but utter black-

ness when I peeked underneath my mask, but I could hear a lot of 

activity above me: the guards were watching Tom and Jerry car-

toons, and two little kids, a boy and a girl, were running around the main 

house. Morning prayers had already been said, and pots and pans were 

clanging as the children’s mother prepared their breakfast.

The guards were greatly entertained by the cartoons, which are more 

about slapstick than dialogue, but what few lines were delivered by the 

mouse or cat were done in English, then dubbed over in Arabic.

Through the guards’ laughter I thought I could hear a dog barking, 

which was odd. Iraqis hate dogs—they equate the animals with pigs, 

which they believe are unclean—and they do not keep dogs as pets. Given 

the chance, most Iraqis would shoot dogs, which do run wild throughout 

the country, or they would run them over with their cars. Most Iraqis I 

met thought Americans were crazy for even keeping them in the house. 

“Bush! Bush! Bush!” an old man was yelling outside. At first I thought 

something was happening back in the States, that the kidnappers were 
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angry with President Bush for something he had done, something that 

would surely get me another beating. But then I heard the sounds of a 

gate opening, and the barking became louder and louder.

The yard area of the house where we were held underground.

“Bush!” the old man yelled again, and I could hear the clinking 

sounds of dishes. Bush, it turned out, was the dog’s name, and the old 

man was feeding him. I chuckled to myself in the dark. At least the dog 

was getting fed, and he was probably getting better table scraps than we 

would get when the guards finally got around to feeding us.

And I was right.

Hamid was the name of the guard who brought us our meals. That 

first morning, he brought us a piece of bread, some cheese, and a rotting 

banana. Except for the cup of hot, sweet tea he gave us, I had a feeling I 

was eating the dog’s leftovers.

About midmorning, there was a lot of activity upstairs. There was 

an uptick in the chatter between the guards, and it sounded like they 

were moving furniture. A car pulled up to the house, which usually 
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14
ruleS of The houSe

g
o into your bathroom, shut the door, push a towel underneath it, 

and then turn out the lights and curl up on the floor. Try it for 

fifteen minutes. Now imagine that you are also blindfolded, with 

a wool ski mask pulled over your head, tied up by your ankles and wrists, 

and the floor is concrete. For 311 days.

Our underground prison was pitch-black, with or without the ski 

mask, but I would pull my mask up whenever the guards were not around 

in order to breathe easier.

I’m not claustrophobic, but I could learn to be. Without a speck of 

light anywhere, and knowing we were in a concrete hole underneath the 

floor, I was worried we would run out of air. My breathing often became 

shallow. Sometimes I gasped for air. Suffocation seemed certain.

And the weather was getting colder. The temperatures were drop-

ping into the thirties at night, but in our cellar the temperatures would 

hover in the forties and fifties. The moisture from our own breath made 

it chilly all the time, but at least our captors had given us a blanket and a 

thin mat to use as a bed.
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The day after the gang videotaped my pleas for release, some of the 

guards came down into our hole in the ground and I could hear them 

banging something against the wall. They were making all kinds of noise, 

and I had no idea what they were doing. It turned out they were trying to 

provide some ventilation and light for the cellar, an effort that would take 

about three days.

The men had dug a hole through the wall and pushed a white PVC 

pipe through it until it reached above ground; the pipe would keep the 

dirt from caving in on the air hole. The guards also ran an electrical wire 

from upstairs to put in a small light fixture with a 5-watt bulb, just about 

enough light for a refrigerator.

The underground room.

Because of the war, homes throughout Iraq were experiencing 

more and more electrical blackouts. The gang used some of the money 

Omar was paying them to hold us hostage to purchase a generator, and 

they ran it nearly all day and sometimes into the night. The guards 

needed the generator to light our little bulb whenever they came down 

into the cellar to feed us and take us outside to the bathroom. Our host 

family was also taking advantage of the generator, and from the sound 

it made, they must have had the whole house blazing with electricity 

whenever there was a blackout.
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Rules of tHe House

I always pulled my mask off as soon as the guards left; it was so dark 

I could barely see my hand in front of my face. Robert was only a few 

feet away from me; I could have touched him if I’d inched closer. The 

little light coming on signaled to me that the guards were getting ready 

to come into our hole, and it also gave me brief opportunities several 

times a day to survey my new permanent surroundings.

Robert, however, never lifted his mask; he wore it the whole time 

he was in captivity. After his release in June, he wore sunglasses day 

and night because of the damage the darkness ultimately did to his 

eyesight. I later asked my doctor whether rebelling against the kidnap-

pers and removing my mask every chance I got had perhaps saved my 

eyesight, but he said he doubted it had made any difference. (Months 

after I was rescued, I had LASIK surgery performed and no longer 

require glasses. My eyesight today is better than it was my entire life 

before the surgery.)

When we were taken outside for our morning bathroom break, it was 

usually just after sunrise, and I could see some sunlight underneath my 

mask. For our nightly bathroom breaks, it was already dark outside. We 

were obviously out in the country, as there were no lights from any nearby 

city. It was a challenge to take care of business in the black of night.

our “bathroom” during our underground captivity.
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The entrance to the underground cell.

Months later, when the guards began cementing over the door and 

abandoning me underground for three days at a time, they would bring 

me nine cans of sardines; some rotten fruit, like apples and bananas; and 

water in a two-liter container that once contained Coke or Diet Coke. 

But there was one time when they brought me water in a green bottle 

with Arabic writing on the label, and it had a lemon-lime flavor. As the 

guards were climbing up the ladder and out of the hole, I peeked under-

neath my mask to check out the bottle. (Once they were out, it would be 

lights out for three or four days until I would be dug out and fed again.) 

I turned the bottle around to see if there was an English translation of 

the soda brand. 

The label read Cheer Up! 

I smiled, but it did not exactly cheer me up.
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15
January

c
ompany was coming.

After being held hostage in an underground cellar with Robert 

for more than a month, it was January—and the guards told us 

they had captured more hostages, who would soon join us in our dark 

prison. As they gave us our morning bread and Happy Cow Cheese, they 

warned us that we must not speak to or look at our new guests. (As if we 

could even see what they looked like in that pitch-black hole.) 

They reinforced their warnings by giving Robert and me a good 

beating apiece—an action that was not included in the house rules, but 

as I now knew, Iraqi rules were always subject to change on a whim. 

Although the rules said they were our friends and would take care of us 

and feed us, it said nothing about intermittent beatings. Often when the 

guards would take us outside to go to the bathroom, they would hit us 

in the back or the stomach before they pushed us back into our hole. It 

didn’t happen every day, but I never knew when to expect a beating, and 

it never seemed to correspond to anything Robert or I had done.

 In an effort to disguise our identities from the newly arriving 
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hostages, the guards gave us new nicknames; Robert was to be called 

Faddie, and my new name was Shaddie.

Before the guards brought the new captives into our hole on January 

13, our physical discomfort got even worse. We were already hog-tied 

and blindfolded; now the guards raised our masks just enough so they 

could stuff toilet paper in our ears and then lowered our masks and 

wrapped tan masking tape around our mouths.

The guards had used this trick with the masking tape several times 

while they were moving Robert and me from safe house to safe house. 

But they’d stopped doing it after one incident in which they nearly killed 

me after wrapping the tape so tight around my nose and mouth that I 

could not breathe. I shook my head violently until they removed the tape 

over my nose.

This time the guards took a little more care to just wrap my mouth 

so that I could not speak to the new hostages, and the toilet paper stuffed 

in my ears, they thought, would prevent me from hearing much of 

anything.

Ironically, as the guards were climbing the stairs out of our little hole, 

one of them stopped and said, “Remember, no talking, no looking.”

The steps leading down into the underground prison cell.
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infection, but I had sores on my face that took at least a week to heal. 

Even with the tape removed, it was at least a month before I spoke 

to Florence.

Hussein was another matter. He was a Shiite Muslim, and while our 

Sunni guards often beat him because of the animosity between their reli-

gions, they still allowed him to pray anytime he wanted to pray in our 

cellar. The guards even pointed out the direction of Mecca so Hussein 

could pray in the proper direction.

It was an interesting development. I didn’t know where I was at the 

time, but it was a safe assumption that we were being held in the Anbar 

province, the violent home of the Sunni insurgency, where the presence 

of American troops was rare. (I later learned that my assumption about 

my location was correct.) The province is so large that it stretches from 

Baghdad in the geographic center of Iraq and borders Saudi Arabia. 

Muslims in Iraq always face southwest when they pray toward Mecca in 

Saudi Arabia. And now I knew which way southwest was. It was a gotcha 

moment. 

As Hussein pulled himself onto his knees with his back turned away 

from the hole in the floor above us, I could feel him shift himself to face 

the left corner of our little cell, and then he began his prayer bows, his 

feet overlapping mine at times.

Inside the cell.
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20
The romanianS

t
he guards brought four more hostages into our already crowded 

cellar: Romanian Prima TV reporter Marie Jeanne Ion; her camera-

man, Sorin Mişcoci; and a reporter for the newspaper Romania 

Libera, named Ovidiu Ohanesian. The kidnappers had also taken hostage 

the Romanians’ translator and tour guide, an Iraqi-American named 

Mohammad Munaf.

The sound of ripping masking tape sent a chill down my spine as it 

signaled that the guards were once again going to rob me of any physical 

comfort I had left. Hamid ordered me to sit up with my back against the 

wall, and he began wrapping the tape over the ski mask and around my 

eyes and ears. He cut the ties from my wrists, and for a brief instant I 

wondered if they were going to lead me out of the hole to my execution.

But instead, Hamid pushed my knees up to my chest and taped my 

arms to my thighs. Because it was so overcrowded in the hole, there was 

not enough room for all of us to lie down, so they taped me sitting up to 

allow more space for the new hostages.

After Hamid secured my arms to my legs, he began hitting me in the 
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had survived Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Year—and now Easter 

approached. 

And with spring came the rain. It didn’t rain that often in Iraq. 

There were usually a couple of rainfalls in November, but the rainy sea-

son, such as it is, comes in March and April. 

This is when I learned that the room above us did not have a solid 

roof, but a palm-leaf roof, like the critter shack Robert and I had been 

held in months earlier. We had one drenching rainstorm that dumped 

buckets of water into the house, and it flowed right through the holes in 

the floor into our cellar below. It occurred to me that if our room flooded, 

we would be trapped and could possibly drown. I remembered asking 

God to send rain as a signal I would survive my ordeal just days after I 

was kidnapped. I was now praying to God to please stop the rain.

This is the front of the house where we were held. Though you can’t tell it from this shot, the house 

had a palm-leaf roof. When it rained, it would fill our underground cell with buckets of water.

Not long after the Romanians joined us, the guards started a mysteri-

ous and loud project upstairs. I could hear a lot of banging of metal and 

wondered what in the world they were up to now. This went on for about 
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a week—the noise of hammering and pounding on metal. The sounds of 

metal on metal sent my imagination reeling. I remembered seeing the video-

tape of British national Kenneth Bigley after he was kidnapped. He was 

wearing an orange jumpsuit inside a small metal cage with his knees 

pulled to his chest as he pleaded for his life. American forces found his 

lifeless body sometime later. Zarqawi had beheaded him in a video.

I was afraid they were building a cage for a new video.

But when they brought the metal object down into the cellar, it didn’t 

sound like a cage; it sounded like a giant metal door. The guards moved 

us all against one wall, and then they started banging on the ceiling. After 

about two hours of talking and banging and the sounds of chains clang-

ing, Robert and I were introduced to our new location in the cellar: iron 

beds made out of metal fencing. The guards hung the bed in midair by 

attaching chains to the rusty pipes around the ceiling above us.

My sleeping area in the cell.

I don’t know why we were the ones chosen for what turned out to 

be the most uncomfortable, even painful, and sometimes suffocating 

position in the cellar. The whole setup was ridiculous. The guards 

helped us up on top of the swinging beds and told Robert and me to lie 
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26
Buried alive

a
fter my birthday, the guards came for my lone companion, Amar. 

Omar was back at the house and was at his wit’s end because 

Amar’s wife still had not paid his half million dollars in ransom. 

The guard left the trapdoor open, and I could hear the thugs beating 

him and screaming on the phone to Amar’s wife. Amar explained to 

Omar—again—that his wife did not have access to their bank account; 

neither could she sell their two houses or his truck without his actual 

presence and permission. After a while the guards pushed Amar back 

into the hole and slammed the door shut.

Amar told me afterward that Omar was nervous because American 

troops were operating in the area, and from now on they were only going 

to come into our cellar every three days to feed us.

The guards brought nine cans of sardines for each of us, a two-liter 

bottle of water, and some tomatoes and cucumbers and told us to make 

the rations last for three days. At least they cut the handcuffs that bound 

my wrists together for the first time so we could find the food in the 
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dark and feed ourselves. However, they did not bother to cut the plastic 

bands off my wrists. 

The guards also untied our feet so we could go to the bathroom when 

we needed. They told us we could now use the little portable camping 

toilet that was previously only to be used by the female hostages.

The toilet was the kind you would find at a Wal-Mart. It had a tan 

plastic bottom that acted as a holding tank, and a brown plastic seat with 

a brown lid. There was a small handle on the side that you would push to 

deposit the waste down into the holding tank. And for the first time, they 

gave us some toilet paper. It was the greatest luxury of my captivity.

When the guards left the hole and closed the door, we could hear a 

lot of scraping noises over the door.

“What are they doing?” I asked Amar.

“I think they are pouring concrete over the door,” Amar said. “There 

is no way for us to get out of here now.”

Sure enough, the guards had poured concrete over the only door 

leading to our hole in the ground. We were buried alive in that hellhole.

This photo shows the concrete that our guards poured 

over the door leading to our hole in the ground.
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he guards brought four more hostages into our already crowded 

cellar: Romanian Prima TV reporter Marie Jeanne Ion; her camera-

man, Sorin Mişcoci; and a reporter for the newspaper Romania 

Libera, named Ovidiu Ohanesian. The kidnappers had also taken hostage 

the Romanians’ translator and tour guide, an Iraqi-American named 

Mohammad Munaf.

The sound of ripping masking tape sent a chill down my spine as it 

signaled that the guards were once again going to rob me of any physical 

comfort I had left. Hamid ordered me to sit up with my back against the 

wall, and he began wrapping the tape over the ski mask and around my 

eyes and ears. He cut the ties from my wrists, and for a brief instant I 

wondered if they were going to lead me out of the hole to my execution.

But instead, Hamid pushed my knees up to my chest and taped my 

arms to my thighs. Because it was so overcrowded in the hole, there was 

not enough room for all of us to lie down, so they taped me sitting up to 

allow more space for the new hostages.

After Hamid secured my arms to my legs, he began hitting me in the 
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a week—the noise of hammering and pounding on metal. The sounds of 

metal on metal sent my imagination reeling. I remembered seeing the video-

tape of British national Kenneth Bigley after he was kidnapped. He was 

wearing an orange jumpsuit inside a small metal cage with his knees 

pulled to his chest as he pleaded for his life. American forces found his 

lifeless body sometime later. Zarqawi had beheaded him in a video.

I was afraid they were building a cage for a new video.

But when they brought the metal object down into the cellar, it didn’t 

sound like a cage; it sounded like a giant metal door. The guards moved 

us all against one wall, and then they started banging on the ceiling. After 

about two hours of talking and banging and the sounds of chains clang-

ing, Robert and I were introduced to our new location in the cellar: iron 

beds made out of metal fencing. The guards hung the bed in midair by 

attaching chains to the rusty pipes around the ceiling above us.

My sleeping area in the cell.

I don’t know why we were the ones chosen for what turned out to 

be the most uncomfortable, even painful, and sometimes suffocating 

position in the cellar. The whole setup was ridiculous. The guards 

helped us up on top of the swinging beds and told Robert and me to lie 

00-01.Buried Alive.indd   133 11/30/09   3:52:23 PM

[   173   ]

26
Buried alive

a
fter my birthday, the guards came for my lone companion, Amar. 

Omar was back at the house and was at his wit’s end because 

Amar’s wife still had not paid his half million dollars in ransom. 

The guard left the trapdoor open, and I could hear the thugs beating 

him and screaming on the phone to Amar’s wife. Amar explained to 

Omar—again—that his wife did not have access to their bank account; 

neither could she sell their two houses or his truck without his actual 

presence and permission. After a while the guards pushed Amar back 

into the hole and slammed the door shut.

Amar told me afterward that Omar was nervous because American 

troops were operating in the area, and from now on they were only going 

to come into our cellar every three days to feed us.

The guards brought nine cans of sardines for each of us, a two-liter 

bottle of water, and some tomatoes and cucumbers and told us to make 

the rations last for three days. At least they cut the handcuffs that bound 

my wrists together for the first time so we could find the food in the 
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dark and feed ourselves. However, they did not bother to cut the plastic 

bands off my wrists. 

The guards also untied our feet so we could go to the bathroom when 

we needed. They told us we could now use the little portable camping 

toilet that was previously only to be used by the female hostages.

The toilet was the kind you would find at a Wal-Mart. It had a tan 

plastic bottom that acted as a holding tank, and a brown plastic seat with 

a brown lid. There was a small handle on the side that you would push to 

deposit the waste down into the holding tank. And for the first time, they 

gave us some toilet paper. It was the greatest luxury of my captivity.

When the guards left the hole and closed the door, we could hear a 

lot of scraping noises over the door.

“What are they doing?” I asked Amar.

“I think they are pouring concrete over the door,” Amar said. “There 

is no way for us to get out of here now.”

Sure enough, the guards had poured concrete over the only door 

leading to our hole in the ground. We were buried alive in that hellhole.

This photo shows the concrete that our guards poured 

over the door leading to our hole in the ground.
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reSCued

t
he Second Army Special Forces used the information provided by 

the two Iraqi men to match details given by former hostages. With 

all facts combined, it would not be long before Special Forces 

would be able to pinpoint the safe house where I was being held 

hostage.

Robert was the last hostage to tell the authorities I was still alive, but 

since he never removed his mask the entire time he was held in captivity, 

he was unable to accurately describe the farmhouse where we were held, 

except to say that he was in an underground cellar.

The missing piece of the puzzle was Florence’s debriefing, which 

French officials still refused to share with their American counterparts. 

The Army Special Forces contacted the American military attaché in 

Paris and asked for his help to persuade the French Security Service to 

obtain a complete copy of Florence’s debriefing.

The effort finally proved successful, and an Army Special Forces 

member was sent to Paris to obtain the document in person. In Baghdad 

the information was digested among the Special Forces operators.
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inside the house. Was it booby-trapped with explosives? Was it heavily 

guarded by Iraqi thugs armed with AK-47s? Regardless of the potential 

hidden dangers, these brave soldiers stormed the main house and the 

small building where I was trapped underground.

Side door of the house, one of several the U.S. forces stormed through to rescue me.

I dropped the sardine can at the sudden commotion above me, and 

my first instinct was to put on my mask. I looked over at Ahmed, and I 

could see the fear in his face. Whatever was happening upstairs, it sure 

didn’t sound like the guards and their normal activities. 

I wondered whether to shout for help. But what if this was an attack 

by a rival gang, there to steal the hostages and collect the ransom money 

themselves? It was a terrifying decision to make; this could have been 

another trick by the guards to see how I would react. It could also have 

been a rescue mission, and the sounds I heard could have been the 

guards trying to kill us before we could be rescued.

Ahmed and I were both so nervous, we didn’t know what to do 

except put the masks back over our faces and listen, pray, and hope. I 

could hear lots of yelling, but I couldn’t tell if it was in Arabic or 

English—maybe it was both. The sound of heavy footsteps thundered 
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A man jumped down into the hole, and I watched as a flashlight 

beam bounced around the cellar before it finally lit up my face. I squinted 

my eyes, unable to make out any features of the person holding the light, 

but I could tell he was wearing a U.S. Army camouflage uniform and a 

bulletproof vest with a pistol tied to it. And he was holding a small 

machine gun in his hand.

“Are you Roy?” the man said with an American accent.

“Yes, I am,” I whispered, my voice hoarse from nearly one year of 

almost complete inactivity.

“Jackpot! We’ve got him, and there is another man here also!” the 

soldier yelled to his team upstairs. He shined the light in Ahmed’s face.

A second operator jumped down into the hole, with a spotlight on 

his helmet. I later learned it was also a camera, sending a live feed of my 

rescue from the underground prison to top American officials. 

September 7, 2005, at the moment of rescue. 

This image was captured by a spotlight/camera on my rescuer’s helmet.

The first rescuer pulled off an American flag patch that was velcroed 

on the sleeve of his uniform and pressed it into the palm of my hand, 

which he clasped with a handshake.

“You’ve been rescued,” he said to me.
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bulletproof vest with a pistol tied to it. And he was holding a small 
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“Are you Roy?” the man said with an American accent.

“Yes, I am,” I whispered, my voice hoarse from nearly one year of 
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“Jackpot! We’ve got him, and there is another man here also!” the 

soldier yelled to his team upstairs. He shined the light in Ahmed’s face.

A second operator jumped down into the hole, with a spotlight on 

his helmet. I later learned it was also a camera, sending a live feed of my 

rescue from the underground prison to top American officials. 

September 7, 2005, at the moment of rescue. 

This image was captured by a spotlight/camera on my rescuer’s helmet.

The first rescuer pulled off an American flag patch that was velcroed 

on the sleeve of his uniform and pressed it into the palm of my hand, 

which he clasped with a handshake.

“You’ve been rescued,” he said to me.
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“I think I’m okay,” I responded, “but I will probably need some help 

if we have to walk very far. My legs are very weak.”

I was wearing jogging pants but no shirt. One of the rescuers went 

back down into the hole and retrieved a white T-shirt the guards had 

given me and found some sandals I could wear.

“We’ve been looking for you for a long time,” one of my rescuers 

said. Then he gave me a large American flag. Ahmed asked if he could 

have a large flag as well, but our rescuers told him that would not be a 

good idea. I added, “If you return home carrying an American flag, it 

might get you killed.”

In the meantime, a second Special Forces team was searching for 

our kidnappers. At one time, there were as many as seven guards living 

in the room above us, specifically when there were nearly ten hostages 

being held in that small hole earlier in the spring. Once they sealed 

Ahmed and me in the room under concrete, the guards had been dis-

charged; Muslim would return every three or four days to feed us. 

On the day of my rescue, only the family members who lived in the 

house were there, and they were taken into custody by Special Forces: 

Hashim Muhammad Abdullah Al-Mashdanni, his wife, their five-year-

old son, the four-year-old daughter, and a small infant.
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Within twenty minutes of my liberation, I heard the Black Hawk 

helicopters returning, and two of the operators helped me to my feet 

and walked me outside. That was the first time I ever saw the house and 

the sandy courtyard. One of the soldiers gave me a pair of goggles to 

protect my eyes from the sand storm the helicopter blades would ignite, 

and then we walked about fifty yards to a plowed field and waited for the 

choppers to land. 

For the first time, it dawned on me that I was actually being rescued. 

After 311 days, nearly a year after the gang attacked the compound 

where I worked, I was finally out of that pit. Soon I would be out of Iraq, 

and I would at last get to see my family again. For a moment I felt like I 

was moving through a dream, and for an instant I feared that I might 

wake up and be back down in that dark hellhole. That fear was dispelled, 

though, when the Black Hawks, followed by the smaller helicopters, 

came careening over my left shoulder; the troops on board were at the 

ready, with machine guns pointing out of the open doors in all direc-

tions. The Special Forces rushed Ahmed and me onto one of the Black 

Hawks, and within seconds we were off the ground, heading away from 

that miserable place.

Black Hawks—one of these helicopters carried me away to freedom.
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BarBeCue, whiSKey, and CigarS

a
s we rapidly flew toward the Special Forces headquarters in 

Baghdad, I began to rethink my request to keep the doors open. 

A one-inch nylon strap across the open doors of the Black Hawk 

helicopter was all that secured the two Special Forces team members 

on board as it banked sharply over the Iraqi countryside below us.

My rescuers were seated in the open doorways, with their weapons 

pointed at the ground. It was only about a twenty-minute flight; all four 

helicopters arrived safe and sound. There had been no resistance to the 

rescue effort whatsoever.

I could see a lot of people standing outside of the buildings, and 

they starting applauding when the helicopters landed and our rescuers 

helped me disembark. They immediately took me to the dining hall, 

where a young airman offered me a bowl of Baskin-Robbins vanilla ice 

cream. I asked him for a sandwich, and he brought me a turkey sand-

wich, along with a Coke.

After I ate, someone found me a pair of tennis shoes to wear, so I 

was able to ditch the sandals, and I posed for pictures with all of my 
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rescuers. Then they boarded us back onto a helicopter that would fly 

Ahmed and me to Ballad Air Force Base, just north of Baghdad, for 

medical examinations and our debriefings with FBI officials.

The first thing the medical staff did was remove the plastic restraints 

still attached to each wrist. They noted that my fingernails were white 

from dehydration and malnutrition—I lost about forty pounds while in 

captivity. They wanted to give me intravenous therapy called a “banana 

pack”—liquid potassium and vitamins—but I had already been through 

enough and didn’t want them jamming a needle into my arm, so I asked 

them to bring me some bananas to eat instead. And they did.

In addition to the standard medical check, I asked them to test me 

for tuberculosis. One of the guards was always coughing when he served 

our food, and I was worried that he might have had that highly com-

municable disease. They laid me down on a gurney and brought in an 

X-ray machine. Fortunately, there was no sign then or in later tests back 

in the United States that I had contracted TB.

My knee was injured from my fall on the concrete patio in the middle 

of nowhere, but it was determined that I had no broken bones. However, 

I was suffering from severe muscle atrophy, a loss of muscle tissue that is 

caused from lack of use.

An Army major who was the psychiatrist with the Joint Recovery 
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family reunion

a
fter the briefing was complete, O’Connor and Russo drove me 

out to the airstrip. There a U.S. Air Force C-17 cargo plane was 

waiting to take off at 10:30 a.m. for a flight to the Rhein-Main 

Air Base just west of Frankfurt, Germany. Originally, I was supposed to 

take a military flight to Fort Campbell in Kentucky, where FBI officials 

would drive me home to Memphis. Instead, a lieutenant colonel and a 

doctor with the Special Forces were assigned to fly with me from Iraq 

to Germany, then catch a commercial flight to Chicago and a connect-

ing flight home to Memphis.

When we got to the runway, the cargo plane was parked at the end 

of the strip, but the pilot had not yet fired up the engines. We parked the 

car about twenty yards away, and as I approached the aircraft, I noticed 

that a video camera on top of a tripod was set up in front of a micro-

phone at the bottom of the boarding ladder. An Army public information 

officer stood nearby and motioned me toward him. He was holding a 

piece of paper; it was the public statement the psychologist had helped 

me draft just after I was released, and the officer asked if I wanted to read 

it for the camera. Or, he offered, a general who would be coming by  
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My arrival in Memphis.

“I was overjoyed,” Carrie said. “He did look okay, and he moved 

really quickly for his condition, and he practically ran down the ramp. 

But he was super-duper skinny.”

“We all went berserk, we were so very happy to see him get off that 

plane,” Barbara said. “When the girls ran out to him, I said, ‘Be careful; 

he looks a little wobbly.’” 

“We were all so excited and overjoyed, it was a heavy load taken off 

all of our shoulders,” Amanda said.

The FBI drove us back to my house and told me that if I received any 

threats, or if anyone odd started calling me or showing up at my door, I 

must call them and report it. There are a lot of weird people in the world 

who could react any number of ways to news reports of my homecom-

ing, the agents said.

Several reporters did call for interviews and even knocked on the door 

right after I got home, but I needed a few weeks to settle in before I started 

doing interviews, so my daughters just took their names and phone num-

bers and told them I would get back to them when I was ready.

Back at the house, the girls were waiting on me hand and foot. I 

started to get up for a drink of water and they were would say, “Oh no, 

we will get it for you.” When I wanted a sandwich or a Coke, they told 
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to shake my hand before I departed could read the statement for me.

Let the general do it, was my response. I didn’t want to deal with it, 

even though it was a staged event; the media were not invited to my less-

than-dramatic departure. I just wanted to go home.

The public information officer then told me that the general would 

stand by the stairs and shake my hand when I walked up to him, and 

then he would read my statement. He asked that when I climbed to the 

top of the stairs, I turn around and wave to the camera before boarding 

the plane.

I looked around the tarmac. “There’s no one here,” I said. 

“This is for the camera,” he urged.

A few minutes later two vehicles arrived, carrying some staffers from 

the Special Forces intelligence division who wanted to have their pic-

tures taken with me. I obliged, and as we walked off to the terminal to 

pose for the photos, I jokingly told the Special Forces colonel who was 

going to travel with me that if I didn’t quickly return, to send out the 

search party again.

After snapping a few photos, we did our little bit for the video cam-

era, the general shook my hand and read my statement, and I did my part 

by turning and waving good-bye to the nearly deserted tarmac before I 

stepped through the doorway.

Shaking the General’s hand before leaving Iraq.
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wobbled every time he walked, and it just scared me to death. I thought 

that here he has come back to us without any horrible injuries, and now 

he will probably fall and break something. So I went behind his back 

and told the girls and my sons, Stephen and Michael, to stay close to 

Uncle Roy, to walk behind him in case he fell so they could catch him.”

I really was pretty weak and unsteady on my feet, so Amanda and I 

would take walks in my neighborhood to help me regain my strength. It 

took days before I could walk any farther than twenty yards without 

becoming exhausted.

A month after my rescue, on October 13, I traveled to the White House 

to meet with President Bush. His entire Homeland Security advisory 

team was with him when I entered the Oval Office just after 1:00 p.m.

Entering the oval office and meeting President Bush.

I told the president that I believed I was kidnapped by a group who 

were former Saddam army or security, in the kidnap business to earn 

money for their tribe. He asked me if there were still Americans walking 

around in the Green Zone unafraid, and I said yes, Americans working 

for companies trying to get contracts in Iraq were moving around freely, 

going to meals or meetings about contracts.
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The president asked many questions about my ordeal, and he seemed 

well informed about my situation, as well as those of other Americans 

still being held hostage, including Jeffery Ake, who, to this day, remains 

missing. He then asked me who had rescued me, and I said it was the U.S. 

Army Special Forces.
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“Those guys are really great, aren’t they?” the president said. “I have 

met with them before.”

“They are great in my book,” I responded.

I told him I was kidnapped the day before the presidential election 

but did not know who won until a few days after, when one of the gang 

members asked me if I knew the outcome. I told the thug I was not 

allowed to hear any news, and then he hit me upside the head with a 

pistol and said, “Bush elected again.”

The president placed his hand on my arm and said, “Sorry about 

that. I guess they would have been happy if Kerry had won.”

“Yes,” I told the president, “they would have been, at that.”

00-01.Buried Alive.indd   229 11/30/09   3:52:42 PM



[   237   ]

34
ameriCan flag

c
arrie and Amanda made a promise to themselves that after I was 

rescued they would make up for all of the birthdays that we 

missed together. 

They got a little carried away.

Carrie was in Memphis to participate in a new reality-TV program 

hosted by country music star Kelly Lang, called Give a Living Rose, which 

was producing a segment on my ordeal.

At least that’s what I told the girls.

The show paid for Carrie’s plane ticket to Memphis, and her hotel 

room as well. Tom O’Connor and his wife, Jean, also flew in from 

Washington to participate in the show.

We all gathered at Corky’s Barbecue on a hot August night in 2008 

for dinner. A photographer from the show tagged along to videotape it 

for the program. Amanda was there with Sabrina and her young son, 

Hayden, who was born after my release. Carrie held little Reid, my grand-

son, who was just a few months old. O’Connor and Jean were there as 

well, along with my coauthor, Audrey Hudson. A girl I knew from high 

school, Janice Deas, was my date for the evening.
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“No, thanks,” I responded. Fifty American contractors have been 

kidnapped since the war in Iraq began. I remain the only one who has 

been rescued.

After the ransom was paid for my fellow hostages, the guards actu-

ally gave them going-away presents: new clothes, a pen, maybe, or a 

half-used bottle of perfume. I got nothing from my guards—but I did 

get an American flag from my rescuers.

That was the best gift of all.
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