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Surviving the Storm



[image: image]


It is an incredibly beautiful day on a Saturday in August 2013 in the Cork town of Cobh – the famed last stop of the Titanic and the home of the Irish Navy. The colourful houses overlooking the harbour sparkle in the bright sunshine and there are small white sailboats all over the harbour, local people out enjoying their sport.


The navy ship the LÉ Aoife, which I took command of three months ago, has finished a four-week patrol. The Irish Navy has responsibility for patrolling a maritime area up to 10 times the size of Ireland with a fleet of eight patrol vessels. The ships can be tasked with a myriad of roles including drug interdiction, search and rescue, fisheries protection, the deterrence of aggressive acts, and enforcement of security at and from the sea.


We were told a few days ago that there would be no berth available for us in the base on the Friday night. So we have to berth on the town side of the harbour overnight, and then bring the ship’s company back on board again on Saturday to move the ship across. It is a bit unusual to have to do that, to bring your crew back in on the weekend after a four-week deployment at sea, when everyone is dying to get off home to their families for a couple of weeks’ rest. But the docking should be straightforward enough.


We pull in beside a large blue pontoon belonging to the port, situated alongside the wharf. I have that lovely, satisfied feeling I always get when I safely berth the one-thousand-ton warship, and the feeling remains as I watch the crew leave to spend a lovely evening and Saturday morning with their families.


Most of them are dropped off on the Cobh side of the harbour at lunchtime the next day to get our work done. The plan is to be picked up later in the afternoon at the naval base side when we’re finished.


I’m in flying form. The patrol has gone really well. It is my birthday weekend, and my husband, John, has arranged a welcome-home treat for me. I’ve been horse-riding for the first time ever earlier this morning, and it has been such good fun, a lovely reunion for us after the patrol. We plan to meet up again later on, when I finish moving the ship, for a celebration dinner.


On board the Aoife, I chat with the crew as they come up the gangway, giving them a good welcome, conscious that they are doing a bit extra this day, going above and beyond, and doing it with good humour. The mood on board is relaxed and positive.


As Captain, before you move a ship, you conduct a briefing. You bring the leadership team together, you brief them on how you see the evolution or the manoeuvre taking place, and you make sure that everyone knows where they should be and what to do. So I explain exactly how the ship will come off the wharf. We’ll let the stern out – which means the rear of the ship moves away first – and then we’ll get underway and move away from the pontoon across the river to the berth in the naval base, taking care to sound the warning blasts to all the small boats sailing in the harbour.


There are lots of people watching us from the wharf, curious as to what this large grey naval ship is about to do. The harbour staff are on standby, too, to ease off the huge lines that are connecting us to dry land.


On the bridge, you ready yourself for a manoeuvre in much the same way as a pilot readies for take-off. There are protocols and routines that you follow; you go through checklists. Everyone knows their job and so you get reports back from around the ship, from for’d and aft – front and back – that everything is ready to go.


The last thing I’m waiting for is the engine room. When the Engineering Officer rings through and tells me that all the checks are done and we’re good to go to sea, I clutch in both main engines – engaging the engines to begin moving – and give the order to come astern slowly; that is, to ease away from the pontoon we have been moored alongside. It all seems so normal, a standard manoeuvre that we have done many times before.


But suddenly something starts to feel off. There is a huge amount of weight coming on the for’d line, and it is all wrong. It’s clear that the ship is starting to move ahead, even though we have actively put her astern, or driving backwards.


The one thing you can’t fully control in a ship is the water all around you, so part of your plan is always reading and analysing the currents and tides. You have a clear image in your head of how you think the ship will perform in the prevailing conditions. But this time something isn’t going the way we had planned it.


It’s such a strange moment in time: that sense of impending trouble, as if everything is happening very fast, but at the same time, it’s going in slow motion. There’s almost a disconnect, because your brain is telling you one thing and something completely different is happening right in front of your eyes.


We have put the ship astern, but for some reason, she is going forward. Something has clearly caught her, a sudden change in wind or tide, or an unexpected current, and the only thing to do is to put on more astern, like giving your car a bit more reverse.


But the ship still isn’t responding; we are not coming astern at all, and crew members are now actively moving up front to see what’s happening, to see if they can feed information back to the bridge. They know, and I know, that the situation is rapidly becoming serious.


A ship that is out of control, right beside a wharf full of civilians, is a disaster waiting to happen.


The problem is, there’s only a certain amount of weight the lines on a ship can take. If they snap when there’s weight on them, there’s a massive risk to the crew on the bow, but even more worryingly right now, to the people on the quay wall. The weight involved is more than a thousand tons, and a snapped line, whipping back, poses a huge risk of serious injury or even death.


The crew are shouting at the people on the quay wall to get back, and I throw in a roar from the bridge myself. Because what was, or should have been, the simplest of manoeuvres has in an instant become a massive risk, and the locals and tourists on the wharf, enjoying the sunshine and the spectacle, have absolutely no idea of the danger they are in.


You have two main jobs as Captain – stay calm and make decisions – but nothing is making sense right now, neither to me nor to the rest of the team. On that beautiful day in Cobh, in that few seconds in time, up is down, left is right and black is white.


My decision is to let the line go, to take all the weight off it, even though this is the last line we have on the quay wall, and the only connection to land and any control of the situation.


I roar, ‘Let go for’d’, and watch as the Bosun releases the weight off the last coil of the line, the rest of the crew standing well clear for safety. I still have a thruster operational, so I thrust the bow of the ship away from the quay wall, just in time to avoid a collision.


But now we are floating in the wide river with no control, as the engines are now unresponsive. It is also clear that the massive blue pontoon has come loose from the wall, and is in danger of drifting right out into the path of the sailboats and other river traffic.


Then I get word from below that the engines are responding again, that we will have some kind of control over the vessel, and my first thought is to try to stop the pontoon from drifting. Those Saturday sailors are all over the river in their small boats, and the last thing they need is a massive blue platform ramming into them and taking them out.


We start into the manoeuvre but suddenly the engines go again; moments later, there is a horrible screech of metal and a sickening crunch as we power right into the pontoon. The noise of the impact reverberates around the ship as she shudders from the impact and continues moving gently in the tide.


The multi-million-euro, state-owned ship, which I am Captain of and solely responsible for, has just been badly damaged in our home port, right in front of the Naval Command Tower and a sea of shocked faces, ordinary members of the public who had moments previously been enjoying their leisure time on a beautiful summer’s day.


My entire career flashes before my eyes, as well as the people who have supported and believed in me, the mentors, colleagues, loved ones, family and friends. My granddad’s inspirational words when I was a little girl, ‘you walk like an officer’, ring in my ears.


I can’t believe it has come to this.


*


Growing up on a dairy farm near Cashel in County Tipperary, I could never have imagined making a career on the sea, let alone becoming commander of a ship. Chips and ice cream after family days out at the beach at Clonea in County Waterford were the most exciting part of the sea, as far as I was concerned back then.


My parents, Noel and Una, perhaps unusually for farmers, loved the beach. When the sun came out they would drop everything, make the sandwiches, pile us all into the car and catch up with the farm work the next day. It is one of the great advantages of being self-employed. You can give your kids those precious memories in the summertime, and they were great at giving us those memories.


I loved the farm, and, as the eldest of six children, was very involved in the day-to-day tasks. I had a lot of responsibilities, lots of practical jobs to do. I got to drive the tractor from a young age, for example, and liked nothing better than heading off to the mart with Noel, where I might be the only female present, young or old.


In fairness to the men at the mart, they were always very tolerant of a talkative child full of questions and included me in their conversations about the animals, and the prices, and the machinery. They were never in any way unaccepting of me, which, in hindsight, probably contributed to my later comfort in a ‘man’s world’.


In contrast, I was quick to spot the inequalities in the wider, far more gendered world of my childhood. When I was about 10 years old, for example, I saw my cousin in Dublin serving at Mass one Sunday as an altar girl and thought that would be a cool thing to do, even knowing that only boys were allowed by the archbishop to be altar servers in our small parish in Tipperary.


First thing the following Monday morning, I marched into Mrs Hayes, the senior room teacher in my tiny country school, Ballytarsna National, and told her how unfair this was and demanding that something had to change. We managed to persuade the local parish priest, Fr Feehan, to support our cause and with his blessing – along with two other feisty classmates, Corrie and Sorcha – we wrote to the Pope and asked that girls be allowed work as altar servers in our parish.


Somehow the message must have gotten through, as the rule was changed and, lo and behold, girls in our parish were allowed to take their place on the altar. Myself and Corrie and Sorcha were first up, delighted to be donning the little white robe, the mini version of the priest’s outfit, beyond proud of ourselves.


My grandparents on my mother’s side were a huge influence on my development, with Granddad Hugh – or ‘Da’ as we called him – setting really high standards, and Nanna Nancy talking about ‘career women’, something she had a great interest in, despite there being very little evidence in our rural world of their actual existence.


I was there in my grandparents’ house in Cashel one afternoon, playing in their beautiful garden when Da said those words to me out of the blue: ‘You walk like an officer’. I did carry myself tall and straight, I suppose, but the line really stuck with me, coming back to me again and again as time went on. I think I was beginning to realise that as much as I loved the farm, it wasn’t going to be my future.


Instead, I began to think about the army as a career. I had seen pictures of Da in army uniform in the Curragh Camp in Kildare, where he had served as a signaller during ‘the Emergency’. My Uncle Michael (Mick), my mother’s brother, a serving army officer, was a role model for me. He would often be about the place in uniform, and he made the life look and sound so interesting. I remember how, when he was posted abroad, his UN blue beret was such a significant thing; it was something that was commented on and created so much pride among our family and friends. So the army was definitely a goal I set for myself.


Except it all went horribly wrong in my late teens, meaning I very nearly didn’t make the cut.


I had been quite academic and sporty up to Junior Cert level. As the eldest grandchild, there was plenty invested in my success, with high expectations all round. But a few things happened around the same time that sent me off the rails, or, if that is too strong, off the trajectory that was expected of me, or I expected for myself.


The all-girls secondary school I had attended until then, and was doing so well in, was amalgamated with two other schools, becoming a big mixed school. There was lots of settling in to be done and lots of room to slip through the cracks. At the same time, my parents bought a pub in Cashel town and I found that I loved being a barmaid, enjoying the craic with the customers and getting to go into town at every opportunity. So the books got seriously neglected.


I was in the kitchen when the envelope with the mock Leaving Cert results came from the school. Noel and Una were silenced with shock and disappointment. I’d nearly have preferred a big row, some steam let off. I had failed dismally. I was the eldest daughter, the eldest cousin, the eldest grandchild. It all hung on me to give a good example, and I had blown it.


Afterwards, I was grounded, obviously, and all kinds of people were drafted in to coach me for the Leaving Cert. At the end of the day, I did well enough, if not anything like as well as I should have done. There just wasn’t time to catch up. And as every teenager in Ireland knows, the choices open to you depend so much on those results.


I had applied for the army cadetship, thinking I could be like Uncle Mick, but I found out the same week as my Leaving Cert results that I had not been accepted. Instead, I was on the standby list, four places off being in the class. I didn’t get a place, in the end. Then I didn’t get the college place I wanted, because I didn’t have enough points. Ultimately, I scraped into a science degree course in University College Cork that didn’t excite me at all. But I had no choice, as I had to start the academic year in September somewhere.


I quickly lost interest, began skipping classes, working another bar job. I wanted anything but to face the reality of my situation. I failed all five of my UCC final exams with such a poor lab class attendance rate that the college wouldn’t allow me to repeat. I was out, with no chance of going back.


I stayed working in the bar in Cork for the summer to avoid facing the music at home. When I finally met my parents, and saw their shock at realising how wrong it had gone for their eldest daughter, I felt the burning heat of shame. I had let everyone down so badly.


The one positive thing I had done with my time in Cork was to join the FCA, the Reserve Army, at Collins Barracks. I spent lots of evenings and weekends learning about the military. I loved the week-long training camp at the Curragh and even loved all the boring stuff, like the drills and boot polishing. And so I had applied for the army cadetship again midway through the college year.


I started to prepare for the upcoming assessments. After all, getting into the cadets was a tough process at the time, one that was drawn out and slow, involving multiple layers of tests and interviews, along with medical, fitness and psychometric assessments. I put my heart into it.


I started running the country roads at home, much to the amusement of all the local farmers. I went to a physio for the first time in my life to get the correct technique for doing military sit-ups. I got coaching on my Irish, because you could get extra marks for doing a separate interview through the Irish language. And my granddad Stevie, on my father’s side of the family, put me though my paces on politics and current affairs.


I knew how difficult it was going to be, so just to increase my chances I also applied for the navy cadetship, convinced that they would never take a landlubber like me.


Suddenly September was fast approaching, the time of the year when you had to sign up for something, and I had nothing definite on the horizon.


Just when I thought I would be working in a bar forever, I got word that there were going to be 13 cadet places that year, and I was number 15 on the list – very close to a place. But here was the thing: it was the navy cadetship they were offering me.


Surely there was no way on earth they could offer a position in the navy to someone with no maritime experience whatsoever, a farmer’s daughter from Tipperary? But then the letter arrived and it was official – someone ahead of me had pulled out, someone else had chosen the army, and so I was in.


I was stunned. I still struggled to fathom how the sea could possibly be an option for me, when I had never been on a boat in my life – at least I didn’t think the paddle boats in Tramore counted!


But then something began to dawn on me. This was my ‘Road to Damascus’ moment. This was my saving grace. I was getting into the Defence Forces as a cadet, even if it was a navy cadet, meaning that I could redeem myself with the family.


Not only that, I could prove that I was a serious person, someone with talent and ambition, someone who could succeed. And so I made a promise to myself – that I would work so damn hard at it and be the best I could possibly be.


So I did. I excelled. I came top of my class. I won awards. I got promotions.


But now I have crashed the Aoife.


*


In the immediate aftermath, floating in the river, I give the order to drop anchor to secure the ship, as we can’t risk trying to do anything else. I let go the starboard anchor, and spin the ship around using the tide and thruster to get us into place, because I can’t rely on the engines doing what they are supposed to do. We have no choice but to anchor ourselves or we’re going to drift in on top of all the yachts, or worse again, in on top of the small and very picturesque Cobh marina.


There is a palpable sense of shock on board, a kind of silence as we take stock, some of the crew looking over the side at the blue pontoon still dangerously on the loose. In the stillness, I become really conscious of all the people on the quay walls – people with camera phones – and I now have to report our situation.


Throughout the manoeuvre we had been in full contact with the base, and we also had comms with Cork Harbour radio. So people know we have lost our engines, that we do not have full control. They call it ‘not under command’. I declare officially that we are not under command and that we have had an engine failure, and I ask for the big harbour tug to come down to us, so as to get the ship out of the middle of the river and away from all the merchant traffic, and to secure the pontoon.


Formal comms traffic is very secure and done by signals, which means coded and decoded. But there is also an open channel, the Search and Rescue Channel 16, and there will have already been chatter on that, I suspect, about something happening with one of the navy ships.


I make a quick decision to go directly to the head of the navy, to the Flag Officer, to inform him what has happened. This is not standard protocol, but I feel it has to be done. This is 2013 and while social media has not really taken off as yet, there are lots of tourists about, filming with their phones, and there is potential for this to spread. I reach for my mobile phone and make my only call of the day.


Later, I go through the formal channels and the formal chain of command, making sure all the relevant people are informed, from Naval Operations Command right through to the Press Office. I’m deeply conscious that there is a potential impact for the navy on the PR side of things, what with an incident like this happening in full view of the public. But waiting for the tug to arrive, I’m more concerned about my own crew, and thinking to myself: right, my job now is to make sure they can trust me. The beating heart of a ship is its people, and I have to mind them.


I had taken command of the ship in late May that year, and this is late August. I’m very new into my command journey and still only getting to know the crew, with the crew also only getting to know me. My first thought is: the only person who is going to end up in the spotlight here is me. This is my responsibility.


None of us knows where the fault is or where blame, if any, might lie. But I call together the senior team and we cram into the wardroom – the officers’ mess – and try to make sense of it.


The Executive Officer is there – that’s the second in command, always called ‘the XO’. The Navigation Officer is there, called ‘the nav’, the Gunnery Officer, and the Coxswain, the Non-Commissioned Officer who runs the administration end of things on a ship. Also present is the Marine Engineering Officer (the MEO), who manages everything that happens in the engine room.


I tell them that I need everybody to go get a notebook and pen and write down exactly what they remember, as they remember it, while it is fresh. No other criterion or caveat is required, just a straight download. There will be a major investigation and I want to protect everyone as much as I can.


A while later, the tug – nearly as big as the Aoife herself – arrives alongside and we are rafted up to it. I had simulated being rafted up to a tug in training, but have never done it for real. It’s a different procedure for manoeuvring your ship, because you have no access to any of your normal driving tools. Instead, you have to give the tug driver instructions, like whether you need him to come astern, whether you need him to go ahead, how you need him to manoeuvre to get you safely alongside. So you are driving a ship through somebody else. And I am trying to do it without engines, and I have to put this ship alongside the quay wall without doing any further damage.


When we finally achieve this, the crew, who had come back on board for what should have been a simple 90-minute exercise, have now been working full-on for hours. We are also still not out of it. Furthermore, because comms are limited at times of emergency, no one has been able to contact family or friends to tell them what’s going on.


When we eventually get organised, I call the whole crew together again, to remind everyone to jot down all they remember about the incident before they finally finish up and go on their leave. They are a great crew and regularly say things like ‘We’re all on this ship together, let’s get on with it’, in a strong esprit de corps, a sense of collective responsibility. But I want to reiterate that this is all on me, that there will be no blame, that nobody needs to fear anything.


It’s very late by the time I remember that I haven’t phoned John. After the horse-riding that morning, which seems like a lifetime ago, he had gone on to Douglas where we were supposed to have met for dinner and drinks. He had been expecting me to arrive in the late afternoon, full of the joys, and he is probably still there at what is now nine o’clock at night with no sign of me.


It feels extraordinary to me in the moment how, in all the prioritisation, the one person I didn’t contact was my husband, my anchor. It was as if, in the crisis, everything I thought of or did was me as the Captain, thinking solely about my need to protect the navy. I had no thought for myself as a person – or so I think.


Another thought occurs to me. As one of the first women in the navy, this has the potential to become the subject of lots of chatter. You know the kind of thing. Can women drive ships? Indeed, can women drive at all? I had never heard anything like that said directly to me in the navy, but I always wondered if there were ever covert discussions, little ‘in jokes’, or conversations that would stop if a woman showed up. Was there an underlying tone about whether women could really do it, could really work equally with men in this environment?


My thoughts also turn backwards. There had been many a night when I was up on the bridge on watch as a junior officer, breathing in the salt air, delighting in the silence and the majesty of the sea under the canopy of the stars, that I had felt chosen. I didn’t choose the sea; the sea chose me. It had drawn me to her and made me see how much we have to learn from her. What a powerful and essential force she is in our world.


Later, as I learned more about the life and the work, and heard senior naval leaders talk about the potential for the navy to do so much more than just patrol our waters, I had completely bought in. There was a movement afoot to grow the Irish Navy fleet, to make it a net contributor to the economy, rather than a cost, by linking with universities to conduct vital maritime research. There were plans to innovate, to harness energy, to support the protection of the environment and so much more. I wanted to be a part of that story, to navigate that path. I wanted many, many more young people – girls as much as boys – to learn how to lead as I had done, to become mariners, to see what an incredible career this could be, what a future it could provide, how exciting it all was.


I’m thinking about that and about so many other aspects of the possible fallout when the gangway goes down, meaning I can finally go out to inspect the damage. It is the first time I have a second to myself, and it all comes crashing over me. I just can’t believe what has happened.


From a professional perspective, it is one of the worst things that can happen to a Captain – not just to crash the ship, and to put a hole in her, which I can see clearly now for the first time – but to do so in our home port in the full view of everyone from the Naval Operations Command tower.


I know the way the base works; I have spent enough time there. It will have spread like wildfire. Anyone who is on duty will have gone straight into the Operations Room or down to the quay wall to watch it unfold.


Bumps and bangs happen while driving a ship, of course, because you can’t control all the elements. A tide or a wind can suddenly shift. You can come in a little bit faster than you’re expecting. You use your buoys and your fenders and understand that these ships are built to take a thud here or there. It’s quite normal from a naval or from a maritime perspective.


But it’s not normal to put a six-foot gash in your bow and it’s definitely not normal do so in the first three months of your command.


I stand there, trying to convince myself that the hole is not that big. At least it is not below the water line, so there is no water ingress. But soon I realise that something like this is just unconscionable to me. I’m such a perfectionist and have worked so hard throughout my military career to never let the side down – from when I first set foot in the Curragh Camp for my boot camp, right through to coming out top in my cadet class. In every single thing I do, from my fitness to my academics to my professional skill set, I have been pushing and pushing to be the very best I can be.


And now it has come to this.


I pause on the quay wall on that hot August night, trying not to be overwhelmed by it all. There is nobody around me. I am on my own in the silence with a string of thoughts – about the loneliness of leadership, the fear that they might take the ship from me, the possibility that I would have to tender my resignation, the major investigation that will follow, the news stories on the national media.


The weight of it all is absolutely crushing.


And that is before I discover that a tourist has already gleefully posted the crash on YouTube, and that it is being viewed by thousands. The comments are already coming in from the trolls about yes, you guessed it, women drivers.


In the stillness, my breathing steadies. I feel myself coming up as if from deep water, and I have the strongest feeling that I can ride this storm. I can deal with whatever the aftermath of this incident will be. This is a hole in a piece of metal in the front of a ship, one which can be mended.


I have already survived much, much worse.










Service before Self
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Boot camp in 1998 is exactly as you have seen it in the movies.


I am sitting in the barber’s shop in the army camp, known as the Curragh, having my hair cut off, none too gently, while being called by my surname. I know that tomorrow I’m going to be running around all day under a heavy pack and am thinking: what the actual hell have I done, signing up for this?


In the days before, I had said goodbye to my family at the naval base, emotions running high as parents handed over their children to the navy. Two cadets had actually turned up on their own, and I couldn’t get my head around that. One had come on a bus from Meath and one from Tipperary.


The Cadet Master gave a little talk to the families about how they would take good care of us, but that we would be different when they saw us again. They would break us down and put us back together again, resulting in an even better version of what had been delivered to the base that day.


One transport later to the Curragh in Kildare and I’m in that barber’s chair, worrying more about my fitness than my hair. I have done a lot of abseiling while in UCC but what I am hearing all around me now about the training runs and the drills and the exercises is on another level entirely and actually quite intimidating.


A couple of weeks into the camp, my concerns are realised as I’m falling behind badly on the training runs. I’m just not at the standard of everyone else. I run as hard as I can, and it’s fine when we’re just warming up and getting started, but as soon as the pace picks up, I fall behind and keep coming back last.


This particular day, the drill sergeant, built like a brick shithouse, a character straight out of the film Jarhead, falls back with me as I’m running and starts yelling at me: ‘Gleeson, you may as well be back down in Cork hanging around the college bar. You’re not able for this, why don’t you go home?’


He stays on my shoulder as I finally make it back into the square, carrying on with the shouting and the insults. Everyone else has fallen into a circle, and they’re on their cool-down exercises, but there’s no chance that I can discreetly join in. He runs me right into the centre, to make it really obvious to everyone that I am last, to completely show me up.


My face is bright red and I am mortified. It’s bad enough that I can’t keep up, but now he has landed me in the middle of the star runners, who have already cleaned their boots, stowed their kit and are doing the last of their stretches.


But I feel a jut coming into my chin, a switch clicking in my head, and I’m thinking to myself: I hope you enjoyed yourself, buddy, because this is not going to happen again. I will absolutely not give you the satisfaction of yelling at me ever again.


I’m only getting to know the people in my class, the mix of army, air corps and navy cadets, all the different personalities involved. But one of the guys, Kevin, is a brilliant runner, I can see, and so I catch up with him later and ask, ‘What am I doing wrong here? We are a few weeks in now, I should be getting fitter, I don’t understand it.’


He hesitates only for a second, says, ‘Why don’t we do a bit of extra running in the evening; we’ll see can we sort it.’ As if we are not doing enough training already! But I’m grateful for his help.


And that’s how I find myself running up and down the road at the back of the block on a filthy wet winter evening when he twigs it. ‘It’s your breathing,’ he says. ‘Your breathing is all wrong for running.’ He gives me a few really good pointers to correct it and the next day I’m running better.


In the blink of an eye it’s the final day of boot camp. I know I have to pass what they call the military scratch exercise or I won’t move on to the next stage of cadet training. It’s a 90-minute physical endurance test in full gear. We start at the crack of dawn, wading into the water in the tank tracks in full helmet and pack. I’m now freezing cold and half a stone heavier because of the weight of the water, and I have to do a whole series of moves in the allotted time over the most challenging of terrain.


We are running now, running frantically, carrying ammo boxes and rifles and weighed down with a full pack. I am one of eight females in the group of cadets, and I can’t speak for the rest of them, but I am sick to my stomach wondering if I will make it.


The drill sergeant yells at us: ‘No one finishes unless you all finish together.’ And suddenly I’m not thinking about myself any more; I’m thinking about the team. Someone reaches out to pull me over an obstacle, and, at a later obstacle, I reach back to get them over. I throw away those self-imposed limits and beliefs about what I can and can’t do, and, possibly for the first time in my life, get out of my own way.


I run and run as if my life depends on it, and then the end is in sight and I’m back in the camp, exhausted, covered in mud, and I hear cheering and someone yelling, ‘Gleeson, you’re the first female home.’


I can’t stop or enjoy the moment; instead, I have to go over to the water trough in the middle of the square and clean my boots, as it’s part of the drill. And as I’m there the Jarhead sergeant steps in beside me and says, ‘Gleeson, I knew you had it in you,’ and off he walks without another word.


Even at this early phase of my training, I am starting to learn how motivation works and what are the drivers. I’m sure drill sergeants today are very different, and could not speak to somebody in that way because of the rules around workplace bullying. But he was trained to see how different people perform in different situations. He rightly knew that telling me I was not going to make it was enough of a challenge to ensure that I did. He had assessed us all and used different approaches with the different personalities to get the results he wanted. He was old school, certainly, but he was exactly what I needed at the time. I didn’t need someone soothing me or telling me I’d be fine. I need someone to call me out, give me a metaphorical kick in the arse. And it is so telling that he remembered to give me that gruff compliment at the end. It is a real highlight for me.


The other tough part of this early training phase is the isolation from home. There are only two pay phones, which we have to queue for – there are no mobiles – and we only see our families a couple of times in the three-month period. When family visit, it is very formal: we have to dress up in smart clothes and frequent one of the approved hotels or coffee shops in Newbridge town. Every time, I sit there stiﬄy for an hour or two and try to cram in all the news.


For me, the challenge in this structured environment is to hold on to my personality, to stay being me, while also trying to moderate my approach to fit the system. There is definitely a magic in the shared experience, the idea that no matter where you come from, or what you did before, you are all in it together. I am learning so much and loving the camaraderie, while also trying to put up with and understand the customs or norms that seem at times to be completely illogical.
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