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Mick Dawson is a former Royal Marines Commando, now a sailor, motivational speaker and film maker. He saw active service in the Falklands War at the age of seventeen and then again in the Middle East. Following on from his military career, he pursued his lifelong passion for the ocean. Mick became a professional sailor and eventually one of the most experienced and successful ocean rowers in the world. In 2009 he successfully rowed the North Pacific Ocean from Japan to San Francisco with his friend and rowing partner Chris Martin, completing one of the ‘last great firsts’. Subsequently he’s gone on to create the Cockleshell Endeavour project, which is designed as a resource to assist recovering veterans dealing with physical and mental health issues. This book tells the story of the Cockleshell Endeavour.
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I’d like to dedicate this book to two incredible people who, sadly, will never meet. Between them they are responsible for the start of this remarkable story and the successful conclusion to it.


To Jackie Grenham (Mrs G.) and Natalie Harper.
I hope I’ve done justice to the story you both helped create.









INTRODUCTION


This book, much like my first, is largely based around waterborne adventures. It appears water may be my natural habitat. The difference with this book, though, is that it’s not my story. I’m just a small part of it. It’s the story of two men and their battles to overcome major physical and mental health problems unexpectedly forced upon them.


Both former servicemen with very different issues at very different times in their lives, they had one thing in common. The system that was designed to support them when they needed it failed them.


It’s not a story of recrimination or bitterness, though, nor is it a story which paints former service personnel as victims or universally damaged. They’re not. Quite the opposite. The story of the two Steves in this book is a relentlessly positive one. It shows how combining the physical and mental strengths developed in the service to overcome increasingly formidable challenges enabled them to finally conquer their own problems and disabilities.


I hope their stories will inspire you as much as they inspired me while sharing in their adventures.









CHAPTER 1


HURRICANE LANE


So close.


It was 17 August 2018. After two months at sea and having rowed close to three thousand miles from Monterey Bay in California, we were almost within sight of our destination, Honolulu.


I’m an experienced ocean rower, but my partner, Steve ‘Sparky’ Sparkes, was not only a complete novice, he is also blind.


If we made it across, Sparky would become the first visually impaired person to row the Pacific. He should get an entry in the Guinness Book of World Records and we’d also raise money for and raise awareness of the continuing plight of UK veterans who’ve slipped through the support network of every conflict from World War II to the present day. There was a lot riding on our little adventure.


I wrote in the ship’s log as a postscript to that day’s entry: ‘Hurricane Lane has formed well south of us about 360 miles and is currently tracking steadily west.’ Tongue in cheek, I finished the entry: ‘Is there going to be an unexpected last-minute drama?’


Three days later I’d get the answer. Yes, there was going to be a last-minute drama. A potentially catastrophic one.


Hurricane Lane, which since her birth had mirrored our course west across the Pacific harmlessly, almost four hundred miles south of us, ominously began to slow her progress. At the same time, she was steadily building in ferocity as she fed on the warm waters of the Pacific Ocean beneath her. Ultimately, she grew into a Category 5 storm, the highest classification there is for a hurricane. With wind strengths potentially well in excess of a hundred miles per hour, Lane had now become one of nature’s most destructive phenomena and, terrifyingly, she began turning her attention towards us.


Unusually for hurricanes forming in that part of the Pacific, she changed course unexpectedly, twice, steadily arcing her path north, towards the Hawaiian Islands. And us. By 21 August, Hawaii was bracing itself for only the second Category 5 hurricane in history to strike its shores.


Sparky and I, on our intrepid rowing boat Bojangles, were bracing ourselves for our first.


Initially I’d decided not to tell Sparky about Lane until it became clear whether the storm would affect us or not. I knew hurricanes seldom make landfall in the Hawaiian Islands, so there seemed at that time no major cause for concern. Sparky was in severe pain from a compression fracture to his shoulder, which had all but crippled him for several weeks. Exhausted from over two months at sea, battling endless challenges, now constantly in pain, he really didn’t need anything else to worry about.


The day before Lane turned her attention towards us, I’d received a weather report from the race organisers saying the storm was forecast to continue heading west, staying well south of our position until eventually decaying and dying deep in the Pacific, hundreds of miles west of Hawaii. It was unlikely we’d suffer any noticeable affects from the storm’s passage as we completed our final few miles into Honolulu. It was the news I’d hoped for and expected to hear, but I was still relieved and told Sparky right away.


‘Mate,’ I said cheerfully, ‘just to let you know, we’ve had a hurricane forming south-east of us over the last few days. Hurricane Lane. I didn’t want to say anything about it until I knew if it would affect us or not. Happy to say the latest weather forecast has it passing south of us heading due west in the next day or so and shouldn’t bother us at all.’


‘Thank God for that,’ he answered sombrely. ‘I think we’ve had enough to deal with without getting run down by a bloody hurricane as well.’


It was welcome good news and it lifted morale for both of us as we looked at last towards the final two or three days on board and what increasingly appeared to be our imminent successful arrival in Honolulu.


The following day I stared in disbelief at the new weather forecast in front of me. It was from my old rowing partner and friend Chris Martin, the race organiser and director. He had been so inspired by our voyage in 2009 across the North Pacific, from Japan to San Francisco, that he’d gone on to set up the now biannual Great Pacific Race, from Monterey Bay in California to Honolulu. We were taking part in its third incarnation.


The news was bad, and he obviously wanted to be the one to let me know. It seemed Lane had changed direction and was now on a collision course with the Hawaiian Islands, and by virtue of that heading straight for us, a hundred miles offshore, heading towards Honolulu in a seven-metre-long ocean rowing boat.


In addition to being bad luck, it was also potentially life-threatening. Somewhere deep in my subconscious, even as, incredulously, I read the forecast, I wasn’t surprised. It was almost as if I’d known, from Lane’s initial inception just a few days earlier, that she was going to impact our arrival. During our voyage we’d christened the trip ‘The death of a thousand cuts’, because of the endless unexpected hurdles we’d had to overcome. The question now was: would this be the final cut?


Despite that, and not for the first time in my ocean rowing career, I read and reread the weather forecast in front of me, willing the information contained in it to miraculously change to a more helpful prognosis. It didn’t. The forecast was what it was. No matter how many times I read it, the news didn’t get any better, but waiting for divine intervention to strike at least gave me time to let the reality settle in.


I recognised the situation and, more importantly, what options were available to us. One: stay on board, batten down the hatches and attempt to ride the hurricane out. Two: row as fast as we could and desperately try to make landfall in Honolulu ahead of the storm. Or three: call for rescue and get off the boat before the potentially deadly storm hit.


After more than two months at sea, overcoming what seemed like an endless stream of increasingly devastating and demoralising challenges and with success almost within our grasp, it appeared the cruellest outcome of all awaited us: ignominious failure just in sight of the finish line.


I called Chris on the satellite phone to discuss the options, and to hopefully discover at least some small measure of positive news. I was pleasantly surprised to discover there was some. The projected path of the storm meant if we deployed the parachute anchor to halt our progress, we would be in the safest possible position to survive the storm. (The parachute anchor is exactly that – a parachute dropped into the water on the end of 250 feet of line attached to the stern of the boat. It inflates beneath the surface of the water as a normal parachute inflates in the air and then acts as a giant drogue in the ocean. It slows the boat and prevents it from going backwards too swiftly in adverse winds, but more importantly it helps prevent the boat capsizing in a storm.) Deploying the parachute anchor at our present location would slow our progress west, if not halt it, but keep us in a position where we could escape the worst of the hurricane’s ferocious winds.


We were in the survivable quadrant of the hurricane, so our luck hadn’t deserted us completely. The bad news was that every mile further west we progressed would bring increasingly powerful wind speeds and the mountainous seas those winds would generate.


With Lane’s progress across the Pacific once again picking up pace, racing the storm into Honolulu would almost certainly see us caught just offshore when she hit. That would be a deadly situation for any vessel, let alone a small ocean rowing boat. Chris suggested optimistically that there was the possibility of running for the sanctuary of a slightly closer port on a nearer island. Even that option left us vulnerable to being caught at sea just as the storm arrived.


There were then two viable options. Stay on the boat and try to ride out the hurricane that was barrelling towards us or call for help and get off as soon as possible.


My natural inclination was to stay and ride the storm out. I’d built Bo to survive exactly the conditions which were coming, and I was confident she would keep us safe as she always had done on the six-month crossing of the North Pacific Chris Martin and I had completed nine years earlier. Severe weather was a constant issue on that voyage of almost seven thousand miles and Bo had carried us safely through everything that the North Pacific had thrown at us.


But Sparky was injured, constantly in considerable pain and discomfort from his damaged shoulder, and exhausted. The sole purpose of our voyage, which we’d named The Cockleshell Pacific Endeavour, was for him to become the first visually impaired person to row the Pacific Ocean. We wanted to show the world that blindness didn’t have to limit what you could achieve. One thing was for certain, though, whichever course of action we followed, it was Sparky’s decision.


‘Mate, you know that hurricane I mentioned yesterday?’


‘The one that’s “going to miss us”?’ He emphasised going to miss us almost as if it was a promise which I was about to break.


‘Yeah. That one. Well,’ – I paused, before breaking that unspoken promise – ‘I’ve just had an update. It’s changed direction and it’s not going to miss us now. In fact, it’s heading straight for us. And just for good measure it’s been upgraded to Category 5.’ Sparky may have lost his sight, but he was a former Royal Marine. He could deal with the facts however harsh. He would insist on them.


There was a pause. Sparky was out on deck near the front hatch, wrapped in his foul-weather jacket. Despite the proximity to Hawaii, it was still a cold day with frequent squally showers. He didn’t react immediately as he allowed the news to sink in.


Finally, he said quietly, ‘Seriously? You’re not taking the piss, are you?’


‘No mate. I’m not taking the piss.’


‘For f—’ He didn’t finish the word or his sentence. He didn’t need to. I could hear the anguish and frustration in his voice. Two, maybe three, days from finishing and now this. It would have broken many people.


‘We’ve basically got two choices,’ I said to him. ‘We put the para anchor in now and get ready to ride it out. Or we call for rescue and get off the boat before the storm hits. The good news is we’re in the best position to ride the storm out and in the best boat. We can survive this, mate. Bo’s built to do just that. But make no mistake, this is a life-threatening situation and there are no guarantees. It must be your call. Whichever decision you make, I’ll happily go along with it,’ I lied. I would never have happily left Bo.


I paused for a few seconds before asking solemnly, ‘Well? Do you want to get off, mate?’


He turned towards me and said slowly, ‘Of course I fucking want to get off!’ My heart sank. He paused for a few seconds longer, staring into the distance before carrying on. ‘But I’m not going to, am I? Do you think I’ve come all this way to let you and everybody else down now? We’ll stay on board and ride the bastard out!’


He slowly turned towards me, a typically broad grin spreading across his face.


‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘I’ve been through a hurricane before.’


‘Really?’ I replied doubtfully. ‘When?’


‘When I was in the corps in 1984 on HMS Hermes. In the middle of the Atlantic, no big deal,’ he said dismissively.


I smiled and shook my head. ‘Mate. HMS Hermes was an aircraft carrier … We’re on a rowing boat. This is going to be a bit different.’


He shrugged his shoulders and smiled. ‘Right,’ he said, ‘what do we need to do first?’


Decision made. We began to prepare Bo and ourselves for the deadly storm, all the time trying not to think too deeply about what the next couple of days might have in store for us.


The days that followed would indeed prove to be among the most terrifying and challenging of our Cockleshell Endeavour experiences. But they weren’t the start of them. The Pacific row had, in effect, been born on the top of a windswept Falkland Islands mountain overlooking Port Stanley four years earlier …









CHAPTER 2


THE BIRTH OF THE COCKLESHELL ENDEAVOUR


The phone call came as a surprise. The request that came with it, an even greater one.


It was Tony Grenham, the brother of a good friend of mine, Steve Grenham. Steve, a fellow former Royal Marine, who lived in Brighton, my neck of the woods whenever I’m back in England. On more than one occasion over the years, Steve and I, occasionally together with Tony, had emerged from the local pubs somewhat worse for wear after a few too many beers and a night of reminiscing and putting the world to rights. I considered them good friends, with Steve one of my closest.


‘Mick? Could you arrange for a flight for Steve to go back to the Falkland Islands for me, mate?’ Tony asked out of the blue. ‘Apparently, as a veteran he’s intitled to subsidised flights to go back. Mum wants to sort it for his fiftieth birthday. She thinks he needs it, that it’ll do him good.’


Steve, like me, was a veteran of the 1982 Falklands War, when Argentina briefly occupied the far-flung British dependency located in the South Atlantic. As young marines we were both part of the task force that sailed from the UK to liberate the islands.


The suggestion Steve required any ‘doing good’ came as a shock. I had no idea that he had any issues relating to his experiences during the conflict. The signs were undoubtedly there, I know now, but I simply hadn’t picked up on them.


I soon discovered that flights to and from the islands were indeed available, provided by the Ministry of Defence. They came at a heavily reduced rate on board the Royal Air Force flights supplying the islands. The RAF air bridge, as it was called, offered a limited number of seats on its weekly flights, subject to operational demands, for veterans of the conflict. Steve was most certainly entitled to one.


I gave Steve’s mum the good news. Mrs G. was a lovely, flame-haired, no-nonsense lady, down-to-earth and with a wickedly dry sense of humour. Although troubled with ill health, I knew her as a constantly upbeat and positive lady, great fun and great company. In many ways she reminded me of my own mum. They each had one defining quality: they lived for their two sons.


Sadly, Steve’s dad had passed away long before I had a chance to meet him, but in his absence Mrs G. was the rock at the centre of the tight-knit family. If Mrs G. was worried about Steve, there would be good reason. With that in mind I was more than happy to be able to play a part in creating something she felt would help her son.


‘Why don’t you go with him?’ she said to me a few days later, when I rang to confirm Steve’s seat was booked.


I was oddly shocked at the suggestion and a little lost for words. I’d never thought about returning to the islands. It was a major part of my life but a distant memory now. It had simply never occurred to me to go back. Why would I want to?


‘He’d enjoy it more if he was going with somebody he knew,’ Mrs G. encouraged. ‘Why not go? You both earned it.’


The more I thought about it, the more it seemed not only a good idea but also a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Why not? It was an affordable chance to visit one of the most remote and fascinating places on earth, and this time nobody would be trying to kill me. I decided to take Mrs G.’s advice and booked myself a seat along with Steve.


Decision made, I began to look forward to what I hoped would be a unique and enjoyable experience. It would prove to be both. I had no idea at that point, though, that very much like my first visit to the Falkland Islands, it would also become a life-changing one.









CHAPTER 3


THE RETURN


Our return to the Falkland Islands began on a cold, dark December morning in 2014, early enough to leave the roads clear of traffic and the pair of us bleary eyed and yawning. It was going to be a long day. Steve’s brother Tony had generously given up the comfort of his own bed to drive us to the base we were due to fly from in Oxfordshire: RAF Brize Norton.


A modern military system, noticeably more civilised and welcoming than either of us remembered from our time in the service, saw us swiftly, politely and efficiently processed and awaiting our flight to the southern hemisphere. Little more than nine hours later we found ourselves disembarking at the only scheduled stop on our journey south, Ascension Island.


Ascension is an isolated volcanic island nestling centrally in the Atlantic Ocean, just south of the equator, almost midway between Africa and Brazil. It provides a natural stop-off point for any journey between Great Britain and the Falklands whether by sea or air. It has a population of less than a thousand people, none of whom are indigenous to the island. A tiny relic of what remains of the British Empire, its role is to provide bases for the American and British military and, now that we’re in more modern times, a monitoring station for the European Space Agency. In 1982, Ascension was the last chance to take on supplies and reposition men and equipment for the forthcoming landings.


I remember when the task force set off from the UK there was a surreal atmosphere. Ships and units hurriedly prepared for a war at the other end of the world in a matter of days. Dozens of ships; thousands of men. It was an incredible logistical achievement, even before a single vessel slipped her moorings and headed south. The fact that the majority of Royal Marine commandos and paratroopers, who would go on to do the bulk of the fighting on land, were billeted on the requisitioned luxury cruise liner SS Canberra only added to that sense of unreality – fuelling, at least initially, a carnival-like atmosphere.


Before the Argentine invasion few people in the British Isles had even heard of the Falkland Islands. Of those who had, many thought they were located somewhere off Scotland. Now the biggest British military force to go into action since World War II was steaming eight thousand miles south to liberate British subjects from a modern, well-equipped, well-trained and, with every passing day, increasingly well-prepared occupying army.


It seemed inconceivable, despite the Argentine invasion, that this conflict would escalate further. There was no real history of animosity between Argentina and Britain despite the South American nation’s loudly voiced and long held, if tenuous, claim to the islands. Surely the politicians on both sides would eventually see sense and negotiate a peaceful solution?


But by the time the task force arrived in Ascension it was becoming very clear the politicians were not going to find that solution. Even if they wanted to, rhetoric was becoming increasingly confrontational and negotiations fruitless. Full-blown conflict, it seemed, was unavoidable. The upbeat party mood that pervaded the first part of our voyage south began to dissipate. As we reached Ascension few of us were in any doubt that we were now preparing for war.


Thirty-two years later, as Steve and I emerged from the grey fuselage of our Royal Air Force transport plane, we were hit with the brutal impact of the island’s desert heat. We made our way down the disembarkation steps and, along with our fellow passengers, were ushered to an enclosed outdoor area close to the runway apron. It was an extension of a small building that apparently served as the airport terminal. The secure compound area along with an indoor lounge and cafe provided us with a place to sit and relax while our aircraft was refuelled for the final part of our journey south. A welcome cup of tea and a less welcome sandwich of indeterminate identity helped us pass the time. As we sat chatting, for the first time it finally began to sink in that we were returning, after all these years, to the Falkland Islands.


The flight from the UK had been comfortable and pleasant. Probably as a direct result of that, nothing up until that point had reminded us of our original journey. The slick departure process in 2014 bore no similarity to the urgent, rapid and at times chaotic ship embarkations that were the hallmark of our original trip. A comfortable flight on a modern aircraft, over in a few hours, bore no resemblance to the days and weeks on board ship battling through the often-mountainous seas of the Atlantic Ocean, slowly and anxiously making our way towards our distant destination and the confrontation that awaited.


Now, though, having stepped off the plane, we were greeted by a familiar landscape and a climate which looked and felt exactly as it had all those years previously. Memories and stories slowly came back. Ascension was exactly as we remembered it, harsh and unforgiving, a rocky oasis, providing an incongruous final landfall before the Falkland Islands and the experiences that lay ahead of us.


One particular memory from that brief stop at Ascension in 1982 has remained with me. We were watching one of the three fighting companies (about a hundred marines) from 45 Commando attempting to embark on a landing craft in a fierce Atlantic swell. My troop had just finished a speed march, a timed run with full kit and weapons – making the most of the brief time on dry land to break up the monotony and limitations of the endless circuit training on board ship. Exhausted and sweating after our efforts, we’d gathered to watch the spectacle developing on the beach.


The waves were crashing violently onto the exposed shore. The large landing craft utility, or LCU, was at the mercy of those ferocious waves, as were the marines. With the ramp at the front of the craft lowered to allow the troops to board, the LCU – which was big enough to transport a battle tank – was being driven ramp first onto the beach. Due to the ferocious nature of the waves it was regularly being picked up and hurled violently forwards ten or fifteen feet further onto the beach, despite the best efforts of the coxswain driving the vessel to prevent this. Embarkation for our fellow marines was proving perilous, as they attempted to time their run onto the landing craft between those violent surges. Any semblance of an organised embarkation drill was long abandoned and it was now a case of every man for himself.


For the guys involved it must have been a nightmare. For us it provided, with typical British military black humour, an amusing break from our own particular challenges. We joined in from the comfort of the rocks overlooking the beach with good-natured jeers and cheers as one after another of our fellow marines waded into the surf, preparing to time their run and make a leap of faith onto the precarious ramp.


Then, alarmingly, in the middle of all this chaos, one guy stalled his run just at the critical point where he should have leapt on board. He was a distinctive character – tall, powerfully built, with tight curly blond hair. He stood out even before he mistimed his effort to board. His delay left him static in the surf, having lost all momentum. As he attempted to save the situation, leaping forwards with one leg outstretched, the landing craft lurched forwards once more on another breaking wave. The huge ramp scooped him up, one leg either side, crashing down onto the beach with him pinned beneath it. Our cheering ended – the atmosphere had changed in a moment. It was a violent impact. If he wasn’t dead, the marine had to be seriously injured. Black humour evaporated and we watched anxiously as the remainder of his comrades on the beach raced to help him, while the coxswain of the landing craft desperately and loudly threw his engines into reverse.


Little more than the marine’s distinctive blond hair and the top of his shoulders remained above the tumbling surf. Of his lower body, only his leading leg still hooked around the top of the ramp was still visible, the rest of his presumably broken body was trapped beneath it. We all anticipated the worst, but, incredibly, even before his comrades were able to reach him, he managed to drag himself free. He clambered to his feet before finally, groggily, he turned and leapt onto the now relatively stationary landing craft. Injured pride aside, he seemed completely unhurt. A broad grin spread across his face as he turned towards his now mightily relieved audience from the safety of the landing craft deck. A fist punch into the air signalling his success, or perhaps just his relief at the outcome. Either way, it was greeted with huge cheers from those of us assembled on and around the beach.


It was a quite remarkable escape. I can only assume the breaking seas must have churned up the sand and reduced the solidity of the beach where the ramp came down, preventing him being crushed between it and the surface of the beach. He must have had just enough time to wrestle himself free before the weight of the vessel fully bore down, crushing him.


That memory has always stayed with me, but its significance only became clear many years later. That incident, in equal measures funny and terrifying, was the first and most vivid glimpse I would have of the arbitrary nature of luck, and even more importantly luck’s huge significance in the shaping of all our lives. As we’d all soon discover in the conflict to come, many lives would be changed in many ways purely due to the vagaries of luck. The nature of that change hinged on whether your luck was good or bad.


Regardless of the level of your abilities and despite the most thorough preparation, luck could and often would prove to be the crucial factor between success and failure, or even life and death, in our war, as it had been in previous wars and as it has continued to be in subsequent conflicts. For everyone involved in the Falklands War, luck would become our most precious commodity.


It’s a truth that applies equally to everyday life, but one that we can easily overlook as we get on with the seemingly all-consuming day-to-day activities of our normal existence. The intense, pressure-cooker atmosphere of war, however, allows for a far greater and more singular focus on the nature of luck and how your fate can be governed by it.


A few years later, as I was preparing to leave the Royal Marines, I found myself serving in the same establishment as the blond-haired marine who’d had such a lucky escape. By then he was a corporal. His name was Gary ‘Gaz’ Marshall, still as distinguishable by virtue of his build and his hair as he had been that day on the beach on Ascension.


In the fighting that followed to liberate the Falklands, Gaz was awarded the Military Medal for his distinguished actions on patrol around Two Sisters, one of the strategically important mountains surrounding Port Stanley. The Military Medal is the second highest award in the British military for acts of outstanding bravery in the face of the enemy, the Victoria Cross being the highest. His ability to board a landing craft in rough seas obviously was no reflection on his ability as a soldier or his incredible level of courage.


It hasn’t been lost on me that without that stroke of luck that saved him on the beach as he stumbled beneath the crushing weight of that landing craft, none of his subsequent actions would have happened. How many other lives would have been affected in how many different ways without that one random stroke of luck on a remote beach in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean? What could have been a life-changing, if not life-ending, accident, by virtue of luck, transformed a potentially terminal situation into little more than an amusing story of a lucky escape on the way to a much more important adventure.


All our lives hang daily on that tightrope between disaster and success if we analyse them closely enough. We seldom do. That’s probably why we are so often found guilty of taking so much for granted. Perhaps if we did look at life more closely – how unique it is, how fragile and fleeting, and how quickly it can change – we would have a totally different attitude as to how we choose to live it.


That creeping realisation for me, that life is so brief and precious, became the driving force behind how I’ve lived my life since the Falklands War and why I’ve made my decisions and choices, right and wrong. Life has to be lived to the full and, above all, it has to have meaning. It has to matter. We’re all going to die; we have no choice in that. The choice comes in how we live, what we do, and what we try to achieve while we’re here.


Oddly enough, that story had far greater significance for me, merely a spectator of events, than it ever did for Gaz. When I reminded him of it probably no more than six years later, he smiled and almost dismissed it. To him it was a barely remembered near miss.


‘A bit of a nightmare,’ he laughed, ‘but no big deal.’


He was lucky. It was just a very small part of the far bigger, far more significant story that would follow for him and for all of us.


For me, the incident on the beach was the start of my realisation, if only on a subconscious level, that life is governed to some extent by fate. I believe your destiny or, as I prefer to think of it, your potential, is largely set, at least in terms of direction. Luck is the tool fate brings into play when we are heading off the path we’re meant to be on. Luck, good or bad, is fate’s way of trying to guide you back to the path you are destined to pursue, the path that your unique strengths and passions give you, if you allow them, the best tools to follow.


Of course, I may choose to have that view or belief because I consider myself to have been very fortunate. The luck that has governed my life consistently has almost always been good. It certainly proved to be good during my experiences in the Falklands War in 1982, and many times since, not least during my ocean rowing adventures. I’ve had cause to thank many times the lucky stars that seem to shine over my life. The story contained in my first book, Rowing the Pacific, bears witness to that, and I believe the story in this book echoes those sentiments. One thing is for certain, after my adventures during the Falklands War in 1982, nobody could ever accuse me of taking life for granted.


With our focus steadily turning towards our return to the islands, Steve and I reboarded our now fully fuelled aircraft and prepared for take-off on the last leg of our journey south. With the stop in Ascension and with each passing hour we were both increasingly growing into the journey neither of us had been 100 per cent convinced of when we set off. The decision to return was beginning to feel like a good decision, the right decision, for both of us.


Flying south towards the bottom of the world for another eight hours, with nothing but the Atlantic Ocean beneath us, we greeted with weary relief the pilot’s announcement of our imminent arrival at RAF Mount Pleasant, the Falklands’ sole military airport. Steadily the aircraft began to shed its cruising altitude, eventually dropping into bumpy, ominously dark clouds. Just a few hundred feet above East Falkland, we finally broke through the base layer of those turbulent rain-soaked clouds that had been masking our view. There beneath us, at last, stretching haphazardly in all directions out into the hostile Southern Ocean, we saw the Falkland Islands for the first time in more than thirty years. The unique, bleak, harsh, wind-sculpted rock-and-peat landscape was immediately familiar.


Those dark clouds we’d so recently emerged from were dumping torrential levels of rain into the driving westerly wind that welcomed us as we stepped off the aircraft. It was freezing, windy and wet, exactly as we remembered it. We were back.









CHAPTER 4


HELP!


The grim weather which greeted us on our arrival in no way reflected the warm welcome we were to receive everywhere and from everyone during our stay on the islands. Our base for the visit was Liberty Lodge in Port Stanley. Self-catering accommodation built specifically for returning veterans, it’s immaculately kept by the Falklands Veterans Association and very comfortable. It stands as a glowing testament to the ongoing gratitude, warmth and hospitality of the Falkland Islanders to the troops who once came to their aid. Steve and I had our own room and I was gleefully informed by the lady who greeted us that Prince Harry had been the last person to sleep in my bed prior to an expedition to the South Pole. We only had four short days before our flight home so we planned to spend that time visiting as many of the places we could that were significant to us both from our experiences in 1982. The first thing we did, much to the surprise of our hosts in Liberty Lodge, was go swimming. I’d worked out on the flight down that I’d swum in the middle of every ocean on the planet, except for the Southern Ocean – this would be my only opportunity to put that right. Steve was up for it, so, early on our first morning, Gary Clement drove us, with two disbelieving ex-Matelots (Royal Navy sailors) along to spectate, to the appropriately named Surf Bay. ‘This is a first,’ Gary informed us dryly, as we leapt into the tumbling, freezing waves of the Southern Ocean.


On our last full day on the islands, Steve and I found ourselves steadily ascending Mount Harriet on the outskirts of Port Stanley. Harriet is one of a range of low-lying mountains that surround and dominate the island’s capital. Little more than 250 metres high, Harriet and her sisters emerge from the bleak and flat Falkland Island landscape like angry, rocky scars. Mountains only by virtue of their Falkland Island setting, they were still of huge tactical significance militarily. After the landings and as the fighting progressed, they became the scene for the final and decisive actions in the war. Marines, paratroopers and the Scots Guards who’d arrived with the second wave of British troops fought a series of formidable and vicious battles at night on their slopes. We ultimately won them all, forcing the Argentine forces to retreat in desperation back to Stanley, their final refuge before their inevitable surrender, which came on 14 June.


Harriet was where Steve fought in 1982, as an eighteen-year-old marine with 42 Commando in J Company, as part of a diversionary attack on the eastern flank. At the top of the mountain in December 2014, having described to me in straightforward but vivid detail that grim night’s battle he’d fought in three decades previously, Steve stopped and turned to me. He explained that at the insistence of his wife, Aicha, and his family, he’d recently approached one of the principal military charities in the UK for help.


They all felt he was having problems with his mental health and were increasingly worried about his well-being. Typically, Steve didn’t consider he had any issues at all and thought they were overreacting. They, however, had seen the steady change in his personality and behaviour over the years and were desperate for him to seek help. The charity unofficially acknowledged he was almost certainly suffering from PTSD after his first informal appointment. Apparently he ticked all the boxes apart from suicidal inclination.


To my astonishment, Steve told me that the charity had then advised him to ‘go away. No drugs or alcohol for three months, then come back and we’ll diagnose you officially.’


His exact words to me were, ‘If I could do that, Mick, I wouldn’t need their help, would I?’


On the top of Mount Harriet, next to the simple but powerful white cross which stands as a memorial to those men who lost their lives that night, I saw a friend at his lowest point. Having finally asked for help, the door had been firmly shut in his face. He was isolated and abandoned by the very system that was set up to support him.


I knew something had to be done. Asking for help would not have come easy to Steve. I could tell by his manner he was angry and resented the charity for their response, although inside I’m sure it only reinforced his belief that he didn’t really need help. Their response offered no achievable way forwards for Steve and served only to create an immediate and unconquerable barrier between him and the very organisation that was put in place to support him. One thing I knew for certain: Steve would never ask for their help again. This was a critical time for him – a fork in the road at a junction he might never find again. I had to find a way to help.
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