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 ‘In war it is less profitable to win many battles and


learn little than to win one battle and learn much.’


General Vo Nguyen Giap


 


‘The more you sweat in peace, the less you bleed in war.’


General Norman Schwarzkopf, US Army










INTRODUCTION


The making of an elite mindset


The battlefield is the most unforgiving environment on the planet. A single mistake or a split-second moment of indecision can mean the difference between life and death. Between victory and defeat.


Being in the military means volunteering for hazardous service. You’re going to find yourself in some very difficult situations, against hostile forces, and there’s a good chance you’ll be exposed to some unpleasant stuff. You’ll likely witness or experience things that would distress the average person.


That’s why the military is the toughest and most demanding career. You need to be seriously hardened before you go into the combat zone. You need to learn how to deal with shock. How to control your emotions. How to suck it up and get on with the job, even when you’ve just been exposed to something truly horrid.


If you’re not prepared – if you’ve not been pushed to your limits physically, mentally and emotionally – it could cost you your life, or the lives of your friends.


Some of my most valuable learning experiences came at the sharp end of conflict. Many of those lessons still apply to my life today, whether I’m climbing K2 or Mount Everest or embarking on a new challenge.


The military is where I learned how to push through the pain barrier. How to deal with hardship and deprivation. How to be consistent in my discipline and process fear. How to lead. In 9 Parachute Squadron, Royal Engineers, the Royal Marines and later in the dog-eat-dog world of Special Forces, I became the very best version of myself. The best soldier possible.


During my time in the military, the battlefield became my training ground. Across multiple tours, in some of the most hostile places in the world, I lived and breathed soldiering. I was totally focused on my goals. And I was continually being pushed.


What helped me survive was my mindset. I felt invincible. Almost as if I had a shield around me. The way I saw it, if I had been shot or killed it would have been an insult to my skills as an operator. I had an air of arrogance, but this was partly a defence mechanism. A way of bullet-proofing my mind. If I went into battle thinking I was the best and I couldn’t get killed, and then someone shot me in the head, I wouldn’t know about it. Because I’d be dead. But at least I would go out thinking I was the best.


Your mindset will get you through the toughest moments in your life. That is the one thing no one else can take from you. Your mindset is entirely yours, so why give it up? You can be locked up in prison, or your legs might get blown off by an Improvised Explosive Device (IED), but no one should ever be able to take away your mindset, because that is really all you have.


An impenetrable mindset is the ultimate weapon. But you can only gain that mentality by staying completely true to yourself – and that is far from easy. Because the more you try to stay true to yourself, the more outside forces will try to cut you down. The onslaught feels unendurable. Never-ending. It’s tempting to veer away from your true self, to put your head back below the parapet. Get back into your box. But when you do that, you’ll be living a lie. And you’ll have to fight very hard to work your way back to your true self.


The secret is to trust in who you are. In order to do that you have to know who you are, and to know who you are you’ve got to put yourself through the mill physically, psychologically and emotionally.


The more you do that, the more you expose yourself to hardship and new challenges, the more you’ll learn about yourself. And when you repeat that process, constantly, you’re going to take off more layers – and you’ll get closer to discovering your true self. You’ll find your centre. Once you’ve got that, you’ll realise what you are capable of.


You’ll gain the military mindset.


Although this is a book about war and what it taught me, these lessons are relevant to everyday life – to the life you’re living right now. The military mindset will help to give you a greater knowledge and awareness of physical, mental and emotional resilience and open your eyes to what you can achieve if you’re prepared to learn about yourself.


That equally applies to the battles and generals of history. Whether it’s Alexander the Great demonstrating leadership in the searing heat of the Gedrosian desert or the inspiring example of the Glosters’ last stand at the Battle of the Imjin River in the Korean War, there are vital lessons that can help anyone navigate life’s toughest moments. And the great thing about Military Mindset is that you don’t need to read it chronologically to gain that knowledge. You can dip in and out whenever you need positive reinforcement and jump straight to the lesson that relates to you. Each lesson or example is short enough to read or listen to on your daily commute, or during a session on the treadmill.


Whatever your circumstances – whether you’re thinking about a change in career but are afraid to commit to that first step, or you’re going through difficulties in your personal life – you’ll find something here for you.










PART ONE


TRAINING










LESSON 1


Don’t get carried away with the destination


When people begin a task, or set a challenge for themselves, they often fall into the trap of focusing too hard on the destination, to the detriment of almost everything else.


The problem with this approach is that when they fall short, which happens all the time in life, they become consumed by their failure to reach that objective, whether that means landing a contract or winning a sports competition. They lose sight of how much they’ve already accomplished on the journey. They look at what they haven’t achieved – when they should be looking at what they have. They define themselves by their failure to reach their destination.


At root level, failure is a man-made construct. It’s something you’re told by other people, when in reality only you know how you feel. Yes, you might have technically failed in the eyes of someone else. But as long as you don’t personally feel like a failure, as long as you keep learning and growing, striving to become a better version of who you are, then you’re never truly failing.


The key to understanding this is to take that destination and put it to the back of your mind. Don’t look towards your ultimate objective, otherwise you’re going to get overwhelmed by the scale of the challenge in front of you. Instead, break down your goals into phases of commitment. Ask yourself, ‘What am I going to learn from this commitment along the way? What lessons will I absorb? What will I find out about myself?’


Apply this mindset and you’ll have a much better chance of doing whatever it is you’re aiming to do. You’ll start to understand that when the challenge scares you, when you feel like running away from it – that’s when you need to dive in. Your body is priming itself for the challenge lying ahead of it. Tell yourself, ‘I’m going to really commit to this first phase,’ and you’re less likely to give in to those feelings.


This is exactly how I approached Selection.


The failure rate on Selection is very high. That can overwhelm some people. When you look at the overall effort required, it’s easy to feel intimidated.


I never looked further ahead than each separate phase of commitment. When I began the first phase, I viewed it as a tremendous learning experience. I approached it thinking to myself, ‘I’m going to learn a lot of stuff during this stage. I’m going to find out about my physical capabilities, my inner strength, and how far I can push the limits of my body and mind. If I survive this phase, it’ll be a massive personal achievement. Even if I don’t make it through the next phase, I’ll have ticked off one stage of commitment. I’ll go back to my unit knowing I’ve got the first stage in the bag, and I can still have another stab at Selection.’


When I made it through, the second stage became my next focus of commitment. In my head, I knew that if I passed that meant I would be a very good soldier. I’d know how to operate in a very demanding environment, and even if I didn’t pass the next stage of Selection, I would have still learned a massive amount about my qualities as a soldier. I could go back to my unit with my head held high, knowing that I’d passed the two stages. Yes, going back to do Selection again is a daunting prospect – but it’s also an opportunity.


A lot of the guys didn’t look at Selection this way, however. They’d make it through the first phase, but then they’d fail at the second stage, or they’d crack during a later stage. At which point they would return to their units and tell their mates, ‘I didn’t make it. I failed Selection.’


Actually, that’s the wrong way of looking at it. They’re ignoring what they’ve achieved along the way. I take my hat off to anyone who has survived the first phase of Selection, because it is brutal.


The guys who considered themselves failures weren’t thinking about what they had achieved already, or what they could learn from their experience. They were thinking only about the entirety, the end goal.


Ultimately, that can stop people from committing to action. The challenge becomes too overwhelming, the destination appears too far away and the possibility of failing to reach it is too big. The odds aren’t in their favour, so they don’t commit at all.


But when you break down a big goal into smaller stages of commitment, you start to look at it differently. You’ll begin to accept the possibility of failure along the way – and more importantly, you’ll learn from those failures, turning them to your advantage.


Learning is crucial to understanding the difference between journey and destination.


We’re often told nowadays, ‘It’s okay to fail.’ But that’s only true if you absorb the lessons from the original failure – if you analyse why it didn’t work out, so you can regroup, go again and tackle it differently the next time.


If you continue to repeatedly fail, you’re not learning from it. Instead, face the task by thinking, ‘I’m going to learn from this phase of commitment no matter what.’ When you attempt it again, you’ll see what you’re truly capable of. You’ll start to tell yourself, ‘Yes, I am capable’, and those words will be backed up by action.


You’ll no longer view things in crude terms of failure and success. It becomes about the learning journey. Taking what you learn from each loss into the next game, or the next project or mission.


Flipping those losses into wins.


Of course, this won’t be a perfectly smooth process. You’re going to continue to lose some of the time. But learning from your losses is as important as breaking down the challenge into phases of commitment.


Military operations are in some respects high-stakes learning experiences. All soldiers are going to fail a mission at some point. It then becomes about asking yourself, ‘What did we learn from that attack? How can we do things differently next time? What’s the lesson here?’ That allows you to reorganise and attack again.


If you’re not learning from your losses, you’re destined to repeat the same mistakes instead of turning them to your advantage.


World War I shows what happens when you don’t learn from failure. The generals on the Western Front kept throwing men at the problem of how to break the quagmire of trench warfare, expecting a different result using the same means. They didn’t learn their lessons. They kept using the same approach, blindly hoping for a better outcome, at the cost of millions of lives.


If you’re not learning from your losses, you’re destined to repeat the same mistakes instead of turning them to your advantage. Because how do you expect to win if you haven’t learned how to lose?


The easiest thing to do in life is to step back from a commitment. To say to yourself, ‘I’m not going to play this game, because I might lose.’ A lot of people do this. They become so petrified of losing – and therefore being defined by that feeling – that they go through their lives without committing to anything that will take them outside their comfort zone. They’re unable to face jeopardy, or deal with setbacks. They stay in their safe spaces.


It takes courage to keep playing the game: to accept the constant presence of failure, and the commitment to fail, in your daily life. Harder, yes. But that mindset is also much more rewarding. It’s the gateway drug to success.


Once you commit to failure, the more you play the game, the more you will learn about the game, and therefore about life and yourself. And the more games you’re going to win. You’ll be a step nearer to where you want to be. That destination will seem a little closer.


There are only upsides to committing to failure. With that commitment will come self-belief. That’s a gift only you can give yourself. Other people might tell you that they believe in you, but those are just empty words. That belief has to come from within you, and you get that through committing to action, by stepping into new spaces all the time and learning from those experiences.


Every time you step into a new space, you’re entering somewhere you’ve never been before. And you’re going to learn something, regardless of the outcome. That will help you grow as a person. Even if it’s just a tiny percentage, you’ll still be a better, more experienced person than you were before you had committed to that action. To that failure.


In truth, there’s only one destination in life that matters: the big one that is coming to all of us eventually. Everything else is just part of the journey. And whatever path we choose, it’s going to be littered with failures. You can’t change that. But you can control whether you learn from them or not. Failure presents an opportunity. It gives you the chance to reassess your goals and think about what you want to achieve in life.


If you’re embarking on a new challenge in life, such as a change of career, don’t let the scale of the task stop you from taking the plunge. Instead of obsessing about the eventual goal, focus on the separate phases of commitment you’ll need to move through before you get there. Apply yourself wholly to each stage of your journey. Face up to failure and learn from your experiences, and you’ll be amazed at what you can achieve.










LESSON 2


Set achievable goals


Goals are the milestones on the road to your destination. Whether that’s a dream you want to realise, the person you want to become, or a mission you’re trying to complete – they are the things you should be really passionate about.


We’re constantly being told to write our goals down, as if that is somehow going to help us achieve them. That’s nonsense. You shouldn’t have to write down your goals. If you really want to achieve something, it should already be there in your head. It should dominate your thoughts daily. If you need to write it down on a piece of paper, frankly, you’re not going to be passionate about it.


Whatever your goal may be, the key to achieving it is always the same: break it down.


People constantly make the mistake of setting themselves huge goals. As soon as they do that, they make their goals almost unachievable. The task in front of them becomes too overwhelming, the distance too great. So they give up before they’ve even started.


Goals should be tiny. Don’t bite off too big a chunk because you’re immediately setting yourself up for failure. If you break down your goals, you’re making them achievable. And you’re also going to get to where you want to be a lot quicker.


A military mission is essentially a series of goals the team has to navigate together. The first goal might be something as simple as getting to the target. Once you’re there that’s your first goal completed. You think to yourself, ‘Great, I’m here now. I’m on target.’ Your sense of achievement heightens.


Then the second goal could be something like clearing the buildings within the compound. In my head, I’ll tackle each building as a separate goal. ‘Building two, clear,’ I’ll think. ‘Good, that’s another green tick in the box.’


Another operator might break down their goals differently. They might treat each room clearance as an individual goal. But that’s the great thing about goals. You can break them down however you want – however it works for you. The only rule is: Don’t make them too big.


The next goal then becomes making my way to the rendezvous point (RV). We’ve completed the mission. The goal now is extraction. Again, you don’t have to treat this as a single goal. You might decide to turn each kilometre to the RV into a separate goal. The main thing is that you’re setting yourself small – and therefore manageable – goals.


They become small victories.


That’s what goals should be, in your life. Small victories that contribute to the overall bigger victory.


This system doesn’t just apply to the military. You can use it for almost any goal in life, whether it’s working on your physical fitness, or setting goals for your team in the workplace.


Suppose you want to lose weight. Don’t tell yourself, ‘I need to lose twenty kilos.’ You’re making the goal far too big. Instead make your goal losing two kilos in the first few weeks or month. Take it from there.


Whatever you’re aiming for, it’s about earning those small victories, which in turn will make you see what you’re capable of. That capability will turn into self-belief, and the self-belief you’ve acquired will carry you through to the next goal.


Goals also have to be sustainable. It’s no good setting yourself a new goal every two or three months. If you do that, all the energy and enthusiasm you’ve earned from your previous achievements will disappear. It won’t last long enough to carry you through.


Instead, make your goals a daily part of your life. Weave them into every aspect of your day. Getting up and going to the gym, for example: that’s a goal. Tick that one off. How good does that make you feel? You’re one step closer to being where you want to be physically and mentally. Then you’re in a position where you can use the positivity that you’ve gained from that small victory to pursue the next goal.


The next small victory.


Once you start being present in the moment, you’ll be able to focus more fully on your immediate goal. In my younger days in the military, I never dreamed of being in the SF. That wasn’t a destination for me until much later on in my career.


When I joined the Royal Marines, my mindset was very much: take each week as it comes. I didn’t allow myself to look any further ahead than that. But as the weeks passed, I realised that I was one of the fittest guys in the group. I was more switched-on and disciplined than most of the other blokes. So I made my next goal to get a PT Superior. This is an award you get midway through training, given to candidates who perform outstandingly in the gym phase. That involved a few weeks of hard work, finding out more about myself, that I loved what I did.


I came top of the pass-out parade and got my PT Superior, which prepared me for the next stage of training. At this stage the instructors introduced weight into the equation. We had to complete various exercises wearing full kit, webbing and daysack, and eventually our Bergens and weapons. Exercises included carry drills, casualty evacuation (CASEVAC) drills, rope work, with the final one being the all-singing, all-dancing live-firing drill.


So my next goals became to finish top in map-reading and my live-firing. After that, I made getting my green beret my next goal. Then I targeted the reconnaissance course, then the sniper course. Once I’d done that, I set myself the target of making Lance Corporal. Getting a tour of duty in Afghanistan under my belt.


At every step of the process, I was breaking down those goals in a way that worked for me.


This mindset worked for me in Afghanistan as well. Every patrol we went on, every corner we turned became a separate goal. We’d get through the morning without getting into contact with the enemy, and I’d count that as a goal.


If you keep on setting yourself large goals, if the goal is too far away or it takes too long to get there, you’re probably going to get bored, distracted or side-tracked by something else during the journey. You’re closing your mind to the opportunities that might unexpectedly come your way from the periphery.


Don’t ignore these opportunities. Yes, they might divert you from your goal, but in a positive way. They might enhance you as an individual, give you the chance to grow. Then, once you’ve explored this opportunity coming in from the side, this positive detour, you can direct your attention back to the overall goal that you have set yourself.


Don’t allow yourself to get too fixated on your larger ambitions. It’s fine – healthy, in fact – to have them in your life, as long as they’re realistic and you’re not indulging in self-delusion. But don’t focus on those goals to the exclusion of everything else in your life. Don’t lose sight of the ground in front of you.


Starting a new job can often be an overwhelming experience. Make the process more manageable by setting small goals for yourself initially. Take each week as it comes, work hard and you’ll gain confidence and self-belief from each small victory you achieve along the way.










LESSON 3


Seize the opportunity to improve


There are no short-cuts to passing Selection. To become part of the SF brotherhood, you need absolute dedication to being the very best version of yourself.


The historian Josephus, writing in the first century AD, said the Roman army made their drills ‘bloodless battles’ so that when it came to the actual fighting their battles would be like ‘bloody drills’. Our training has the same objective.


We make it as close to the real thing as it’s possible to get. It’s brutal and often very dangerous, sometimes even life-threatening. But we’re prepared to work. We’re always looking to put in more effort, even if it only increases our performance by one or two per cent. On the battlefield those tiny percentage points can mean the difference between success and failure.


Those percentage points are crucial in your everyday life. If you can improve your work, your mindset, your energy by even one or two per cent, you will be on the right path. You have to be relentless in your self-improvement. Improving by one or two per cent might seem insignificant in the beginning. But when repeated over a long time, these changes become massive. And if there’s a choice to better yourself, it doesn’t matter how exhausted you are – you should always say yes.


Improvement is impossible without humility and honesty. Be humble enough to accept criticism. Be honest with yourself. To know when your standard isn’t good enough. And work to improve, every single day.


That was always my mindset. I might have spent some time on patrol, for example, and when my shift ended, instead of switching off, I’d think, ‘Well, I’m up and about, might as well go through the mission briefing again.’ I did this without hesitation – because I was absolutely motivated to improve myself at every opportunity.


When the opportunity to improve is offered to you – pounce on it. Always say yes. Believe me, you’ll never regret it.


Continuous self-improvement is critical to personal and professional growth. At work, look to expand your skillsets by volunteering for the things no one else wants to do and applying for training courses. Even if it’s not directly related to your role, the sense of improvement you will feel from being in a new space will translate to your daily work.










Improvement is impossible without humility and honesty. Be humble enough to accept criticism. Be honest with yourself. To know when your standard isn’t good enough. And work to improve, every single day. 










LESSON 4


Be consistent in your discipline


Discipline, at the most basic level, is about doing the things you don’t want to do, but you know you need to do.


That normally means doing the small things. Discipline isn’t necessary for the big things in life. You should be motivated to do the big things anyway. Discipline is about paying attention to the details, no matter how small or seemingly insignificant.


The military places a premium on personal discipline. It’s one of the very first lessons you learn when you join.


For example, we had to look immaculate in our ceremonial uniform – our No. 1s. They weren’t bothered about checking whether our boots had been buffed or our cap badges were looking smart, because they could see all of this stuff. It was on the surface. They were interested in the other stuff. The things they couldn’t see.


Cotter pins are used to attach your badge to your ceremonial cap. There’s a brass backing plate that goes on the reverse of the cap badge to hold it in place. You lift your collar up, put on the badge using the holes in the plate, making sure the badge is flush against it. Then you push the pin through, securing both plate and cap badge, and fold your collar back down.


No one can see the pin: it’s hidden behind the badge and plate. But that pin still had to be polished with Brasso to within an inch of its life. The plate too. Everything needed to be immaculate. You couldn’t cut corners, either, because they’d lift up your collar and take the pin out to see if the other side looked bang on. If it wasn’t up to scratch, you’d have to run around the parade ground with a heavy artillery shell filled with cement held above your head.


The first time I had to do this I remember thinking, ‘Why do I need to Brasso the back of a pin? What does it matter if it’s polished or not?’ But then I began to realise that’s what discipline is all about: dealing with the unseen things as if they’re seen. Being disciplined enough to realise that the small things count.


If you mess up repeatedly on the small things, because you don’t think they’re relevant, then trust me: sooner or later you’re going to trip up in a big way.


It might not happen for a while, but sooner or later that mindset is going to lead to a catastrophic failure.


I’ve always enjoyed the disciplined life. The military encourages that mindset. But to do it to the best of your ability, you need to layer your own personal discipline on top.


I’d spend an hour or more buffing my pin before going onto the parade square. A single epaulette might take me a few hours before I felt I was good to go. That was me adding an extra layer of discipline to the task.


I could probably have spent half the time polishing that pin and it would have looked perfectly fine to the casual observer. But if I had done that, I’d have that nagging voice in the back of my head telling me that I could have done better.


I began to realise that’s what discipline is all about: dealing with the unseen things as if they’re seen. Being disciplined enough to realise that the small things count.


I only really comprehended the importance of this mindset when I went into combat. On the battlefield, small details can make an outsized difference to the outcome. That’s why I paid attention to things like oiling my magazines, letting the springs relax between ops. We’d make sure that everyone on the team punched the coordinates into their GPS units, so we all knew where we were going, not just the team leader or the second-in-command (2iC).


If you’re not consistently disciplined, that might lead to a fatality on your team, or mission failure.


Maintaining your discipline eradicates doubt. But you need to do the job properly to get to that point. Half measures of discipline aren’t good enough. The springs in my magazines might be nicely relaxed, or I might have oiled the clips to a reasonably high standard, but if I stop there and think, ‘That’ll do. That’s good enough,’ then I’m going into battle with a chance of something going wrong. Doing the job to eighty or ninety per cent of your ability isn’t going to cut it. Even one or two per cent might impact on the mission. Discipline requires giving a hundred per cent of the effort. Only then will you know that you’re good to go. Anything less, and you’re opening the door to doubt. You’re setting yourself up to fail.


The great thing about discipline is that after a while, once you achieve consistency of discipline, it turns into motivation.


Suppose you decide to get fit. You commit yourself to getting up at five o’clock in the morning each day before work to hit the gym for half an hour. What’s more, you maintain that discipline for a few months. After a while, you start to see the results both physically and mentally. Your endorphins are flowing, you have more energy, you sleep better, you feel like you’re attacking the day.


That discipline then flips into motivation, because the positive changes that you’re seeing and feeling will motivate you to get up the next day. You’ll hit the gym even on the days you’re not really feeling it. You know the results you’re gaining from this continued commitment. Then you have a choice to either maintain that discipline or evolve it into something else.


When I came off a mission, I actually loved stripping down and cleaning my weapon, firing off a few tester rounds on the range. Because the whole time I was thinking, ‘My weapon didn’t fail me on that last op. That’s great. I know that if I keep treating this piece of equipment properly, if I keep being disciplined with it, then it won’t let me down.’


By treating my weapon properly, I knew it would treat me well in return. That became my motivation: to make sure my weapon wouldn’t malfunction. Therefore, I was motivated to stick to that cleaning routine. My reward was to go into battle knowing that I could rely on my primary weapon.
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				Lesson 35 cont'd



				Quote



	



	



			36 Make fear work for you

	

				Mastering fear in the Roman army



				Quote



	



	



			37 Shut out negativity

	

				Pelopidas and Epaminondas



				Quote



	



	



			38 Take the hardest path

	

				Genghis Khan and the Mongol Army



				Quote



	



	



			39 Negotiate obstacles

	

				Alexander the Great and the Rock of Sogdiana



	



	



			40 Be forward thinking

	

				Themistocles and the Wooden Wall



	



	



			41 Be adaptable

	

				General Giap



				Quote



	



	



			42 Organise your cage



			43 Gain an edge

	

				The Spartans at Thermopylae



	



	



			Summary



			PART SIX: LEADERSHIP AND TEAMWORK



			44 Communicate effectively

	

				Quote



	



	



			45 Sing from the same hymn sheet

	

				King Shaka



	



	



			46 Seek good followship

	

				Quote



				Lesson 45 cont'd



				Quote



	



	



			47 Have the courage to ask



			48 Build a consistent team



			49 Get everyone pulling in the same direction

	

				Xenophon and the Ten Thousand



				Quote



	



	



			50 Be a leader in your own life

	

				Alexander the Great refuses water



	



	



			51 Take Personal responsibility

	

				Quote



	



	



			52 Be each other’s lifeline

	

				Quote



	



	



			Summary



			Glossary



			Note on quotations
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