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    And to our families and friends at home for their enduring love and support – we couldn’t have done it without you.
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    Glossary of Terms and Abbreviations




    CASEVAC – casualty evacuation




    CO – Commanding Officer




    contact – to intercept or engage with the enemy




    DS – Directing Staff: the assessors for SAS Selection




    extract – to remove personnel from a combat zone




    Green Army – the Regular Army




    high-threat detention mission – a mission where the aim is to detain a high-risk target such as a Taliban leader




    IED – improvised explosive device




    IED facilitator – someone who helps to build and distribute IEDs




    intel – intelligence




    noisy – a firefight: ‘It got noisy in there pretty quickly.’




    NVGs – night vision goggles




    pass out – to complete a military course




    point man – a soldier who leads a unit into a hostile position




    Quick Reaction Force (QRF) – a unit designed to provide a rapid response in unfolding situations




    rebomb – to reload a weapon




    SAS – Special Air Service




    SBS – Special Boat Service




    tour – a tour of duty: time spent in a hostile area, such as Iraq or Afghanistan




    walk-in operation – a mission where a unit arrives on foot




    wet, a – a hot drink. The word for a cup of tea in the Marines; in the Army, it’s known as a ‘brew’


  




  

    Preface




    ‘Who Dares Wins’: it’s long been our motto in the British Special Forces, a highly skilled unit of the military’s most effective soldiers. For much of our history, that one pithy statement has made for an apt summary of how we operate in the field of combat – we dare, we win. In times of crisis, such as the infamous Iranian Embassy siege of 1980, in which 26 people were taken captive by terrorists, our operatives were deployed to resolve a pressurised hostage situation with force. In war zones, we’re dropped behind enemy lines in order to wreak havoc, killing high-profile targets and disrupting dangerous weapons systems on command. As far as the military are concerned, we’ve long been regarded as being the best of the best.




    There’s more to a life in the Special Forces than simply exercising extreme violence, however. Our secretive work isn’t only about aggression and selfless acts of bravery, though everybody in the Regiment is aware of the risks that face us in a theatre of war, where death, capture and torture are very real possibilities. Instead, we like to think of ourselves as ‘Thinking Soldiers’: individuals built to be both leaders and team players; schemers capable of adapting to any situation; Jacks and masters of all trades with a chameleon-like ability to blend into any situation undetected.




    That is the reason why so many civilians are fascinated by the SAS and SBS. Countless books have been written about our work; feature films and documentaries have been made, too. The uniform probably helps. The Regiment’s all-black get-up and balaclavas carry an air of sophisticated menace, though a lot of the interest in our work focuses on the operations we execute and the physical hardships we endure along the way. A lot of people want to know exactly how tough somebody has to be to pass Selection, the gruelling entrance trial that works as a gateway into the Special Forces.




    Over two seasons, our Channel 4 TV show, SAS: Who Dares Wins, has set out to do exactly that. Gathering together groups of civilian ‘recruits’, many of whom were considered to be at the peak of physical fitness, we pushed them through a diluted version of Selection over eight days. They suffered the same physical hardships, mental fatigue and emotional breakdowns experienced by most soldiers while attempting to make it into the Special Forces. Along the way, all of them learned something about their personal abilities as leaders and team players, whether they made it through to the finishing line (which very few did) or dropped out at the first stage. Strengths were highlighted, weaknesses exposed. As a result they became better leaders, better team players, better people, when they were returned to ‘Real Life’.




    In the pages of SAS: Who Dares Wins – Leadership Secrets from the Special Forces, we’ve distilled those same lessons, and many others, into a handbook for people of responsibility at all levels. It might be that you’re the CEO of a multinational company or the founder of a new start-up; maybe you want to improve your communication skills as the manager of a local football team, or you’re working as the new boss in a job where the mechanics and personalities of your group seem unfamiliar and have placed you outside your comfort zone. Either way, this book will deliver a series of battle-hardened leadership techniques for you to utilise, each one learned under pressure. 




    Split into five core sections, the book will detail the experiences that have led us, the four members of the show – Ant Middleton, Jason Fox, Matthew Ollerton and Colin Maclachlan – towards a life in the Special Forces, plus the hardships and lessons we had to experience in Selection before joining up with the toughest military unit in the world. From there we’ll share our techniques with you on the subjects of ‘Mission Planning’; ‘Conflict’; ‘Teamwork, Leadership and Responsibility’; and ‘Becoming the Thinking Soldier’. Each chapter will tackle a leadership issue head on, such as how to handle a worst-case scenario or the techniques required to remain calm under extreme pressure. We’ll then deliver anecdotal evidence on how we resolved those same issues within conflicts, before breaking down the skills that are transferrable into a civilian context.




    With our help you can operate with the same precision and efficiency as the Thinking Soldier. 




    You can become elite.




    The DS


  




  

    Meet the DS
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    Anthony ‘Ant’ Middleton




    Ant joined the Royal Engineers in 1997 at the age of 16. He left them in 2002 to serve with the Royal Marines and was deployed to Afghanistan as a section commander. Having passed UK Special Forces Selection (Selection) at the first attempt, in 2008 he joined the SBS, where he was deployed twice more to Afghanistan as a point man and team leader until 2011.




    During the early stages of his Special Forces career, Ant would lead the team across terrain and into enemy-­occupied buildings where there was often close-quarters combat. Elsewhere, he was utilised as a helicopter sniper and narrowly escaped death while serving in Afghanistan, when several rounds of returning enemy fire missed his head by a matter of centimetres.




    Ant now works in the mining and security sector in Africa, as well as with several charity operations throughout the con­tinent, providing clean water and drilling and constructing wells for villages and communities that have been affected by serious water shortages.




    [image: ]




    Matthew ‘Ollie’ Ollerton




    Ollie joined the Royal Marine Commandos in 1990 at the age of 18 and served in Northern Ireland. On his first day on duty, a 500lb car bomb exploded in a nearby checkpoint, killing everybody inside. Ollie was tasked with clearing the wreckage. A year later, he served in Operation Desert Storm in Iraq, during which he evacuated Kurds from a number of villages that had been destroyed in the conflict.




    In 1994, Ollie completed Selection and joined the SBS, where he worked globally on operations and participated in marine counterterrorism missions.




    Ollie retired from the Special Forces and worked as a Country Manager for a private security company (PSC) in Iraq, and later as an Operations Manager helping to free children held in sex-trafficking camps across south-east Asia. Alongside Jason Fox, he currently runs Break-Point, a group which introduces corporate business leaders to the techniques and tactics used by the British Special Forces.
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    Jason ‘Foxy’ Fox




    Foxy joined the Royal Marines when he was 16 and worked his way up to Selection, which he passed in 2002. He completed multiple tours of Afghanistan as well as serving globally on numerous operations in the SBS, as a demolitions expert, combat swimmer and dog handler.




    Foxy left the SBS as a Sergeant in 2012 when he was diagnosed with post-traumatic-stress disorder. He later attributed his condition to the pressures of frequent tours during which his life was constantly under threat. He now prepares film and television production crews operating in high-risk zones.




    With Ollie, he runs a company called Break-Point, which introduces corporate business leaders to the techniques and tactics used by the British Special Forces.
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    Colin Maclachlan




    Colin joined the military in 1989, when he was 15. His military life began with the Royal Scots; he later gained the rank of Warrant Officer Class II. He was put up for Selection to the SAS in 1998 and became the first person to pass into the Special Forces from his regiment in 20 years. Colin operated in the Balkans, Afghanistan and the UK.




    After leaving the SAS, Colin moved back to Edinburgh. He now works as a Risk Management Consultant. He is also a TV presenter, author and ambassador for several charities, including Pilgrim Bandits, the Lee Rigby Foundation, the NSPCC and the Leeds Rhinos Foundation.
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    Anthony ‘Ant’ Middleton in Afghanistan during his time in the Service.
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    Ant on location on SAS 1
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    Jason ‘Foxy’ Fox in Afghanistan
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    Foxy on location on SAS 1
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    Matthew ‘Ollie’ Ollerton in Iraq, just after the fall of Saddam Hussein
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    Ollie on location on SAS 1
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    Colin Maclachlan in 2000
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    Colin in the interrogation room of the SAS 1 set
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    Anthony Middleton instructs Phil Hoban in map reading on Day 1 of SAS filming
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    Recruits learn vital navigation skills on Day 1 of SAS filming
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    Foxy and Ollie use their downtime for a workout in the ‘pain cave’
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    Ollie leads contributors Caine, Alan and Ryan on the 
CFT (combat fitness test) on Day 1 of SAS 1 filming
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    Recruits take a break after the CFT on Day 1 of SAS 1 filming




    [image: ]




    Recruit line-up on Day 1 of SAS 1 filming 


  




  

    PART ONE 
JOINING THE ELITE


  




  

    1
Who Dares Wins: Joining the SAS




    No matter what we do in life, most of us strive to fulfil our potential; there’s an innate desire to operate at the peak of our abilities, whether that be at work, at home, working on our physical fitness or even handling our finances. Politicians want to lead at the highest levels, footballers dream of playing in the World Cup, entrepreneurs have an urge to score the biggest deals. Meanwhile, all of us like to be recognised for hard work or given credit for our efforts and ideas.




    Personal achievement – big and small – is what drives us and it’s no different in the military. For a number of soldiers, merely functioning in the theatre of combat isn’t enough. We want to be the best of the best, and the only way to get there is to join the Special Forces.




    COLIN: It takes a lot to become a member of the Special Forces – the British military’s elite regiment. When the corps first started, during the Second World War, it was as a commando force that worked behind enemy lines during the campaign in North Africa. Later, its primary tasks became hostage rescue, counterterrorism, intelligence gathering, sabotage and direct-action operations. Because of the undercover nature of its work, personnel had to be of elite quality. There was no room for weakness, so each soldier joining ‘The Regiment’ – as it was nicknamed – came quickly to be regarded as the best of the best.




    Meanwhile, everyone involved possessed a combination of unique qualities, allowing him to perform high-risk tasks under extreme pressure. These included basic requirements, such as expert soldiering skills and leadership qualities. But there were valuable personal characteristics that individuals had to possess if they were to pass Selection – the gruelling series of tests that established whether a soldier had the minerals to join the Special Forces. These included adaptability to change, humour and humility, attention to detail, mental strength and a positive attitude, passion and lateral thinking. It wasn’t just about being the bravest or the fittest. (Though those characteristics were undoubtedly helpful.) It was about being the ‘Thinking Soldier’, and using brains over brute force.




    I had always wanted to operate at the top end in the military. It was one thing to guard Balmoral Castle as a soldier; it was an altogether different experience to rescue hostages held at a military stronghold in Iraq. Like anyone who takes pride in their profession, I wanted to perform at the highest level and be recognised as part of the elite. That’s the same for a lot of people: an ambitious stockbroker would want to work at one of the biggest companies in London or New York, for example. In the British Army there was only one place to go if you wanted to be regarded as one of the very best, and that was the Special Forces. It wasn’t just the pride of the Army, but of the Navy and RAF, too.




    I had joined the military at the age of 15; my mum had told me that she wanted me out of the house at 16, so I signed up for the Army with two weeks to go. I was petrified at first. The job could be quite scary and lonely at times; I was getting wet and dirty, and putting cam [camouflage] cream on for £5 a week. I ended up with the Royal Scots and completed my training in preparation for the first Iraq war.




    I later learned that nobody had passed Selection from our unit in a generation. (Nobody else has passed since my entering the Special Forces.) There was a mystique about the SAS, and, like a lot of my mates, I had read the famous SAS books, such as Andy McNab’s Bravo Two Zero, which only fuelled my fascination, and the thought of a different way of life in the military excited me. Working at the top end was much more appealing than marching around a field in South Armagh or patrolling the streets of Belfast, which were regular drills during our conflict with the IRA.




    To volunteer for Selection, I had to apply through the Royal Scots. Some units have their own ‘beat-up’ to get there – a mini-Selection that establishes if a soldier is truly up to the tasks ahead. There hadn’t been any of that in the Royal Scots, though; guys weren’t banging on the Commanding Officer’s door to join the SAS, so nobody thought to have an entry course, and when I announced my decision in 1998 it was considered a rarity. I was given a couple of weeks prior to Selection so I could work on navigation practice and fitness drills, which was useful, but my first day on Selection shattered any illusions that I might be one of the more advanced in the group.




    When I arrived in the cookhouse at Brecon Beacons – a military camp based in the South Wales mountain range (which is quite near to the Regiment’s headquarters in Hereford) and one of the locations for the recruitment process’s notorious Hill Phase – nearly 200 blokes had gathered together. They arrived in all shapes and sizes. Some of them were huge; all of them were athletic. One or two of the guys even wore triathlon and marathon T-shirts. I was well known in my unit for being fairly fit, but on that first day I felt average. Joining the SAS was going to be a lot harder than I’d ever imagined.




    FOXY: I loved soldiering. I was quietly confident and determined; I liked taking calculated risks, so I figured I could work quite well in the Special Forces. I came from a military family and joined the Marines at the age of 16. My granddad was in the Navy; my dad was in the Marines, my brother, too, so their influence and stories encouraged me to sign up.




    Ten years into my career, I put myself forward for Selection, having read about the Special Forces in magazines and books.




    ‘Fuck, that’s cool,’ I thought. ‘I want to do that.’




    I had been attracted to the Special Forces by their roguish element. Joining up would allow me to do a lot of the cool shit boys often dreamed about, and once I’d passed, I worked as a counterterrorism and demolitions expert with the Special Boat Service. At times the work was fun.




    I loved the fact that the guys involved with the Special Forces had more responsibility. There was an increased sense of autonomy, too, which I liked, and an individual’s ideas and opinions were valued in the Special Forces; rank meant very little. But when it came to Selection, I cuffed it. I was set to start in January. That meant I had a whole period of Christmas leave to prepare, but rather than training hard, I went on the piss and ate loads of crap food instead.




    ‘I might as well,’ I thought, trying to convince myself that I could get away with slacking. ‘I’ve seen people over-train before Selection and they get injured quickly.’




    Once I’d started, it was obvious I wasn’t in the best of shape. Still, I focused on staying with the other recruits for the first two weeks. My plan was to come into my own in the second fortnight and hopefully pass that way.




    OLLIE: I was part of a military family from Burton-­upon-Trent in Staffordshire. My grandfather was a captain in the Royal Engineers, and my brother became a helicopter pilot with the Royal Navy, so I was always heading that way, too, especially as I was a bit of a rebel at school. I would scrap with other kids and bunk lessons; I needed discipline.




    My childhood was stressful, though. Mum and Dad divorced when I was young and my grandparents passed away shortly afterwards. Then, when I was ten years old, I was mauled by a circus chimpanzee. The experience was terrifying. There was a loud scream from the monkey, all 60 kilos of it, as it pinned me to the floor, blood dripping from its teeth as it gored my flesh. That experience changed me to some degree, and as a result I suffered from post-traumatic-stress disorder.




    The military saved me from really going off the rails in a way. I always wanted to serve my country, and I always wanted to be the best of the best. I eventually joined the Royal Marines at the age of 18, though when I first applied, I felt very disillusioned. Forces life didn’t seem like my thing. When I talked through my military future in the Careers Office, I was asked, ‘What do you want to do once you get into the Marines?’ There was a book on the desk in front of me. On the open page was a photograph of a combat swimmer in the Special Boat Service.




    ‘I want to do that,’ I said, pointing at the photograph.




    The Careers Officer just laughed. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘They all say that.’




    That always stuck with me. (Little did that Careers Officer realise that one day I would be that combat swimmer.)




    Once I’d made it into the Marines, my sense of disillusionment only intensified: I hated the hierarchy and the regimental crap that came with it. I think a lot of people who go into the Special Forces feel that way. I felt frustrated, so frustrated that for a while I considered quitting the military full stop. But there was a desire to push myself harder. Everybody has a warrior spirit somewhere inside them. (Though some people have to dig really deep to find it.) For me, I wanted to be at the elite level of the job. I knew by joining the Special Forces I’d find an increased sense of satisfaction, valour – everything.




    I also wanted to take risks and work on operations that were much more dangerous than anything I’d done with the Marines. That was my incentive. Whenever I explained to people how much I loved being in the Special Forces, they always said, ‘Yeah, but you have to go to war.’ But that’s exactly what I wanted. With greater risks come greater rewards. That’s the same in any situation: if you’re not prepared to take risks in life, you won’t feel fulfilled.




    When I first announced that I wanted to get into the Selection process, people doubted me. The Sergeant I was working for at the time even laughed.




    ‘Oh, this is going to be hilarious,’ he said.




    That gave me the fuel to push on. Desire was the quality I needed if I was to pass through: I had to be determined and able to negate any thoughts that were holding me back, and so I used other people’s doubts as power. It was the incentive to get me over the line.




    ANT: I grew to hate the Army, mainly towards the back end of my time there.




    Prior to joining I was living in France with my family, and signing up had been an excuse to get back to England. Once my training began, I loved it and I was really looking forward to seeing how my career would unfold. Within six months of arriving at my unit (9 Parachute Squadron Royal Engineers), I knew it wasn’t for me. For starters, there were lots of pub soldiers around at the time, blokes who would booze all night and then end up drinking a pint of piss for a laugh. A regular ‘game’ was for one of the lads to dangle their bollocks over a pool table pocket. Somebody would then fire a cue ball at them, usually as hard as possible.




    I wasn’t into that.




    I had plenty of confidence at that time, probably too much, and it held me back initially. I’d started as a Para-trained soldier, having passed P Company, which was based in Catterick, North Yorkshire, at the Infantry Training Centre, and my ego was problematic. My confidence was confused with arrogance, which put a lot of people off me.




    That came from my upbringing. As a kid I was a very outgoing person; I was popular at school, probably because I’d been brought up with older brothers to protect me, so when it came to meeting new people or working with others, I was full of self-confidence. I was self-assured and happy to let everybody know it. Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t a runaway toe rag, but I definitely had some attitude.




    I carried that into the Army, though what I hadn’t realised was that I needed to be a team player to progress quickly. Instead I failed to harness my confidence in the right way. I wanted to be the centre of attention, and that held me back. If I could have focused more on the job in hand rather than thinking I was better than everyone and not caring what my peers thought, I would have got a lot further, a lot faster.




    There were other occasions when I felt like I was being pushed about, just for trying to get ahead. When I first joined, the unit was out on a run one day. I was right up at the front when suddenly I felt a whack around the back of my legs. I fell off the road and into a ditch. When I looked up, one of the old boys was glaring down at me.




    ‘Fucking hell, you spod,’ he hissed. ‘What are you doing at the front? Get to the back. You’re showing the rest of us up.’




    I couldn’t get my head around that. I thought, ‘How are you supposed to get the best out of people if you’re going to tell the enthusiastic ones not to bother?’ That pissed me off, big time. I had a bolder vision for my military life than simply fitting in with everybody else. I knew I had to reach a higher level if I was to be happy, so at the age of 24 I joined the Marines.




    The camaraderie and professionalism there were a lot more in tune with where I wanted to be, and I suppose that’s when I first considered the idea of joining the Special Forces. But the Marines’ training programme was already considered to be one of the hardest in the world. It was a massive stepping-­stone. I learned exactly how far I could push myself, and how important self-belief was in driving a person forward, but only when it was under control.




    Life changed once I’d passed out in 2002. After that, I didn’t need to mouth off. I could prove myself on the battlefield instead; I was able to display my worth on missions. The bragging stopped. I’d reached a stage in my life where I was a father, working in Afghanistan as a Section Commander and somebody who was considered to be a good operator on the ground. Finally I felt comfortable with what I was doing.




    That’s when I pushed for Selection.


  




  

    2 
The Hills




    Success doesn’t come easily, not usually anyway. Not in life, and definitely not in the military. To reach the very apex of our abilities we sometimes have to first understand the extent of our strengths and weaknesses. The best way to do that is to springboard up from rock bottom – a place where we doubt ourselves and our resources. Clawing our way out of that uncomfortable place can be painful, though, especially when quitting often seems like the easiest escape route. But only through pushing through can we truly know what we’re capable of.




    The Selection process is designed to force a soldier to those low points. The difference between the ones who qualify and those who don’t is usually the ability to recognise their mental weaknesses and physical flaws and then push through to the end regardless. In a work setting, that could be the seemingly insurmountable tower of paperwork before a career-defining presentation. In a personal challenge, such as a marathon, it’s the final, gruelling training run that might knock our confidence when assessing our chances of getting across the finishing line.




    During Selection, soldiers are challenged on a daily basis, often from the minute we begin the Hills Phase – the assessment’s brutal opening section. This examination teaches us everything we need to know about the pressures that come with being in the Special Forces. Meanwhile, it’s our chance to show those in charge that we’ve got it in us to be the very best.




    ANT: Selection was the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life and at times it pushed me to my limits, both mentally and physically. It was not nice. Taking place over the course of a year, it comprised five key stages:




    1. The Briefing Course




    2. Aptitude Phase (The Hills Phase)




    3. Jungle; Special Forces Tactics, Techniques and Procedures (TTP) and Special Operations (SOP) Training




    4. Survive, Evade, Resist, Extract




    5. Continuation Training




    At any stage, soldiers who find the workload too gruelling can bin themselves off the assessment. Likewise, should any recruits not match the expectations of the Directing Staff (the assessors) on any of the exercises, they can be thrown off Selection, especially if it looks like they might put themselves, or others, at risk.




    All Selections start the same, though, with a one-week Briefing Course in which a group of hopefuls are told exactly what’s expected of them should they be among the few who make it into the Special Forces. There are combat fitness tests and load marches, plus examinations of swimming, first aid, and map and compass skills. Any recruits not matching the basic criteria are usually found out pretty quickly; they’re kicked off before the serious work begins. All the soldiers are given a training plan to get themselves in shape for the Selection process proper, but nothing really prepares you for the opening physical stage: ‘The Hills’.




    This ‘aptitude phase’, which is designed to push your body to its physical limits, takes place in the Brecon Beacons, a challenging range of peaks in Wales. There are two tests a year (though a soldier will only take one), one in the winter, one in the summer. The theory goes that if you get a winter Hills (when it always pisses down with rain and it’s freezing cold), you’ll do the Jungle Phase in the summer, which is perceived to be a better option because it takes place during the dry season. That’s bullshit. I did the winter Hills and it pissed down. I did the Jungle Phase in the dry season and it also pissed down – every day. It was horrendous. At no stage did I ever seriously consider quitting, but there were definitely one or two occasions when I wondered out aloud, ‘Why am I doing this?’




    The Hills Phase was seriously hard work. There were more Basic Combat Fitness Tests, plus a series of runs and timed marches over the Brecon Beacons. Some of them, such as the final march, called ‘The Endurance’, required us to cover large distances in a limited amount of time. All of this was done while carrying heavy bergens and a rifle. Then there were swimming and underwater assessments. It wasn’t nice at all.




    Every day our basic infantry skills were tested under pressure, and questions were asked of us all the time. Can you cover excessive distances, on your own, while being self-­sufficient? Can you navigate alone and get to the checkpoints you’ve been assigned? Can you do all that under the weight of equipment, food and water? We were allowed to haul as many provisions as we liked on the marches and runs. However, the more we carried, the more it weighed. My trick was to drink a lot through the night, maybe something every couple of hours. I was so well hydrated by morning that I wouldn’t have to carry that much water during the walks and runs. We were on the hills for five or six hours, day after day, and there were several crushing moments.




    COLIN: I hung on in there during the Hills Phase. Weirdly, I struggled the most in the first week. I was usually very good with a pack on my back, especially when running up steep and challenging terrain, but we did our Hills Phase in the winter and the conditions were really tough. I often found myself running, or marching, in the centre of a pack of 200 soldiers in the early stages. That position never seemed to change. With every run, I was somewhere in the middle.




    Luckily, the pack reduced in size every week, and at the end everyone else around me had fallen away and I had passed. In fact, none of the guys who made it through the Hills Phase during my Selection were what you would call pack leaders at any stage. All of them were like me: on the face of it they didn’t seem particularly special. They weren’t really fast, muscular or incredibly clever. They were Mr Averages; strong all-rounders.




    The weather was awful on the Brecon Beacons. Given the choice I would have much preferred the summer Hills. Sure, it’s hot and really dry; a soldier has to carry a lot of fluids around, and it can be hard to make the checkpoints in time because of the fatigue, but it’s still a damn sight better than winter. We were running in snow, gale force winds and horizontal rain. While working through the marches and runs people became lost on the hills. Some nearly died from hypothermia. One or two guys were found wandering on roads that were 30 or so miles wide of their checkpoints. That’s how much the conditions had affected them. It was carnage.




    Meanwhile, the Directing Staff played a series of mind games on us, just to add to the pressure. On one overnight march, we hiked through an awful rainstorm. The entire group were cold, wet and starving hungry by the time we arrived at our checkpoint. That’s when one of the DS broke the awful news: our meal truck hadn’t arrived.




    ‘We won’t be stopping for dinner,’ he said. ‘Get yourselves ready to go on a night NAVEX [navigation expedition]. In half an hour, I’ll give the first grid references to you.’




    Talk about soul-destroying!




    Within half an hour of us learning the news, eight people had thrown in the towel. The realisation that there would be no food had broken them. Not long after the last one dropped out, I was told to get my checkpoint grids and jump into a truck along with several other soldiers. As soon as the seats were full, we were driven back to base. It turned out there had been no real plans for a NAVEX. The whole thing was a trick to separate the mentally tough from the weak.




    We later re-created that idea during the first season of SAS: Who Dares Wins. Amongst the civilians hoping to make it through to the end of the show was a ‘mole’ – a former Marine pretending to be one of the guys. He was strong, fit, smart and likeable. On our order he threw in the towel, even though it had seemed to everybody else that he was working through the tasks quite comfortably. The psychological effect was powerful. Three or four of the recruits thought, ‘Well, if he can’t carry on, how the hell can I?’ They dropped out immediately.




    I remained strong. The Hills Phase had taught me that I didn’t need to be faster, tougher or smarter than anyone else. I just had to rely on my own mental and physical strengths to get through, rather than measuring myself against the successes and failures of those around me. It was a lesson that has served me well throughout my life, both inside the military and out.




    FOXY: To keep myself going through the Hills, I remembered something a mate had told me right at the very beginning of Selection. ‘If you can dig in for this short period of time,’ he said, ‘then you get yourself into a cool club.’




    I knew he was right, so I buckled down, but it was tough work. There were several really long marches where we spent a lot of time alone. We were left to our own devices. Nobody was hounding us or shouting, and it was up to every individual on Selection to prove he was up to it.




    I’ve learned there are two types of fun in life. Type One is where we’re pissing it up, laughing with mates and chatting to girls. The stimulus is immediate, but we rarely remember it weeks or months down the line. Type Two is different. It’s the stuff that seems shit at first, but when it’s over, there’s a sense of achievement and satisfaction. For example, very few people actually enjoy running a marathon, not while they’re doing it anyway. It’s hell. But afterwards the tendency is to think, ‘Well, that wasn’t too bad.’ The pain and adversity seem hilarious; the memories become fun and those events build our character.




    The Hills Phase was definitely Type Two fun.




    I thought I’d blown it at one stage, though. It was Test Week and I was due to hit a checkpoint during a run, but my timings seemed screwed. I was convinced I was going to arrive late. If that were true, I’d have been kicked off the course. The weather was wet and cold, and I could see the finishing point through the rain, but it was three or four miles away, down in the valley. The ground underneath me was marshland and my boots were sinking into the swampy turf. I was lumping it over the Brecon Beacons in a right stress.




    ‘Right, I’m going to have to make a charge for it here,’ I thought as I pushed forward.




    My arms pumped; my legs were in agony. It was horrendous. At one point I felt like crying, but I got to the checkpoint with time to spare. In the end, it turned out I hadn’t screwed up at all. I had been on time, but because the physical efforts required to get through Selection were so demanding, my mind had freaked out. Still, there was no point in getting angry. It was over.




    What a bloody relief.




    OLLIE: I did the Hills Phase twice because I blew my first shot at Selection [an applicant is allowed two] during the Survive, Evade, Resist, Extract Phase – the very last leg. That was crushing. I was right at the very end, avoiding capture in the Scottish wilds, where one of the rules was that we weren’t allowed contact with civilians, or civilian buildings, as we tried to avoid capture.




    Our patrol had been hiding out in a barn when we bumped into a farmer and his handyman. It wasn’t uncommon for them to encounter soldiers on their land during Selection, and they seemed very happy to drive us to the next checkpoint. We were dropped off at the hill, out of view from the watching DS, but as we ran into the darkness, I heard a bang. I didn’t think anything of it. I thought maybe the car door had been shut heavy-handedly.




    A couple of days later, we were all pulled in for interrogation and read the riot act. Apparently, our farmer had been pissed, and as we bundled away from the car he had fallen over (that banging noise), smashing his head on the pavement. To get out of trouble (maybe for drink driving), he then made up a story for the local police that he’d been beaten up by the SAS. He even described us. Those notes were then passed on to the DS, and as a result our patrol was blamed and returned to unit. We had failed two days before passing the course. I later learned that everybody did what we’d been hammered for doing; they all cheated. The trick was not to get caught.




    A lot of people would have been disheartened by a fall at the final hurdle. I certainly felt pretty low. But then the doubting words of my Sergeant (‘Oh, this is going to be hilarious’) returned. They had been a driving force throughout my lowest points on Selection; I had been desperate to prove him wrong. Those same emotions hit me when I later debated whether to take my second attempt or not. I became fired up again.




    Fuck him – I’m going for it.




    I wanted to get back on the horse while the blood was still fast-flowing. I knew the longer I left it, the harder it would be to pass through; I also understood I had been incredibly unlucky not to make it during my first attempt. Doing it a second time would feel a lot easier because I had experience – well, in theory anyway. I remember 250 people started on my second Hills Phase, and only seven completed Selection, but one of them was me, and, bloody hell, it was tough.




    We would run night expeditions. Having returned to base for a few hours’ kip, it wasn’t uncommon for us to be woken for a ‘beasting’, which were some of the hardest psychological thrashings I can remember. It was savage. The DS would ask us all sorts of questions and I remember being hammered one night for being unable to recall the registration details of a car that had passed us several hours previously. After that, I made a point of memorising the number plate of every car that passed me. I still do. It’s a force of habit. Some events on Selection never leave you, no matter how hard you try to forget.
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