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For Kenzie and Jonathan


AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is the second in my series of SAS biographies, and like SAS Sniper it is written in the first person, where in effect the author and the subject become one. It is, to put it mildly, an unusual experience for someone who has never fired a shot at anything more threatening than a retreating kangaroo, and that in my distant jackarooing days. But both occasions have been extraordinarily satisfying and even pleasurable despite the exhausting process and the demanding deadlines.

Rob Maylor, the subject of SAS Sniper, became and remains a close mate. We are developing a couple of TV and movie projects that flow from the experience, though Rob has moved his family headquarters back to New Zealand whence he came.

Stuart (‘Nev’) and Emily Bonner are very special, and I will always value the many hours we spent together digging into the past and unearthing the dramatic and powerful experiences that they both relished and endured. Stuart’s were on the front lines of war while Emily’s were in the exciting romance of their early days and the agonies of separation as she struggled to provide support for her man and their two great kids while battling her own demons. In situations like this the bonds between author and subject become indissoluble.

The drama is played out against the unique background of Australia’s Special Air Service Regiment (SASR) during its most demanding operational activity since Vietnam – the first decade of the new century that began with East Timor then segued wildly to Afghanistan and Iraq. Stuart was among those who bore the brunt of it and, like many of his colleagues, he did not escape unharmed. The insidious effects disguised beneath the bland lettering PTSD are with him still. Post-traumatic stress disorder is a devil’s brew and it is not confined to the front-line soldier. It spills over into the family and at times it must seem like a life sentence.

In my view Stuart would be justified in becoming very angry about the circumstances that permitted the condition to take root. It is not a new phenomenon. What was ‘shell shock’ in the First World War became ‘combat fatigue’ in the second great conflict, and a kaleidoscope of ‘syndromes’ in the Vietnam and Gulf wars. The army should have developed techniques to protect and prepare soldiers for its fierce onset. This is particularly true of the Special Forces. But on the contrary, as our account demonstrates, the beginnings of the condition might well be traced back to an aspect of the actual selection process of the regiment itself. However, it is not in Stuart’s nature to feed an anger or to hold a grudge.

I am less forgiving. I found the vicious interrogation techniques employed on raw recruits hard to take. As far as I know, there has been no previous public account of this aspect of selection, despite several SASR-endorsed documentaries on the subject. Readers will make their own judgement, but I would have thought the time to engage in interrogation resistance would be better scheduled when the SAS operator was more experienced and less vulnerable to its inevitable emotional backlash.

There are other elements in the book that will break new ground and might well cause official discomfort. For example it has never previously been acknowledged in Australia that we invaded Iraq through a US-negotiated corridor from the Kingdom of Jordan; and we actually led the Coalition forces streaming across the desert while the US Air Force delivered its ‘shock and awe’ bombardment of Baghdad. But we would not have included this unless it was easily obtainable in a five-minute trawl of the internet.

Similarly, we have been careful not to include any aspects of SAS operations that might break the rules of confidentiality or provide some future adversary with information that could put our soldiers in jeopardy. Nor have we touched upon those sensitive activities of the regiment that were outside Stuart’s personal experience.

We have included the account – albeit in fairly brief form – of Emily’s own struggles. The wives and loved ones of SAS operatives rarely get mentioned in the ‘Boy’s Own’ approach of other books on the subject. I hope that this breakthrough will give other women the confidence to tell their stories, for it was never more true that, ‘They also serve who only stand and wait.’

My gratitude to both Stuart and Emily for their trust and confidence is unbounded. I must thank my own wife, Wendy, for her warmth and endurance, since writers (and their partners) also have their moments of stress. And thanks again to my publisher, Matthew Kelly, a stalwart comrade-in-arms in the literary trenches.

Robert Macklin

www.robertmacklin.com
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THEY ARE OUT THERE

In the darkness my hand closed over the grip of the hunting knife, the blade sharpened and honed to kill. They – the enemy – were out there in the night. They were silently closing in. But I had the knife and I had the training – 14 years in the SAS. I also had the experience – tours in Afghanistan, East Timor, Bougainville and Iraq. I was ready for them.

I moved silently through the darkness to a place where I could get eyes on. That was the first rule of surveillance: get yourself into a position of overwatch where you can see what the enemy is up to. That way you can make your counter-moves to take him out before he knows what’s hit him.

I gripped the knife. I was sweating. Luckily I knew the terrain, so I could move quietly and confidently. No need to wake the sleepers; not yet anyway. It was my responsibility. I would protect them, come what may.

I reached the overwatch position. From here I would have an unobstructed view. The silence was deafening. Nothing moved. But they were there. I could feel them. Would they come in a rush, or one at a time? Either way, I was on to them, every sense on high alert. I checked the time – 0300 – just when an attack could come, when we were off guard in that dream time when all the senses closed down and we were at our most vulnerable.

Cautiously I reached out and gently lowered the blinds, making a kind of porthole in the window. Nothing moved. No lights showed. No sound reached me beyond the pounding inside my chest and the soft thudding in my ears. I looked again at where they might be lurking. The street lamp made shadows; they could be hiding in any one of them.

I made my way quietly to the door and inched it open. Still nothing. I stepped out into the cool night air. I moved the knife to the other hand and dried the palm on my t-shirt. I gripped the knife again. I turned left into the shadows. I made a tour of the perimeter. Still nothing. I checked the lock on the back door, checked the windows were firmly closed, then returned to the front and climbed the couple of steps to the door. I turned back for one last look along Meridian Street, Hocking, on Perth’s northern suburban strip, so quiet you could hear a dog barking five clicks away.

Perth. Right, Perth; home; the other side of the bloody planet from that screwed up part of the world where I had spent much of the last few years, or East Timor, where the images drew me back to live again when I closed my eyes and tried to sleep. Perth, headquarters of the regiment, capital of the biggest richest state in Australia, a place of homecoming, of the family sleeping inside No. 22 Meridian Street – my lovely wife Emily, beautiful little baby Kenzie both sleeping inside. Safe.

Nev. Get your head together. Je-sus! There’s nothing out there. It’s all in your head, mate! I glanced across to the neighbour’s place. Poor bugger. He was moving out and I don’t blame him. Not after that ‘incident’ when smoke from his barbecue blew over the fence into our place and after a few beers I banged on his front door till he came out and I called him all sorts of things till he threw a punch and it was on. Blood everywhere. His. And next thing the cops arrived and told me I could be charged with serious assault, as he was in hospital with a head injury … Get your head together, mate!

I closed the door, crept through the quiet house and put the knife back under the mattress before climbing in. Emily was awake. She knew what I’d been doing. I did it nearly every night. ‘You are a fruitcake,’ she said.

I looked up to the ceiling. Maybe she’s right, I thought. Maybe I am. Maybe after 20 years in the army, two-thirds of them in one of the front-line sabre squadrons of the SAS, maybe I’ve cracked, come to the end of my rope.

Nah, bullshit, I thought. Man up! Get your act together. You’ve never let anything get on top of you before this, never backed down before a challenge. Get over it. All you need is a good night’s sleep …

Well, that was true, but it was also the problem. Because I knew, once I surrendered to sleep, just let myself drift off, the dreams were there waiting for me, terrible dreams, worse than you could imagine, so bad that I’d feel ashamed that I had them. I mean, what sort of person dreams of eating human flesh? Jesus, no …

So stay awake, think about the good times, the comradeship of the blokes in the regiment, the joy of meeting Emily in her native Kenya, the long-distance romance, the ups and downs … The ceiling is like a movie screen. Look at it long enough through the sleepless night and you don’t need dreams – the images of the past come alive on the screen. And if you’re lucky you can keep them under control, pick and choose the ones you want to see.
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Strange how we all end up … the images blurring through time, random events, any one of which might have meant we never existed. Just like my great-great-great-grandmother on Mum’s side of the family: little ‘Dolly’ Dalrymple. Her baby brother had been thrown onto the fire, but Dolly survived against the odds …

There she is, the daughter of George Briggs and her Aboriginal mother Woretemoeteyenner, who kept company with Briggs as he worked at sealing in the Furneaux Islands off north-eastern Tasmania around 1808. Woretemoeteyenner’s life is one of hardship and cruelty from the Europeans who made their living from the seal colonies of the islands and of mainland Tasmania.

She is a daughter of Mannarlargenna, an influential native chief later convinced by George Augustus Robinson and his assistant/interpreter Truganini to leave their native homeland in mainland Tasmania and move to a settlement on Flinders Island, where they supposedly would not be subject to persecution by the white settlers. George Robinson at the time is employed by Governor Arthur of the colony to gather as many Aboriginal people as possible and resettle them in remote islands away from the wealthy white landowners. He promises them they can return to their tribal homelands once things settle down. It’s a lie. Instead, the displaced people spend their remaining days in isolated colonies and disused penal settlements.

Truganini herself had also been brutally treated by the sealers. As a young woman she had travelled aboard a sealers’ vessel as they made their way to Bruny Island. Her fiancé and several other native men had also come on board for the journey. En route, the native men were thrown overboard miles from land by the sealers while the women looked on in horror. The men would have attempted to swim back to shore but the sealers had severed their hands so they would drown or the sharks would smell their blood in the water … here they come now, dorsal fins cutting through the water, turning on their backs for the lunge to kill … the screams …

It is not surprising that Aboriginal men, angry at some of the females in their tribal groups for associating with the white men, sometimes seized mixed-race children from their mothers to be killed, to be tossed on the fire. Luckily Dolly is saved from the awful fate of her brother and later fostered by a Doctor Jacob Mountgarrett and his wife, Bridget, and taken to mainland Tasmania. There she is brought up decently and provided with a basic education and safe accommodations.

Dolly later became a great success story in Tasmania. She was celebrated for her role as a protector during a siege on her farm house in 1831 when Aboriginals attacked. In recognition of her bravery she was given a government land grant. She and her husband went on to become wealthy land and business owners in Tasmania’s Latrobe district. In later years Dolly petitioned the governor for her mother to be allowed to join her on the mainland. Woretemoeteyenner was now living at a mission called Wybalena on Flinders Island, where the conditions had led to the death of many of the people who had been sent there. The governor agreed, and mother and daughter were finally reunited.

[image: image]

The ceiling is wiped clean as the images of the Old People depart. Step forward now my grandfather, William George Robert Keefe, born 1894 in Beaconsfield, Tasmania. He is a great-grandson of Dolly’s and worked as a miner, labourer and timber cutter along the west coast, where he married and had several children. In the early part of the 20th century he abandoned his wife and four children and moved north to Queensland, where he met my grandmother, Muriel Amelia Ransley.

Just why he left his wife and children in Tasmania remains a mystery to me. Perhaps he became disillusioned with the routines and responsibility of fatherhood, or perhaps some trauma caused his actions. Whatever the case, William and Muriel spent time together in Mount Morgan and later Sydney. Muriel bore him a baby girl, my mother, Lila Del. Mum was always called Del, and I believe she was named after her famous great-great-grandmother – short for Dalrymple.

Muriel and William never married though, and this was shameful to Muriel, who always referred to him as her husband. She lived a very tough life as William was often away. She’d had another child some 20 years before my mother’s birth. I knew her as my Aunty Bub or Prudence, and she was from a different father.

Muriel told us of her days as a child in Mount Morgan. Her mother ran a boarding house for the mine workers there, and Muriel, as a young girl and the oldest of her siblings, would cook and clean rooms to help make a living. On Sundays her mum would dress her in her Sunday best and 1920s knee-high leather lace-up boots. Off she’d go to Sunday school with firm instructions to keep her clothes clean but Muriel would find her mates and, instead of Sunday school, ride and race billy goats on the outskirts of town. On returning home she would get a hiding from her stern mother for the condition of her dirty torn clothes.

Muriel’s parents were of English descent. Muriel’s father and mother had a terrible and tumultuous marriage and her father George Ransley had big problems with alcohol. After discovering wife Ethel’s extramarital affair with a local man, George went into a bout of depression and drinking, and in 1919 took his own life with a bottle of white arsenic he had told the shopkeeper he was using to cure goat skins. Muriel’s brother Cecil found their unconscious father on the floor of a bedroom. He was rushed to hospital but there was nothing they could do to save him. His death certificate and coronial inquiry indicated suicide by poisoning.

Muriel was privy to all the sadness and turmoil in her parents’ lives leading up to these events. In the inquiry it came out that, on the day prior to her father’s death, he told her he intended to take his life and said goodbye to her and some of the other children.

In 1923, at only 18, Muriel married Henry Muller. She never spoke of this early marriage to anybody, and I suspect her daughter Prudence was conceived during this time. Court documents from 1926 indicate that Henry Muller applied to have the marriage dissolved in the magistrate’s office in Redfern, Sydney. He claimed at that time that Muriel was having an affair with another man, William George Robert Keefe, my grandfather.

Mount Morgan experienced a huge underground mine fire in 1927 followed by several mine closures. Muriel, with her mother and her other children, moved south to Sydney to try to find work and a permanent place to live. In Muriel’s later life, when I was a boy, she would tell me how she could never stand the smell of boiled eggs, as she had cooked thousands of them looking after the working men of the mines at Mount Morgan, and later during the Depression of the 1930s in Sydney.

There she found a small house to rent and there she raised Prudence and Del. Life must have been a struggle but she educated her girls as best she could. Raising children in the Depression and then the war years in Sydney saw Muriel as a mostly single mum working in laborious government jobs to try to keep her family fed and housed. She told me that she was working near Circular Quay the day the Japanese mini-subs struck at Sydney and she saw the bodies of the men floating face down in the water in the aftermath. In the 1950s she worked in a government job at the Health Department for many years and processed human body parts for the department’s medical laboratory.

William was an avid rock fisherman around the heads near Sydney and was often successful in catching big fish to bring home to the table. But on one such expedition he was washed into the sea by a big wave when trying to retrieve a fish close to the water’s edge. He survived but the accident caused an infection in his legs that kept him wheelchair bound for the remainder of his short life.

William’s accident meant Muriel was the sole provider for those tough years after the Second World War. She and my mother often told my three brothers and me stories of how grandfather Bill would sometimes get drunk and rowdy at the local pubs around Broadway and Del would be sent by Muriel to retrieve him, pushing him along in a wheelchair back to their rented home. I never met him, as he died in the early 1950s while my mum was just a young girl, but he must have been a real character.

At Muriel’s funeral in 1999, after I had been in the army and SAS for some years, I saw how slight she had become with age but how immensely robust were her hands crossed over herself even in death. Those were working hands, and she toiled from the cradle to the grave till the age of 94 years.

Mum contracted Parkinson’s disease in her forties and my dad Dennis cared for her full-time until the end. It was only in her late sixties that she discovered she had several step-brothers and sisters (William George Keefe’s abandoned children) in Tasmania. William’s grandchildren contacted us after some family tree searching by my dad and brother Mark, and let us know about the family William left behind all those years ago. Mum was disappointed to hear so late in her life that she had three half-sisters and a half-brother, some of whom lived and worked in Sydney, unknown to her while William was still alive. Did he visit them? Did he even know about them? It’s one of those family mysteries that was still without an answer when Mum died at 69 in 2012.

My dad, Dennis Bonner, has been the rock in our family, looking after Mum 24/7 for over 20 years. He was born on 12 November 1941 in Sydney and went to primary school in Mascot, then high school at Botany Road, Rosebery. He became an apprentice plumber, worked in Banksmeadow for some years, then went to college and studied to become a health and building inspector. This scored him a job at Strathfield Council in 1966. He later moved to Sutherland council in 1970 as it was closer to his home at Heathcote. His dad, George, was a shoemaker and had lived his whole life in the Mascot area until his death at 95 in 2004.
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Now I’m sitting at the airport in Sydney waiting to catch a flight home to see my own young children, Kenzie and Jonathan, and my beautiful wife, Emily. I have been visiting Mum in Kogarah hospital; Dad has been sleeping in a chair each night by her bedside in hospital and doting over her every moment. I knew he would be heartbroken when she passed on, as he shared his life with her since they first met at a Sydney matinee show when she was just 14 and Dennis was 17 years old … a young boy and girl post-war in Sydney whose love lasts from then to now, across a span of hardships and happiness and 56 long years. Mum did pass away a few weeks later, on Saturday 7 July 2012 at 1 p.m. And in my image of him I can see the tears rolling down his cheeks …

At Mum’s funeral I spoke briefly with her lifelong friend Narelle after the service. Narelle had been at the pictures in Mascot when my dad Dennis had approached Lila Del and asked her if she would accompany him to a party. That is how they met. They were childhood sweethearts and then partners through life.

That is love. Dad consoled himself after her passing that he was lucky to have her all those years, but I believe they were lucky to have each other.
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ALL TOO MUCH

I first noticed my strange behaviour on a combat operation – my first tour of Afghanistan in 2001–02. On patrol in the desert when we laid up for the night and I settled down next to my patrol vehicle, I couldn’t sleep. I was attuned to every tiny sound; any noise would raise my heartbeat and produce both aggression and a sense of terrible foreboding. My stomach would knot up and I would bolt upright in my sleeping bag on the hard cold ground, searching for whatever was making the noise.

It got to the point where I would yell at our sentries to be quieter as they patrolled the perimeter. I felt angry that they were walking way too close; the sound of their quiet footsteps not only kept me awake but made me extremely anxious. I knew it was an enemy soldier sneaking up on me. The sentries would usually shout back, telling me to shut up.

I started to become a fearful soldier. In Iraq in 2003 on duty at a captured airbase called Al Asad I was startled by very close rifle fire. The other blokes near me heard it and casually looked to see what the commotion was. On the other hand I immediately thought that I was being fired at and began to duck for cover behind one of our patrol vehicles. It turned out to be our own lads firing at a feral dog that had entered the perimeter and threatened to bite someone and possibly spread rabies. For a few minutes my heart raced and I felt extreme anger that I had not been told of the likelihood of friendly weapons fire.

On my return to Australia I would find myself doing similarly odd things. For example when I went into a busy shop where people were crowding around I’d be on a hair trigger. I felt that at any moment I’d be attacked and would have to react immediately to defend myself. This paranoia meant that I was no longer happy to go out shopping. I would drive Emily crazy with my determination not to be in a crowded place and would always want to leave as soon as I got there.

Another time I was riding my motorbike home from the army barracks after work. A car with young men inside pushed past and yelled something like, ‘Get out of the way.’ I immediately felt a terrible rage towards them and began to chase their car on the busy highway. As I caught up with them, rationality began to kick in and I wondered what the hell I was doing.

My mind kept returning to incidents that had made a deep impact on me – the killing of a doctor in Iraq in a bombing mission, the strangling of a dog in the desert at night, seeing the bodies of dead soldiers in Afghanistan, watching young children screaming as their skin pulled free from sticky burn bandages in East Timor. These images still come back to me daily as I see mundane things that seem to remind me.

Dreams at night set the tone of my day. They can be grisly, bizarre or sometimes hardly remembered, but they’ll mean I’m exhausted and depressed before I get out of bed in the morning. Some are too disturbing or embarrassing for me to recount and I keep them to myself for fear of being considered depraved and sick.

They are centred on military service, and being in the field while on operations. After one dream in particular I wake in a sweat with heart racing and the memory that I was in a hole in the ground surrounded by rotting dead corpses of soldiers. I look in my hands and find myself eating the severed hand of one rotting corpse. This is bizarre, as I’ve never been in any such circumstance, but the image and feelings are very real. I try to work out why I have them. Is it my mind trying to sort out some event, or is my imagination now twisted to a different level? I don’t know and no one can tell me.

One day in Afghanistan while preparing to head out on patrol we got the word that a US special operations team and a group of anti-Taliban Mujahideen (Muj as we called them) had been calling in Coalition fighter aircraft to destroy a Taliban position when something had gone terribly wrong. The problem when using a ground-mounted laser to designate or light up a target is that either end of the laser beam could be interpreted by the laser-guided bomb as the target. When a Special Forces team on the ground shines a laser on the enemy to indicate its position to fighter crews flying above, the bombs can sometimes land on the friendlies’ position instead. This had happened. Emergency medical teams were rushing about prepping the medical tent near our compound.

Suddenly vehicles from the medivac landing zone pulled up in the compound and stretchers were unloaded with badly injured soldiers who were carried quickly by the bearers to the medical tent. Minutes later more vehicles arrived and more marines this time ferried black plastic body bags heavy with limp dead men into the medical facility. I believe four members of the team lost their lives that day as well as the Muj. Seeing the body bags was a stark reminder of our vulnerability to human or technical error.

While at the Americans’ Firebase Rhino in Afghanistan, we spent several days cleaning out the bomb-damaged buildings so they could be used as planning rooms and briefing areas for our 1 Squadron SAS blokes. The rooms were mostly empty except for the piles of discarded building materials lying about that the locals had been using to construct the place. We also went outside the compound to check out some other, older, mud-brick-style buildings that had also been badly damaged in the initial assault. Some of these still had unexploded ordnance (UXOs) lying about and had been taped off or marked with red paint on the brickwork warning all to stay away. There were some old water wells that had been blocked up with rubble and we suspected several bodies had been dropped down them. The smell was horrendous and I just can’t forget it.

UXOs and mines were soon to be a constant companion and headache for all of us in the ’Ghan. When my SAS colleague Andy Russell was killed by a mine, my troop was about 20 kilometres away to the south. We got word on the radio that he had been mortally wounded. I went around to my soldiers and told them the bad news. Some didn’t comprehend what ‘mortally wounded’ meant and I explained he was dead. It was a very sombre mood that day and I felt very detached from the whole scene, like I was watching from afar as the events occurred. We were down near the Iranian–Pakistani–Afghan border conducting reconnaissance, and the threat of mines was always there.

I was really angry at our OC at the time for venturing into the area where Andy had been killed. I felt the OC had been negligent, since he knew there were mines in the area and the one that blew up was in an obvious place for the Taliban to set it. When I got back to base, I didn’t put my feet off the concrete for some time, and even then I stayed on the rocks and hard ground to avoid mines.

In the SAS you are conditioned to react to threats or danger with the ‘fight’ component of the ‘fight or flight’ reaction that is part of everyone’s normal survival instincts. This reaction of aggression towards any threat is enforced through highly realistic training and then in operations. It becomes very normal to instantly prepare to fight whenever you sense any type of threat. This might come from mundane things like someone raising their voice, watching a threatening situation on TV, or having a dispute with a loved one.

You realise when it’s happening and restrain yourself, but in my case the stomach cramps, raised pulse, increased breathing, anxiety and anger are still present. It cannot be switched off. It’s just there and it never goes away.

While at Firebase Rhino I was shown a clip of a young Russian soldier having his head removed by Chechen soldiers with a blunt hunting knife. The image was haunting and set the mood for the remainder of the operation for me on what would be likely to happen to us if we were captured by the Taliban. Later, when searching Taliban training bunkers, we found photos of bearded Taliban men holding the severed heads of their captives.

Living like this continually for almost five months with little respite was a life-changing experience. It left me with great difficulty in planning ahead and a permanent sense of pessimism and gloom, a feeling I couldn’t shake that the end is near. It’s a frame of mind that affects all decision making and also life at home. And of course it affected my work and my ability to make vital operational decisions.

During our regular high-tempo training activities while I was a team leader on counterterrorist duties, I found myself treating the training exactly the same as if it were the real thing back in Iraq or Afghanistan. I felt real anxiety and fear even though I knew the bullets fired were just paintball or blank simulator cartridges. I became very angry when critiqued over any issues and responded verbally and aggressively to my peers.

I decided that I did not want to be promoted above the rank of sergeant and advised the unit commander of this decision. I then had to advise the regimental sergeant major (RSM), who was in charge of all promotional management within the regiment. I headed to his office.

When I got there, he told me he intended to send me on a range of courses leading to promotion. He expected me to be pleased. Instead I told him I’d rather not. That made him very angry. He told me – after I’d done almost 18 years of service and 12 years within Special Forces – that my decision meant I ‘no longer had employability within the regiment’. He told me I should reconsider and let him know when I changed my mind.

I left his office with my mind made up, but not the way he wanted. I would seek discharge as soon as possible. I considered myself a professional soldier and had dedicated myself to being a good soldier. I was only 37. I had excelled in the SASR selection, the patrol and regimental signaller’s courses at the start of my SASR service, and I had done more combat operations than many of my colleagues. And I was proud of it. Now to be advised that my ‘employability’ was limited was a huge kick in the guts.

My sleep became severely affected, and it got to the stage where I would only sleep a couple of hours each night. Our first child, Kenzie, had only just been born in July 2004 and this added additional night-time duties, which contributed to sleep deprivation. As well as the inability to sleep and the anger and anxiety issues, my illness also manifested itself in other ways. I found my stomach was sensitive and painful, and I couldn’t drink or eat things I usually enjoyed. A stomach specialist I consulted wondered if I was affected by some emotional disturbance. I decided to go to the army GP at the Swanbourne Barracks and tell him what was happening to try to get some help.

The doctor was very helpful and said he would try to be discreet. He knew it was not a good career move to admit to some psychological or emotional problem. So he gave me a referral to visit an outside psychiatrist, a Professor Robert Kosky, one of the leading specialists in Perth at the time. He got me to write down a list of my military operational experiences and asked me questions on each one, and I had to explain each experience in detail to him.

I became quite agitated in recounting some of the things I had been involved with. After one such session he said I should be careful on the drive home as these old memories can sometimes, once dredged up, cause difficulties coping shortly afterwards. I thought this was a bit of a laugh, as very few things worried me enough to affect my driving. But, sure enough, on the drive home the thoughts I had rediscovered and the feelings I had dug up did indeed come back at me with a vengeance and I had to stop and take time out from driving to regain my composure.

I had an overpowering feeling of guilt that I had done terrible things during my service and that I was no more entitled to be ill because of it than any of my work colleagues, as they had been through the same experiences as me and appeared perfectly normal. I was weak and not deserving of any special treatment due to some bullshit illness that no one else I worked with was suffering.

Eventually he came to the conclusion that I suffered from a condition known as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Professor Kosky described the symptoms in terms of a chemical imbalance in the brain. As I recall, the brain produces serotonin to help the body to relax and feel calm. My brain was no longer producing enough of the stuff and I was on high alert all the time.

I had to have some medication to try to regain this lost balance, and because of that I had to advise the regiment’s psychologist of these developments and also my OC, so I could take some weeks off work to allow the medication time to take effect.

I fronted up to the OC, Paul, and our squadron sergeant major (SSM), Steve, who were extremely understanding. I indicated that I didn’t want to lose my job over this ‘lack of ability to sleep issue’ (which was the way I understood it at the time). Steve said that it didn’t even enter their minds that I should lose my job. I explained the ‘imbalance’ thing the same way Professor Kosky had explained it to me and they agreed that I should take a couple of weeks off to allow the medication to take effect.

I was now officially on extended sick leave for the first time in my almost 18-year army career. I was prescribed sleeping medication and also a strong antidepressant. This basically knocked me out for the first week or so until my body began to adjust to it, and then I was able to function almost normally again. For a time the bad dreams stopped and I stopped patrolling the house at night. I was more docile and less anxious. The downside was I put on weight and my short-term memory was shot.

After the sick leave I went back to work again. I felt much better and I was able to get some good sleep again for the first time in years. I continued to see the doctors regularly and I was eventually posted from my beloved 1 Squadron to the training squadron. There my new job was to be the lead instructor in the close-quarter battle (CQB) training cell. This posting was to be my last in SASR as an operator. It was the place from which I was to leave the regiment.

PTSD doesn’t affect every soldier who is exposed to dangerous or traumatic circumstances. Most people are likely to have some kind of short-term stressful reaction to such circumstances but it will then subside, allowing them to live normally. Why I was not one of them, I don’t know. Some of the incidents that I have been involved with continue to cause me distress. I find I recycle them over and over again in my mind. Some of the discomfort associated with those memories has subsided with time. The images are still distasteful to me and often shameful, but I can now usually think about them and not cringe and try to block them out as I once did.

Just what were the experiences that I believe contributed to the PTSD? Throughout these pages there are numerous such incidents where I still experience anxiety during recall. But I think it goes deeper than this. While many of my mates in the regiment are also suffering from it – and more are admitting to it all the time – there are others who have been through similar experiences who seem to handle it without any problem.

Maybe they are just better at covering it up, and I have no way of knowing if that’s the case. But what I do know is that the life of an SAS operator puts you into the danger zone for PTSD. And unless the chain of command recognises this and finds a way to combat it, the casualty list will grow by the year. It really is that serious.

The story of female veterans is similar to those of some former SASR blokes I know who now live in their cars on the street. It’s much more dangerous and traumatic for women, who are in constant danger from street predators. The post-deployment debriefings and questionnaires were just a ‘tick the box’ thing to cover arses so when things turned bad for veterans Defence could say they were given counselling.
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GROWING UP

I had a pretty typical Aussie childhood. When I was born on 16 August 1967, I already had a two-year-old brother, Adam, and we lived for a while at Mum and Dad’s original duplex in Mascot. But when we were followed by Mark two years later, we moved to Heathcote. Dad by then was a building and health inspector for the Sutherland Shire Council. They built their own place in Forest Road, land and house for a total £1325, and that’s where we lived, surrounded by the Royal National Park, when our youngest brother, Glen, came along in 1977. I think Mum and Dad really wanted a girl but they got four boys instead.

It was a great life. We weren’t rich but we didn’t really want for anything. We sometimes had free takeaway Chinese food because the shop owners really wanted to impress the local inspector, who might come around to check on the hygiene at their premises. And the bushland of the National Park was our playground. We all grew up loving the outdoors. Adam, who became a lawyer, now spends much of his time on his cattle farm; Mark was a park ranger for a while before going into property development; and Glen lives on the New South Wales South Coast on a couple of acres with his wife, Kim, and their four children. They have built an eco-friendly home in a natural bushland area.

Mum was mostly one of the stay-at-home generation; it’s lots of work looking after four boys. At times she did some household cleaning jobs. She also became involved with voluntary work assisting migrants in English language studies, which she really enjoyed. She loved language and was a fine poet, particularly about her struggle with Parkinson’s. It’s a terrible disease, and I think it helped that she was able to express herself in this way.

We saw quite a bit of our grandma Muriel, and as a small boy I often went with her to the Botany cemetery, where she would scrub her husband William’s tile-topped grave with a bucket of water before placing fresh flowers by the headstone. This was a ritual for Muriel until the late 1970s. Although I was only six or seven, I always wanted to go along with her, as I worried she might stumble and hurt herself on the train journey to Rockdale, where her daughter Bub would pick us up and then deliver us to the cemetery. Afterwards we would go to Bub’s for lunch.

My brothers and I walked the kilometre and a half to Heathcote Primary School from about the age of five or six. When we went to high school, we just had to jump over the back fence and walk across the footy oval and we were there.

Mum and Dad said I was a bright kid, but I didn’t really like school and couldn’t wait to finish each day. I remember that in Year 7 we had a French class and the poor French lady teaching us was hounded mercilessly by the rough-and-tumble 13-year-old kids from Heathcote, Engadine and Helensburgh to the point where she would often end up crying and fleeing the classroom. This of course was our goal, and after that a free-for-all reigned in the classroom until the bell rang for the next lesson.

During recess and lunch my friends and I would often take off in a mate’s old Valiant Charger back to his place to get away from school. This was usually just before art class, as the teacher was easy to convince that I had some urgent medical appointment. Of course that wasn’t the case, and maybe she was happy enough to get rid of me. I did get caught out a few times, however, and the principal would deliver a few strokes of the cane on the hand or backs of my legs. This was usually enough to keep me on the straight and narrow for a couple of days until the threat of punishment wore off.

Actually I liked art and English at high school. I enjoyed painting on canvas and got good marks for my work with the brush. In English we had a female teacher who was passionate about Australian literature, and she would often dissolve in tears when reciting an emotive story, a poem or a song like ‘I Was Only 19’, about Vietnam veterans.

We played rugby league in the last couple of years of high school. Ours was a fairly mediocre team, but we trained two afternoons a week and did okay against other local schools. I liked long-distance running and used to compete with some of the other reasonable runners in the school carnivals, where we’d race through the Royal National Park. I liked swimming, especially when my brothers and I swam in the creeks of the National Park or cycled to Cronulla for a surf. But what I really loved was cycling with my brothers, and we spent hours planning trips, building up to real expeditions from Sydney to Melbourne and north to Brisbane.

We did the Melbourne trip in the 1983 Christmas holidays when I was just 16. We left from Heathcote early one morning thinking that we’d take about ten days to reach our destination and then get a train back from Melbourne. We had to carry all our gear with us, so we rigged bike racks with pannier bags hanging on each side of the rear wheel. In these we carried the sandwiches Mum had made for us, a few spare clothes and a sleeping bag. The tent was a bit of a challenge. In the end Adam carried the tent and fly, and I had the poles and pegs. We also had a water bottle each.

Dad allowed us to withdraw $300 each from our pocket money savings accounts to buy food, pay for tent sites at van parks and also buy our tickets home. Mum no doubt was very worried about the safety of her boys, but being so young and carefree we were oblivious to the potential risks.

We took the coast road down the Princes Highway, and on day one we made it as far as Kiama, about 120 kilometres south of Sydney, without mishap. On the second day, just south of Nowra, a woman in a sedan failed to see Adam and turned left into a side street directly in front of him, knocking him off his bike. Luckily he only had a couple of bruises and scrapes and we were on our way again within a minute or two. Thankfully after this we didn’t have any more accidents, but just about every day there would be a near miss when a large logging truck or a careless car driver would squeeze us onto the gravel shoulder. If we were belting down a hill at 50 km/h, running onto the gravel could be really dodgy. And as we had the bags on our backs, the bikes were already a little unstable, adding to the challenge.

Every couple of hours we would pull up near a small town and do minor repairs – fixing a flat tyre, tightening some loose nuts and bolts – or we’d just sit down in the shade of a tree and have something to eat. We usually bought a loaf of bread each day and we carried dried fruit and some honey; so this provided us with a high-sugar lunch. At night we heated up a tin of beef stew or beans on a small kerosene primus stove. We ate it on toast (basically burned bread) and finished off with a cup of tea.

On some occasions we could use a gas barbecue provided at the caravan parks where we spent the night. At one of these near the Victorian border we met an elderly couple named Harold and Esmay, who normally lived in Altona, a Melbourne suburb. They were surprised that I was ‘so young and far from home’ and invited us to stay in their granny flat when we reached our destination.

When we got to Melbourne, it took us hours of cycling around the suburbs to locate their address. No GPS in those days, and we didn’t have a street directory. Eventually we came across their modest brick and fibro home on the main street of Altona. They were happy to see us and opened up the small granny flat in the backyard. They were a terrific couple and very generous. We ate most of our meals with them while we explored much of the Melbourne city by train each day. We also met their granddaughters, who were very pretty and about the same ages as Adam and me.

Years later, after I had joined the army, I had two opportunities to visit them again while passing through Melbourne. On the second occasion Harold had recently passed away and Esmay, now alone, was happy to see me again. I’m sure she now has a long list of grandchildren and maybe great-grandchildren to continue her family line.

It was a great experience for young teenagers, and at the end of the following year Adam and I did another trip to Brisbane with our younger brother Mark and his friend Matthew. This time we stayed in a tent site near the high-rise palaces of the Gold Coast.

Back then there were no bike-helmet laws, and we certainly didn’t wear them. Thinking back on these trips now, I wouldn’t want my children to try such things when they get to that age. But I suppose I’m no different from all parents these days.

By the end of Year 11 in high school I’d had enough and, although I completed Year 12 in 1985, my heart just wasn’t in it. Some of my other friends were already in the workforce and appeared to be making good money and I wanted to do the same. I was really keen on the outdoors and for a few weeks towards the end of that year I did a jackeroo’s training course near Tamworth in northern New South Wales. I wanted to work on a sheep station. Dad had often told us stories about the farm near Grafton he visited as a boy. He made it sound like a great life. I loved watching TV shows by outback adventurers like Malcolm Douglas. I was also keen to see and experience the Aboriginal culture of the far north.

I liked horses. When we were all really young, Dad had taken us boys to the pictures to see a small production about some Aussie adventures by Alby Mangels and his mate, who had travelled the outback as stockmen, then around the world in their World Safari program. And there was a vacant paddock behind our place where we used to jump on the bare backs of the horses that roamed around there. Mark and I also went on a Blue Mountains horseback adventure for three days when we were about 12 and 14 and really enjoyed that as well. Mum loved horses and had a pony as a young girl. On weekends she would sometimes take us horseback riding south of Sydney.

I was quite excited as I rode my motorbike to Tamworth. I’d been mucking around with bikes and cars since I was 16 and bought an old, busted, two-stroke Yamaha road bike for $50. I fixed it up and sold it for $400. Later I bought a Mini for $700, which I tidied up and sold for $1500. I bought my first licensed bike, a 250 cc Honda motorbike, for $1400 with the money I’d saved from part-time jobs and the bike and car deals. It took me off to Tamworth as I made my way into the wide world.

It took me a full day to ride there, and when I arrived in the late afternoon there were around half a dozen other young people there just like me, eager to learn new skills that we could use in our future jobs.

The camp was really a beef and sheep farm about an hour’s drive from Tamworth’s town centre. It was quite old and was run by the son of the owner. His father was there as well, and they took us out each day to assist with the regular routine of the station. We travelled everywhere on horseback, and within a day we were mustering sheep and cattle, branding and gelding young cattle, and drenching or dipping the sheep. They showed us how to shear and slaughter a ‘killer’ – usually an old wether – for the dinner table. We also learned to shoe our horses and keep the saddles and reins soft and pliable with neatsfoot oil. It was a terrific experience and I often think it would be great for any young people today.

The one drawback was the food. They gave us such small helpings I was starving most of the time. At the end of a long dusty day branding cattle in the yards, I was ravenous and as a growing teenager I needed a big meal. The camp cook was a young woman who had the hots for the farmer’s son, so always gave him triple rations, whereas we paying customers got the leftovers. We spent a lot of hungry nights until breakfast, and that was pretty meagre as well. They were obviously trying to save on their food bill.
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