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Prologue


Iraq 2003


My partner and I watch silently. We are the sniper team, the eyes and ears of the unit. The rest of the company advance steadily through the scrubby land in front of us. I see friendly faces through my scope as I scan the distant tree line for enemy positions, dismissing all distractions to focus on the job in hand. I search the date palm plantation and buildings dotted among the trees, then the ground ahead of the advancing men, then the treeline again. A small movement catches my eye. I’m drawn to a rooftop well over 500 metres away.


Through the scope I see three men moving hurriedly around on the flat roof – in the direction we’re advancing on, and from where we had just been ambushed, RPGs (rocket-propelled grenades) sent whistling over our heads and exploding all around us. I give a target indication to the boss over my radio. This is where the sniper role comes into its own. ‘Take the shot,’ is the command.


Years of training have prepared me for this moment. My spotter goes through the process we have practised so many times: I make the required adjustments. My partner confirms I understand everything. Then I wait . . .


The final step is: Time to fire. My mind is empty and every breath I take is controlled. I feel incredibly aware. Of the wind, or lack of it. Of the temperature. So, so hot. Of the weight of my rifle.


As I take up first pressure on the trigger, I see my mate Shiner and other troops still moving towards the enemy, unaware of the shooters. Second pressure – the shot is released and an irreversible chain reaction has begun. I’m almost surprised, because I’m in such a calm state of concentration.


The heat haze vortexes in the wake of the speeding bullet, as if in slow-motion high definition. The single ultrasonic crack whips in front of the advancing troops and alerts them to the direction of the enemy. This is the job I am here to do, have been trained to do – which is what makes pulling the trigger so simple. And yet it’s far from simple.


When I took the shot that day, two lives changed.


 


2017, Democratic Republic of the Congo


Fourteen years have passed and I’m in Mount Nyiragongo, an active – and angry – volcano, the most dangerous in Africa. And when I say I’m ‘in’ the volcano, I mean that literally – I’m 500 metres down inside the volcano crater. I’ve been this far down before, and tried and failed twice to make it to the bottom of the crater, but this time the conditions seem perfect. No excuses.


It is the most surreal experience – spectacular but daunting. Around and above me is the jaw-dropping amphitheatre of the volcano’s crater, about one kilometre wide. Crumbling and broken ledges left over from previous eruptions line the perilous inner walls as I navigate my way down through the lowest unstable layers, towards the lava lake at the bottom – the largest and most violent lava lake in the world.


Getting that deep requires hours of different rope techniques, abseils and traverses down and across the crumbling rock, searching for secure areas and hoping to avoid the constant rockslides, including boulders that would take my head off. The noise of huge crashing rocks fills the air and, coupled with the overpowering smell of sulphur and the ferocious bubbling and whooshing heat from below, makes it clear that I am truly inside the very hydraulics of the planet.


There is a last 80-metre drop to the crater floor, and I check with those watching from above before starting the descent. My mouth is dry, I’m sweating profusely. I am acutely aware that if anything goes wrong, there is no rescue. I am on my own. Every tiny decision matters in this moment.


Landing on the base of the crater, achievement that it is, doesn’t lessen the adrenaline or anxiety. Beneath the boulder I’m standing on is a thick stream of black solidified lava. I’ve talked myself into believing it’s a dangerous place to be for a very good reason: because it is. I come off the ropes, do a short piece to the camera on my phone and assess the situation. A mere 70 metres in one direction is the furious lava lake. About 6o metres in another direction is a mini-volcano which erupted and almost killed me the last time I attempted to reach this spot. I have this overwhelming feeling of insignificance, of being out of place, somewhere humans have no business being.


Time to bow out. I don’t want to push my luck. If anyone knows how tenuous life is, it’s me.


 


Going inside that volcano was just part of the plan I made after pulling that trigger. In truth, I’d been pushing myself and making big, extreme life choices since I was a kid. And Commando training taught me that getting to where you want to be in life, both personally and professionally, takes hard work, time and a plan. But it was my time in Iraq, and the terrible truths of war, that showed me just how fragile life really is. It made everything seem so much more urgent.


So what do I want to show you, the reader? I want you to realise that life might be bigger than you think. I want you to believe that you are capable of great things. Because if a non-academic kid from an estate in Kilwinning, a kid soldier who hit the skids and lost direction, managed to turn it around so spectacularly, then so can you.


Before embarking on my dream job – travelling to every corner of the earth, leading movie stars into active volcanoes and so much more – this apparently tough military man had to cope with feeling suddenly worthless aged 26, having left the Marines and everything I knew. Doors literally slammed in my face.


How did I come to realise that you can’t wait for things to happen? How did I find purpose and belonging? Well, stick with me and I’ll tell you how. I’ve never shared these adventures and lessons before, at least not in this much detail. And writing it all down has made me realise just how colourful and instructive it’s been. The ups and the downs, the whole lot. I hope you can take inspiration from my experiences.


A few weeks ago, I watched the birth of my son, Atlas, via a high-speed internet link from the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. Becoming a father has given me a new perspective on life and is the start of a whole new mysterious adventure. Deploying on extreme, remote and hostile missions had always been my bread and butter, but it was more than just a way of making a living. It was also a way of challenging myself, physically and mentally. I can only hope that the mission of fatherhood will be filled with challenges and learning experiences every bit as big. This is what drives me onwards.


Adventure is my lifeblood – take it away and I am no longer me. I travel to explore the extremes of our world and my own head. I see our natural world as a teaching ground, somewhere I can hone my abilities and push myself to the limit. However, what I’ve learned out there on the edge are the skills we all need to survive on this planet, whether you’re trying to escape from an angry polar bear or negotiate a tricky situation in your office job.


Maybe you don’t want to be a television field producer, surrounded by Ebola in Africa, or abseil into volcanoes or row across the Atlantic. But do you want to be robust enough, physically and mentally, to handle whatever life throws at you? Do you want the fortitude to do what you’re afraid of? Do you want to nail those goals you’ve been scared to tackle? Do you want to learn that failure isn’t necessarily the end and can be your very own turning point?


You only get one crack at life, and the impossible is possible. Don’t believe me?


Then read on.










CHAPTER 1


Earning the Right: Courage, Determination, Unselfishness and Cheerfulness in the Face of Adversity


How do you end up hanging out in volcanoes for a living? Or hunting tiger traffickers? Or trying to reason with drug dealers who are out of their minds and pointing guns at your head? This is the sort of stuff careers advisors aren’t likely to mention. For me at least, not having much choice probably helped.


Had I been academic in the traditional sense, maybe I’d have ended up in an office the whole of my working life, wondering why I was angry and dying inside. Had I grown up richer, at least financially, maybe that would have been my future. But when you’re a working-class kid from an ordinary town in Scotland, not much is really expected of you. And it’s often people who aren’t predicted to achieve much who lead the most extraordinary lives. When almost everyone assumes you’re unexceptional, you can go out on a few limbs, without the risk of letting anyone down. Including yourself.


I was born and raised in East Kilbride, on the outskirts of Glasgow. East Kilbride is a typical new town, with lots of concrete – housing estates, shopping centres, dual carriageways and roundabouts. It’s full of respectable, working-class folk and a sound enough place. But the fact I lived there for the first decade of my life and can’t remember much about it tells its own story.


Mum and Dad got married at 21 and had five children under the age of six by the time they were 28. First to arrive were me and my twin Ross, followed by my sister Stroma and younger brothers Struan and Ruairidh. Good Gaelic names, chosen while Mum and Dad were cycling around Scotland on their honeymoon.


Dad was an ambulance technician and Mum was a housewife until all five of us were at school, when she trained as a midwife. Later, she became a paramedic and worked with my dad. It scares me now, thinking about raising five kids on one income. And not a big income at that. That’s a lot of hungry mouths to feed, but I never felt deprived. Not having much money was normal. My mum knitting jumpers for me was normal. I’m not sure twins wearing matching knitted jumpers was normal – Ross and I had AK and RK on the front of ours – but at least they showed how much our mum cared.


When I was 11, we moved about 30 miles, to Kilwinning in Ayrshire. That’s really when you can start connecting the dots. Ayrshire had its affluent areas, but parts of it were pretty rough. Because it was on the west coast of Scotland, close to Northern Ireland, there was a lot of sectarian violence, Catholic versus Protestant, and beatings and stabbings were fairly common. But because Dad was a Scout leader, Ross and I were involved in Scouting well below the normal age, which kept us out of trouble. Dad had also been a Cub and an Explorer Scout, and I remember him going off to walk the West Highland Way on his own when we were too small to join in. In addition, my sister was one of the first female Scouts in Scotland.


The Scouts have struggled in terms of public perception, and there was a time when you only had to mention the Scouts and someone would call you a geek. But I’ve got a lot to thank the Scouting movement for. Instead of roaming the streets, drinking and smoking, Ross and I were off on Scout hikes and camps from as young as I can remember, out in the wild, learning to build fires and ‘survive’.


The Scouts could be described as a natural training ground for the military. It was, after all, founded by Robert Baden-Powell, who was a decorated officer at the height of the British Empire. I loved the fieldcraft, living off the land, and doing things most people tell themselves they don’t want to do: yomping for miles, climbing things, slumming it, being at the mercy of the elements. I always felt super-connected to nature in a way that most kids nowadays aren’t. I’d ask myself questions like: How would I eat if there wasn’t a shop down the road? How would I stay warm and dry if I got lost in the middle of nowhere? I was taught about resourcefulness, improvisation and overcoming problems on the camps or jamborees. You’d be in your team of six and be judged on campcraft, cleanliness and ingenuity – for example, making a shoe rack for your boots or somewhere to hang wet clothes would earn you extra points. And you’d use your knife to make all of these things. I had a knife from when I was four or five, and I kept it with me always as it was such a useful tool. In the Scouts we’d say, ‘Carry a knife, save a life.’


Even when we weren’t officially Scouting, we’d be Scouting. Mum and Dad would drive us all up to Glencoe, in the Scottish Highlands, where Dad had gone as a boy with his sister and parents. All seven of us would be squeezed into our long, black Austin Princess hearse (I’d be mortified when they picked me up from school in it, but it did the job until they traded it for a VW camper). We’d park it up, set up camp by the side of the River Coe and head out for a long hike in the Hidden Valley. After dinner, Dad would make us do the hike again in the dark. It sounds a bit mad – and dangerous – but those night hikes were the best. And an education. Walking at night gives you a whole new perspective on the land and the way you move, because noise travels further at night. I was fascinated by the world after dark, when most people are indoors. Later, on military operations, darkness would be a comforting cloak.


Dad didn’t know it, but he was planting seeds in our heads. When we were barely out of primary school, Ross and I would often go walking three or four hours from home. We spent more and more time sleeping outside, making fires, catching fish, foraging and making shelters. It sounds like a childhood from Victorian times, but this was the late 1980s.


Another fortunate thing about the great outdoors is that it costs you nothing. My siblings and I didn’t have the latest trainers, or computers or TVs in our bedrooms, so we were very good at making our own fun. That’s why not having much money was never really important to me, because it didn’t translate into an unhappy childhood. We might have got a few comments about the state of our rucksacks or boots on Scout hikes, but we could live with that.


I was also fascinated about how things worked, how they were created and how A got to B. When I was 11, I wrote a letter to the Kelvingrove Museum in Glasgow to ask how taxidermy was done. They invited me in and showed me their fridges full of deer, big cats and bears, and explained the techniques involved. After that, I started collecting dead animals. I’d bury them in the garden, before digging them up later and storing them in shoe boxes under my bed. In case you were wondering – yes, they stank. My first attempt at taxidermy was on a bird, which involved me opening it up, stuffing it with cotton wool and wiring its bones. That poor bird is not currently on display at Kelvingrove Museum.


As my wife points out, this sounds like something a serial killer might do as a child. But being outside a lot meant that we saw plenty of dead animals and I was curious about the mechanics of death – how something could be fully functioning one second and expired the next; the complexity and vulnerability of life. I have a curious mind and like to understand things. As a result, I can be infuriatingly logical. For most of my childhood, we didn’t have a TV in the house. But when we did get one, no one would watch films with me because I wouldn’t stop asking questions: ‘Why would he do that? Would that really happen? Absolutely no chance . . .’


I wasn’t interested in school because I couldn’t see it leading anywhere. I didn’t get bad grades in maths because I was stupid, I just couldn’t understand the point of being good at it, so never put in the effort. From an early age, I could see through the age-old paradigm of getting an education, followed by a job, followed by working yourself to death while being unhappy. I understood why so many smart kids fell through the cracks – because they didn’t fit the narrow definition of ‘intelligent’. To me, it was clear life was more about making a plan and acquiring the skills and doing the graft to be able to carry out that plan. I’d already learned far more outside the classroom than inside and I felt that anyone could do anything if they truly worked at it. I was vocational and knew that my education wasn’t going to take place in a classroom, learning by rote. I was being taught by teachers who had never travelled, never put everything on the line or taken any risks. I guess much of my work ethic came from my parents. My father is a caring, loving man who showed me the value of working hard, making the most of nature and being able to make things from scratch with my own hands.


I was bullied at school for not being into sport, or at least the games most kids thought were acceptable. Which basically meant football. Running was something I was good at, but running wasn’t seen as cool. And orienteering was something nerds did. I also didn’t have the ‘proper’ gear, like the latest trainers. As a result, I’d get roughed up by the so-called hard kids. I guess you could say I was different. When you’re at school, all most kids want to do is fit in. But I never understood why you’d want to be the same as everyone else. That was another great thing about the Scouts – it attracted the kids who had passion and the courage not to follow the crowd.


When we were 12, Ross and I joined the Air Cadets – 1138 Squadron in Ardrossan, a few miles from home on the coast. The Scouts had provided the perfect grounding, but we needed a bigger challenge by then. We wanted to be fully self-sufficient, not just surviving in the great outdoors, but thriving. And it didn’t take me long to work out that I wanted to join the Royal Marines, the UK’s Commando Force.


On our first Cadets camp up in RAF Kinloss in the Highlands, we were immersed in military camp life for 10 days. I don’t recall much about the training camp other than one event, which would change the course of my life. I was in the NAAFI shop buying sweets when a man swaggered to the front of the queue, just in front of me. He was wearing a military flying suit, but he walked differently from the other pilots I’d seen – with an air of easy confidence. Before he paid for his items, he put his beret on the counter. To this day, I can picture it – it was a green beret, with a black badge on the front that looked like a globe. I asked him what it was and reached out to touch it. I must have looked like Gollum, utterly transfixed. Except I was overwhelmed by the need to have that beret, rather than a ring. The man looked at me and said, ‘That is a Green Beret. I’m a Royal Marines Commando helicopter pilot. And you can’t touch it, you have to earn it.’ Then he walked away.


I promised myself right then that one day I would earn my own Green Beret.


 


From that point on, I knew I was going to try to become a Marine at the earliest opportunity. Most kids don’t know what they want to do after they’ve left school, but I was consumed by a single goal when I was barely a teenager. I was going to be a Royal Marine – an elite soldier, the best of the best, a Commando specialist spearheading any conflict zone around the world.


You’d think adults would love the fact that I had an ambition, but that wasn’t the case. When a careers advisor asked me what I wanted to do when I left school, I told him I was joining the Marines. He didn’t look convinced. When he asked what I wanted to do for work experience, I told him I’d like to do something in the outdoors, maybe be a ghillie (a hunting attendant) on an estate. Instead, I ended up in a menswear shop in Irvine, folding shirts and jeans.


By the age of 13, Ross and I were spending all our school holidays on training camps. At 14, we were flying Chipmunks and Bulldogs – tandem aircraft with a trainer in the front and us in the back. Then we found ourselves in the armed forces careers office at 78 Queen Street, Glasgow. When we looked through the brochures – for the RAF, the Parachute Regiment and the Royal Marines – the Marines looked cooler than the rest. Their brochure was all about being on ships and fighting in the jungle and the desert. I even loved their motto: Per Mare Per Terram (By Sea By Land). It suggested beach raids and cliff assaults, all that classic Commando stuff. Having to kill anyone didn’t enter my head. It just looked like the ‘Boy’s Own’ adventures I’d been reading about in comics like Commando since I was small. Marines training was also meant to be the hardest in the world, which appealed to me. I didn’t just want to be a soldier, I wanted to be one of the very best soldiers.


Ross and I became regular visitors to 78 Queen Street. The officers knew we were too young but didn’t discourage us. They’d tell us to jump on a bar and do 10 pull-ups. The first time we could only do two or three, which was embarrassing. But when they told us to get training, we did.


Gyms weren’t a thing when I was a kid. As you’d expect, most of the graft took place outdoors instead. On Fridays after school, Ross and I would get the train to Ardrossan, which took about an hour, then catch the ferry over to Arran. We’d spend the next 48 hours yomping all over the island, with packs on our backs. We’d think nothing of doing 70-odd miles, including up and over the highest mountain on Arran, Goatfell, which is almost a 900-metre ascent. All that training was a means to an end – getting stronger legs and being able to carry a lot of weight over tough terrain – the end, of course, being to obtain the coveted Green Beret of the Royal Marine Commandos.


When Ross and I were 15 years and nine months old – as early as we could – we took a day off school, went for an interview at the careers office and signed the relevant paperwork. We couldn’t start the training process until we were 16, but we were champing at the bit. We figured that if we didn’t get through the selection process, we’d simply keep trying until we did.


Mum and Dad had to give their permission, and they weren’t exactly over the moon. There were a few conversations along the lines of, ‘Maybe you need to wait until you’re older’, or ‘Have you thought about the Air Force?’ I understood their concern, but my mind had been made up for years by then.


Looking back, my obsession with joining the Marines had a lot to do with my circumstances, rather than some pre-ordained sense of destiny. The truth was, I came from an area that wasn’t exactly brimming with opportunities. Unless you were looking to work in a factory, like the majority of school leavers. We felt quite isolated in Kilwinning, which is a 45-minute train ride from Glasgow. That’s why four or five of my mates joined the Navy or Air Force and one joined the Paras. They were thinking, ‘Let’s get the hell out of here sooner rather than later and see what else is out there.’


First up was the Potential Recruits Course (PRC) at Commando Training Centre Royal Marines (CTCRM) in Lympstone, Devon. Ross and I were picked up in Glasgow and driven down on a bus. On arrival, there were a couple of lectures about what it’s like to be in the Marines, emphasising that we were attempting to join one of the world’s most elite fighting forces, before the hard work began. For three days, me, Ross and about 50 other hopefuls – mainly aged between 22 and 26 – were put through the wringer. There were log carries, endurance courses and Tarzan assault courses – designed to ‘sort the wheat from the chaff’. It didn’t help that I was quite badly injured – with bad shin splints and a spiral stress fracture down my leg – but I managed to pass, as did Ross.


I look at 16-year-olds now and think, ‘I don’t know how I did what I did back then.’ But when you’re a kid, you don’t think about things as deeply. My attitude was, ‘Right, make sure you don’t get injured too badly or fuck it up and this is what you could be doing for a job.’ It was that simple. Of the 50 or so hopefuls who started, only eight of us got through to the next stage – Basic Training.


On the bus back up to Glasgow, Ross and I got properly pissed for the first time. That was a heady day. I had my GCSEs coming up, but knew I wasn’t going to bother sitting most of them. Our join-up date for Basic Training was 5 September and all we needed to get into the Marines were Maths and English, so that’s all I was going to bother with. As our joining day got closer, though, Ross started to have a bit of a wobble. He suddenly thought he might want to stay on at school and do A levels.


We’d been planning this adventure together for years and then a couple of days before we were due to head down to Lympstone, and after I’d almost finished packing, he finally announced he wasn’t coming. In truth, it didn’t have anything to do with wanting to sit his A levels, he’d actually met a girl and fallen madly in love. She’d later become his wife.


Ross was my twin brother. We had shared a bedroom for 16 years. We’d trekked hundreds of miles and camped out under the stars for countless nights together. We’d shared the same dream of joining the Marines and been through so much pain to pass the PRC. We were meant to be one of the first sets of twins to go through training in the same troop. And he’d bailed on me. In truth, I’ve always looked up to Ross, as much now as I did back then. He was always the best at everything we did, while I muddled through. He was also my wingman, so I was gutted he wasn’t coming with me.


Striking out on my own was not what I’d planned but, unsettled as I was, there was no way I was backing out. I knew it was my calling, and there had also been a lot of paperwork involved. So, on the morning of 5 September 1994, I set off from Kilwinning station while my whole family stood on the platform and waved goodbye. Including Ross. For the first time in my life, I was well and truly on my own. Looking back, that was a pivotal moment. I was like a stone being released down a hill. It felt like something big was finally happening to me.


 


Getting off the train at Lympstone Commando station, I was excited. Just the fact that the station was exclusively for Marines made me feel special. That feeling didn’t last long. I’d been on the platform a matter of seconds when a corporal marched over and roared in my face, ‘What’s your name?’


‘Aldo Kane,’ I replied.


He bellowed back, ‘It’s not Aldo-fucking-anything! I’m not your fucking dad! You are Recruit Kane . . .!’


Between yells, he cracked me in the nuts with his pace stick – the wooden drill instrument used for measuring the perfect step length. That was my introduction to 30 weeks of what most people would think of as hell – the hardest infantry training, physically and mentally, a recruit can do, probably anywhere in the world.


There were only two or three 16-year-olds in the 50 who started the course. Almost all the rest were fully fledged men, 20 and over. But I reckon my age gave me an advantage. If you join at 24, say, you might have a partner and a kid. You’ve probably had a job that paid you a lot more than the Marines are going to pay you. That makes it a lot easier to chuck it all in when things get tough. I’d been working for years – from the age of 12 I’d do a paper round before school. Then, when I was 14, I’d get up at 3am and deliver milk until 7, then do the paper round until 8 then on to school – no wonder I had trouble concentrating. But I didn’t know what it was to earn a proper wage and have grown-up responsibilities. I only knew what was right in front of me.


For seven months, I was yelled at and worked from the second I opened my eyes in the morning to the moment I was allowed to collapse into bed at night. It got to the point where I could hear the shouting in my dreams. It was obviously tough physically, but becoming a Royal Marine isn’t just about running for miles with loads of kit on. Yes, you do a lot of running, but half of almost every day is learning in the classroom: the basics of soldiering and infantry, defence, ambushes and the principles of marksmanship. All the cool stuff I’d been reading about for years.


Royal Marine recruits are nicknamed ‘nods’, because they’re always nodding off during lectures. We would sit with sharpened pencils under our chins, so that if we did nod off, we’d be stabbed awake again. But if they did catch us falling asleep, they’d make us stand up. And if they caught us falling asleep while we were standing up, we’d be chucked out of the class. And I don’t mean out of the door, I mean they’d open the window, push us out and make us hang on to the windowsill. Sometimes, the classroom would be a couple of storeys up, which is why they called it ‘fruit bats’.


Luckily, it wasn’t actually school. Basic training was learning about stuff I’d been thinking about for years, things I was actually interested in – like survival, close quarter combat, weapon handling, live firing exercises and hard physical training. So many times, I found myself thinking, ‘Bloody hell, I’m here. I’m actually doing it! And it’s just as exciting as I thought it would be.’ I’ve always been able to capture the moment, step outside my body and picture myself in the scene.


I quickly realised the officers and training team were not my mates. There was a lot of being shouted at. And every time I made a mistake, I’d get hammered. Because I was so young, every day they made me stand and drink a pint of milk in front of the entire troop. Sometimes I’d get an extra punishment because they knew Ross was supposed to be on the course with me. While I was crawling through gorse bushes, they’d shout, ‘Do it again! That’s for your twin who didn’t turn up! So that he can feel it, too!’


I knew from the bollockings Mum and Dad had given me that words couldn’t harm me. My parents weren’t particularly strict, but we pushed the limits like a lot of kids. There was the time Dad caught me paralytic drunk (thankfully, he only found one empty bottle of lager and thought that’s all I’d drunk). Even that telling-off – and it was a big one – washed right over me. Ross was different, he’d sulk for two or three days after a bawling out. But I instinctively felt able to rationalise being shouted at. I understood it was just a process, what they had to do – that it wasn’t personal. So I never felt like I was being bullied during training. Our ability to get through things was being judged, end of story. I’m not sure where this ability to separate myself from my circumstances came from, but I was able to focus on what I was trying to achieve, while understanding that I was the one person who could ensure that I made it to the end of the course. I was in control of the outcome.


I wasn’t actually really good at anything – not the strongest or the fastest or the best at marksmanship. I wasn’t even particularly fit compared to some of the older guys. I was and still am distinctly average at most things, but I knew that giving 100% to everything consistently would ensure success. I never got complacent. For the whole seven months, I felt like I was on the verge of messing up and throwing it all away. That kept me sharp and held me accountable.


Everyone on that course was physically fit enough to pass, but not everyone was mentally strong enough. Some of the fittest and strongest people on the course left because they couldn’t keep at it all of the time. And a major part of that was being able to put up with bullshit. Self-discipline matters in the military; it finds people out. If you’re not able to deal with all the stuff they throw at you in training, you’re never going to be able to do the actual job when things get tough. They know that and you learn it.


The pressure is not just about building character, it’s also about teaching that one small mistake, one tiny piece of indiscipline, can have catastrophic results. That’s why if someone’s button is undone in training, everyone is punished for it. You might ask, ‘What does it matter if someone’s button is undone in training?’ It’s because in the real world of soldiering, an undone button might be an ammunition box lid not fastened shut or a piece of kit left behind. Which might lead to something else.


In the Marines, they say that a single button left undone can mean 200 soldiers being killed, and a phrase we use if someone sees a button undone is ‘submarine hatch’ – the button eventually leads to bigger mistakes like leaving a hatch open and killing people. So the harassment and stress and adversity are also about weeding out untrustworthy recruits, those who might not have your back in battle or a ‘lack of minerals’. It doesn’t matter if they’re good blokes and can do all the physical stuff standing on their heads, it’s more complex than that. It’s also part of why the Royal Marines are known as the ‘thinking man’s soldier’, with over 60% of the ‘Gravs’ being degree-educated (Gravs is slang for bottom-rung Marines, deriving from ‘gravel belly’).


Every few weeks, they’d really crank up the bullshit when they wanted to get rid of some dead wood. We’d finish a full day’s training, maybe involving being worked for hours on Woodbury Common, then come back for lectures. We’d have dinner, and then they’d take us out for another endurance test on the estuary. We’d look like a load of giant fish who’d missed the tide, all thrashing around in the mud. They’d keep us running and crawling around in that mud for two or three hours – the infamous Marine mud runs – during which time people would be sticking their hands up and saying, ‘Fuck this! I don’t need it. I’m out!’


But I knew I couldn’t be kicked off the course for being shit at crawling around in the mud, and that as long as I didn’t put my hand up, I’d live to fight another day.


There was one time I came close to walking away though. We’d all been on a three-hour mud run and all of us were black from head to toe, when someone suddenly announced that we had six minutes to get changed into Introduction to Military Fitness (IMF) kit – pristine white shorts, pristine green rugby jersey and pristine white trainers. Obviously, that’s unachievable – there are 30 lads covered in mud and only six showers between us. You know it, they know it. That’s the point.


When no one was outside after the six minutes were up, the training corporal shouted, ‘Right, you didn’t do that. Get back down to the bottom field.’ And we all had to do another mud run in our IMF kit.


By the time we got back in again, it was pushing 9pm. Then another corporal bellowed, ‘Right, you’ve got six minutes to get into your drill kit and be in the drill shed . . .’


Again, they knew that was unachievable. When we were late to the drill shed, they ordered us back to our accommodation, where they told us we had until eight the following morning to have all the rooms on one floor swapped with all the rooms two floors below. We were running up and down the stairs all through the night, carrying immaculately pressed uniforms, kit covered in mud, ironing boards and all sorts. Then, at 8am, the corporal told us, ‘Not good enough. You’re really starting to piss me off. Blah, blah, blah. Change it all back!’ And we spent the next five hours changing the rooms back to how they were before.


After spending the evening on my hands and knees, scraping polish off the floor with a bayonet, I phoned my dad. I told him I was having a shit time and finding all the mind games difficult. He didn’t know what I was going through, because he was never in the military, so the only advice he could give me was to stick at it. It didn’t really matter what he said, though, it was more about me being able to offload, tell someone from outside the situation what a joke it all was. After putting the phone down, and letting everyone else complain to their loved ones, I got straight back to scraping the floor with my bayonet.


 


Much of what you learn during Commando training is not specific to soldiering. The Royal Marines have something called the Commando Spirit, which is: courage, determination, unselfishness and cheerfulness in the face of adversity. There are signs everywhere, reminding you what the Commando Spirit is, but no one says, ‘Today, you are going to learn about courage.’ Or, ‘Today, you are practising cheerfulness in the face of adversity while you’re going down with hypothermia.’ (Although you’re quite likely to have that experience.) Each recruit naturally absorbs it, through the training. We are training to become the optimum fighting force and go beyond our physical and mental limits. ‘It’s a state of mind’, as the Marine slogan said. The most important training happens in your head rather than your body.


Over the months, you become courageous, determined and unselfish. You learn to always look out for those around you, to have their back before your own. That also ensures that everyone else has your back. You are cheerful in the face of whatever is thrown at you. If you can’t see the funny side in scraping polish off the floor with a bayonet, you’re not going to last in the Marines. Because it gets a lot worse.


On top of that, there is the professionalism, discipline, integrity, loyalty. Stuff a Marine remembers for the rest of their days, long after they’ve hung up their boots.


 


Before passing out, a recruit must complete four final Commando tests, while carrying something like 14 kilograms of equipment and a weapon. The first is an endurance course over Woodbury Common. That’s a killer – I battled through miles of tunnels, pools, streams and bogs before running four miles back to camp and completing a shooting test with the standard Marines SA80. Next was a nine-mile speed march.


The third test is the Tarzan assault course – I had 13 minutes to navigate a series of zip wires, high ropes, obstacles and nets, finishing by scaling a nine-metre wall. Finally, there’s a 30-mile march over Dartmoor, which I needed to complete in less than eight hours. Once that was all out of the way, our troop boss, and the big boss of the Training Centre, wandered over and handed me my Green Beret and flashes, which are the ‘Royal Marines Commando’ cloth badges you stitch on to your JWH (jersey wool heavy jumper). I can’t say I felt elated. I was cold, wet and, for want of a better word, banjaxed. But I was ‘in’, which is all that really mattered.


I was just 17 – not legally old enough to drink or vote – and I had just passed one of the toughest infantry training courses in the world, along with only about 10 others of the original 50 recruits. I was now a Royal Marines Commando, a highly trained killing machine, renowned, respected and feared throughout the world.


It was impossible to take in what I’d achieved. The pride in myself only kicked in once I’d got back to the camp and spent time alone with my beret, before the passing out parade. Only then did I begin to take in what that beret stood for. I remember thinking about that Marine five years earlier, in the NAAFI shop. Now I understood why he’d been so dismissive of me. You don’t get given the Green Beret. It isn’t just a piece of cloth. Being allowed to wear it is a symbol of the kind of man you’ve become.
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