



















Copyright © Dave Morgan


First published 2024


This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without written permission.


All inquiries should be made to the publishers.


Big Sky Publishing Pty Ltd
PO Box 303, Newport, NSW 2106, Australia
Phone: 1300 364 611
Email: info@bigskypublishing.com.au
Web: www.bigskypublishing.com.au


Cover design: Think Productions


[image: ]


Title: Never Forgotten: Honouring our Veterans
ISBN: 978-1-923144-62-0













INDEBTED TO ALL WHO SERVED




FOREWORD


I wish to congratulate David for yet another book that presents the stories of human endeavour and provides an opportunity to understand the people who have served our nation, their backgrounds, experiences, and aspirations. There is colourful language in some stories as the pursuit for excellence in the profession of arms is often laced with colourful moments, experiences, language, and expressions that are not condoned but are part of the experience itself.


In this book you will read stories of children supported by Legacy who have become elite athletes; soldiers who have become politicians in later life; military men, and women who both celebrate and at times struggle with their military experiences.


Together these stories paint a picture of diversity before, during and after service. On a parade the military shows men and women wearing the same uniform, sharing similar values and united in purpose and service. However, each uniform has its own story before and after that service. This book reminds us of the ordinary Australians who join our military to serve our country. We ask these ordinary men and women to do extraordinary acts in the interests of our nation and to protect our way of life. We are indebted to these people for their courage, their humility and their service to us.


Thank you, David for reminding us how unique these ordinary people are. I am honoured to be asked to provide this foreword and take this time to thank David for his service to our country. A Legacy kid in youth, he was a soldier in his prime and now a true Australian who believes in service beyond service.


Enjoy the stories.


Brendan Cox


(CEO of Legacy Brisbane. Lieutenant Colonel-Retired.)




INTRODUCTION


Across the vast expanse of Australia, from every corner and walk of life, men and women have chosen to serve in our military. They do so without seeking thanks or recognition, putting their lives on the line for their country. While some stories become well-known, many of these individuals remain unsung heroes whose sacrifices are rarely heard.


Preserving our military history is vital. It’s how future generations will understand the bravery, dedication, and sacrifices made by those who served. These stories, from the ranks of Australia’s defence forces, should be remembered as part of our national fabric—ensuring that our veterans and their contributions to the nation are never forgotten.


I began thinking about writing this book around eighteen months ago, after publishing ‘The Invisible Trauma’, with all royalties going to Legacy. The idea solidified while I was looking at my Rookie Graduation photo of 7 Platoon, ‘B’ Company, 1 Recruit Training Battalion at Kapooka, taken in October 1967. I wondered about the fate of my fellow soldiers—did they serve in Vietnam? What paths did they take after the Army? Did they marry, have children, and what became of them?


Out of our 44 rookies, I remained in contact with just one: Richard Burgess. We enlisted together in Melbourne, completed training, and flew to Vietnam on the same flight. Years later, after 35 years of no contact, we reconnected. Richard’s story, and the stories of many others like him, sparked the idea for this book.


With the encouragement of Brendan Cox, CEO of Brisbane Legacy, I began to reach out to veterans and delve into their lives. I researched the fates of my platoon, discovering that 32 out of 44 rookies went to Vietnam. Slowly, I gathered their stories and those of other veterans from other conflicts.


Reuniting with some of my platoon mates after decades brought a flood of memories and emotions. These meetings and conversations deepened my understanding of the journeys we’ve all taken, and further reinforced the importance of sharing these stories. From the veterans of Vietnam to those who served in later conflicts like Somalia, East Timor, Iraq, and Afghanistan, each story reflects the personal sacrifices made in service to Australia.


What began as a personal reflection turned into a mission to document and honour the lives of these veterans. This book is a testament to the bravery and resilience of those who served, ensuring that their contributions will never be forgotten.


Thank you for your Service and Sacrifice.


Dave Morgan




ROD HENDERSON


(Aka Hendo)
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Rank:- Sergeant.


Royal Australian Infantry Corps / Army Aviation Corps.


Infantry Soldier / Aircrewman.


Years of Service:- Jun 1995 to Jan 2017.


Overseas Service:- East Timor, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Papua New Guinea.


I was born in the steel city of Wollongong on the 10th of December of 1976, the only son of Phil and Carola Henderson, and along with my older sister Kristy we moved to the suburb of Eleebana, a small middle-class suburb of Lake Macquarie near Newcastle NSW. Sadly, before my third birthday, my mother Carola was killed in a car accident. It would be years before my father found love again with a wonderful woman called Valerie.


Around year seven or eight at high school, I was enamoured by everything Army and soon joined the local Army cadet unit. From there, I knew life in the military was for me and I soon had Army pictures cut from magazines, stuck all over my bedroom cupboard. Now that I think about it, maybe it was also the TV ads that were run in the very early 90’s with the people whistling and things blowing up, then some guy with his M60 running through the bush that won me over.


There was also the influence of my grandfathers. My pop served in the German Army during the Second World War, not a Nazi by any means, just an electrician in the wrong place at the wrong time when conscription came knocking. It could have also been my late grandfather Jim Henderson, a man I had never met but I was equally amazed by those stories passed down by his service in the Royal Australian Air Force in the same war. Either way, I was converted at an early age.


By the early months of year twelve I knew I had achieved all I needed to become a soldier, so I enlisted hoping to become an infantry soldier. I had played sports like soccer and judo as a kid and was somewhat fit but was never allowed to play rugby. From that point I wanted nothing more than to prove to my father, I could be tough and in my mind, being part of the infantry corps would do that.


My Career in the Army.


Before I knew it, I was in a bus driving through the gates of Kapooka with dozens of other young nervous young men and women. My corps was not decided at that point like it is these days. If I wanted to get selected for one of the few infantry spots available to my platoon’s intake, I would have to work hard for it.


Fortunately, I had done enough, I had made it and three months later I was marching out to commence my training at the School of Infantry where I knew I would be tested at every turn. The training at the school was every bit as hard as I expected with countless pack marching, bayonet assault courses and digging pits. This all seemed so outdated, as if we were training for the Vietnam war with tactics from yesteryear, oh how wrong I would turn out to be later!


I was off to 3 Royal Australian Regiment (3 RAR), a parachute infantry battalion based out of Sydney. It was the last thing I wanted as I was quite terrified of heights and knew I lacked the courage to ever jump from a plane, but it was the only way my girlfriend (now my wife) at the time could stay together. I guess I made the right choice there.


Later, after I was fully qualified as a paratrooper, we were thrust into field exercises and duties every week. The Battalion was like the wild west in the mid 90’s, a place that would toughen me up much like I had hoped. I joined the Army in what was considered ‘the great peace’, and it was considered very unlikely that we would ever deploy, oh how wrong I was again.


By September of 1999 our battalion was rapidly deployed to East Timor as part of the INTERFET mission. Very soon we were going house to house looking for militia and had our fair share of close encounters. It was a very eye-opening experience being a raw naive kid from Eleebana and now I was a section Second-in-command (2IC) on operations. I still felt invincible though, a false sense of bravado in order to hide my fear from the rest of the section who were most likely feeling the same. You can only keep this face up for so long and after numerous encounters with militia and dealing with bodies of those they had slain, we began to loathe the men whom we were sent to stop.


It turned out to be a hard slog in East Timor with lots of patrolling in the bush and jungle just like our forefathers had done in Vietnam and it now occurred to me how effective and current that training was at the School of Infantry. In fact, the training was supremely efficient at taking me from a civilian to someone who was staring down the sights of my rifle at a militia man who was moving around with a rifle threatening local East Timorese and our section members.


I had had close encounters before, but never felt justified to fire although this time I would need to act. I remember the moment I fired my rifle as if it were yesterday, no loud crack as is common or feeling of recoil from my rifle, rather the relief when I saw my target drop to the ground. I had done my job, what I was trained to do, and, in that moment, I didn’t see this man as a person, merely a target that needed to be engaged. The training I had received was so effective it had taken away the human emotion of the equation, something that would have an effect on me for years to come. As I lined his mate up, I saw my target pop back to his feet and make a run for it. I had missed, shooting from a distance of 450 metres was not my speciality as we were not trained to fire at those distances at that time, or maybe I was just a terrible shot. Either way this guy had a new lease on life and now I would see things in a completely different manner too.


I finished my time with the infantry not long after that deployment and went onto being a loadmaster with the helicopters. A second-class ride is better than a first class walk, we used to say but there was nothing second class about flying around in the back of a Blackhawk helicopter with a machine gun in front of you. Don’t get me wrong I loved my time in the infantry, like I said I needed toughening up and the infantry certainly did that although being a door gunner was exhilarating.


It was no easy ride though, the training was yet again very demanding but structured, a theme I was now accepting with the Army’s training continuum. I initially trained on the Hueys and fell in love with that thumping sound of that two bladed beast. It was an homage to those that had gone before me as I also had pictures of Huey door gunners on my wardrobe when I was young too, but now I was living that dream.


With my basic flight training complete I went onto working in the Blackhawks, all the same job wise but this machine was like a sports car compared to the Huey. Everything was faster and slicker, and soon I was back in East Timor doing medical evacuations. The days were long with what felt like endless standby only for that monotony to be broken with the 1 percent adrenaline of a job, a task that needed us to help someone having their worst day. Fortunately, the casualties were few and far between, but it was the flying itself that was the most dangerous part of the deployment. This would be a theme for all my deployments that would follow with a further two rotations in East Timor over the coming years. Each deployment presented new challenges with the enemy picture but more so the dangers of flying in a complex machine around the jungle and coastlines, and the city of Dili.


The role of a helicopter Aircrewman was one that was always varied. One month I would be on exercise in the Australian bush, then doing disaster relief for cyclones or Earthquake relief in Pakistan. The locations and roles varied but the constant was the ever-present danger of flying. This danger was something we all accepted, it was part of the job, and we all knew how quickly things could go from normal, to life threatening within minutes. It was not just the flying in this role that was dangerous, it could simply be the ground training around these machines or maintaining currencies.


One of these currency requirements was Helicopter Underwater Escape Trainer (HUET). This is where you sit in a mock-up of a helicopter, and you are dunked into a pool with the whole contraption inverting whilst underwater. I had completed this course several times and was at the point of overconfidence. Simply, I was too cocky and just wanted to get this course out of the way again, but this attitude all changed when on one evolution, whilst upside down and blindfolded, my seat belt simply didn’t release. I went through my drills, but again the buckle would not release, all the while straining to hold my breath longer. Time was running out, or maybe my air to be more precise, so I put my hands on my head, the signal for assistance needed, but it was too late.


Before the safety divers could help me, panic set in, I was now completely out of air. I began to trash about, clawing and punching the instructor in front until he seemed to disappear at which point, I felt the belt release from behind me. In my continued panic I ripped the gas mask from my face, at least now I could see but the blurred images and bubbles offered me little chance of being able to orientate me toward an exit. With what fight I had left I continued to flail around the cabin until I felt my back bounce into the floor and then I knew I was still inside the trainer, stuck. Oddly I felt a sense of deep calm contemplation of submission. Everything slowed down, I felt my consciousness fading, reducing into the classic tunnel vision, then to nothing.


I remember that breath, my first gasp as I hit the side of the pool, completely unaware of what was happening around me. I began uncontrollably coughing and spitting up water whilst the safety swimmers were all around me. I was now laying on my side by the pool, shaking uncontrollably. The medical team slid an oxygen mask over my face and a monitor on my finger, adrenalin had surged through me and now with the comedown all I could do was lay there and shake. Soon an ambulance was called although at that point I could walk myself into the van. I was still shaking from the event but now, also the embarrassment of this event happening in front of my mates. It was obvious that I had just learnt a valuable lesson as to why I should stick to my training. A lesson I needed to relearn that day and now the experience of giving up, underwater in that HUET trainer will be forever with me.


Late 2009 I was part of a rapid deployment to Papua New Guinea (PNG) where we were called upon to retrieve the bodies of twelve Australians and one Japanese national lost in a Twin Otter plane crash near Kokoda. They were on their way to walk the Kokoda Track when the plane got into bad weather and couldn’t land at the Kokoda airfield, crashing into the mountain near the Isurava memorial. It turned out to be quite the difficult job with the weather although having spent many weeks in PNG training in the mountainous environment we were quite used to the conditions. After having flown in a team from the Australian Federal Police Disaster Victim Identification team we extracted the remains of the trekkers and aircrew, returning them to Port Moresby before their return to their loved ones. Overall, the operation took only a couple of weeks although it is still one of the highlights of my career to have been in a position to be able to help get these people off that remote hillside and back to Australia.


The following year, in 2010, I transitioned onto the Chinook helicopter which is an absolute beast of a machine. Capable of lifting many more troops and cargo then that of the Blackhawk although my role was essentially the same, a back seat driver with a machine gun! The squadron had two aircraft committed to the war effort in Afghanistan and after gaining twelve months of experience on the machine I would be deploying. I felt my training and experience had led me to this point and I was ready for the challenge. Just like every other soldier that has left our shores to go and fight I felt invincible but in the back of my mind I knew this was not going to be another peacekeeping operation, this was very serious.


In early 2012 I deployed as part of a coalition with the Americans operating out of Kandahar. Our helicopters were there to assist with whatever the combat aviation brigade had at that point. Our main task was combat service support, flying all manner of sorties assisting with the logistical needs of the outlying forward operating bases. Some days it felt like we were doing a bus run, with regular stops and people coming and going as nonchalantly as you may expect however, with the 99 percent boredom, that other one percent was never far away.


With the noise generated by the Chinook, it is hard to hear gunfire whizzing past unless it is really close and fortunately on only a few occasions this happened. It was likely to be more of a noise complaint from a local farmer having a crack at us then a concerted effort by the Taliban to shoot us down. Our role was much safer than those on the ground who faced the daily threat of improvised explosive devices (IEDs) at every step. This sinister weapon had killed many Australians on foot and in vehicles and soon we would see just how real the IED threat was. It was just another Combat Service Support sortie flying in material to be used in helping set up a new small Australian patrol base in the Chora valley. Due to the dust, we overshot our marked landing position by about 50 ft which was common. It was a big aircraft after all and landing in dusty conditions meant you had to stay ahead of the dust cloud for the pilots to see. I dropped the ramp and commenced unloading the stores stacking them away from the aircraft, yet all the while I noticed the blokes in the patrol base were not coming out to help. ‘I wish these lazy pricks would come and give us a hand’, I thought to myself as we had many other places to be that day.


Suddenly the radio came alive in my helmet telling us we were in the wrong landing spot. Instantly our pilot jumped in and apologised for any inconvenience in the extra distance to carry stores, but the radio calls persisted. This time with a much more ominous warning. ‘Uhh we have not cleared that area for mines, and we have found some where you are now, over,’ came the call. Surely, it’s not that dangerous I thought to myself, and I was about to scoff over the intercom to my mates when I noticed two men minesweeping ever so carefully out to me! Instantly I looked down at my feet as if they were going to help me with this situation, but I was a good 10 feet from the back of the aircraft and that short distance now felt like a mile away. I managed to retrace where I thought my steps were and was very soon back to the relative safety of the aircraft floor. I motioned to the blokes sweeping out to us to stop, as we were a danger to them on lift off and we were about to leave. This whole incident was a very small exposure to what life was like every day for these men and women. It confirmed for me yet again that even though as aircrew we faced the dangers of weather, aircraft serviceability and ground fire, I had a much safer job. Or so I thought.


On the 22nd of June 2012, we had an early morning task to assist with a relief in place of an American unit in the Kandahar area. Some of the bases we were passing through were dangerous and our first base we landed had only received incoming fire half an hour before our arrival. This spurred us on to make it a quick unload and reload of our troops and cargo as nothing attracts mortars more than two helicopters landing a Forward Operating Base in our position.


Throughout the transit we had been having some maintenance issues with the aircraft that needed to be considered prior to taking off though. After some fault finding and cross checking the decision was made to continue to the next larger and safer base where we would shut down and go over the systems in detail. We took off in formation with our partner aircraft, an American chinook toward Sarkari Karez, a large American run base where we would be able to complete any maintenance, but now was not the time to continue fault finding. We needed to keep up with the other aircraft as a lone chopper in Afghanistan is an easy target for the Taliban. As we set up for our approach there was another thud through the aircraft, slightly less than what we had felt before but now we were sure we had an issue that needed our attention and fast.


The pilots thought the problem may lie with the flight control computers, so they were selected to ‘off’. Now the flying pilot Mike would have to use a lot more effort to land the aircraft, but he had trained for this scenario. By late final, once over the walls of the compound Mike turned the tail of the aircraft to the right to line up with the pad and that’s when there was a heavy clunk and immediately the aircraft became unstable. It actually felt as if the Chinook was going to tip over. This was far from normal, and I knew at that point we were going to crash. The crash warning, we are taught to yell out instantly sprang to mind and I grabbed the man sitting next to me and yelled ‘brace brace brace’. A warning when screamed out loud enough is meant to give everyone enough time to prepare for impact, however he just looked at me with these wide eyes of disbelief. Then we hit, coming straight down we tore off the right-side landing gear and the blades began to bite into the rocks. The impact knocked me off the esky I was using as a seat and onto the floor and there, for a brief moment I just wanted to remain, feeling safe from the carnage of the blade tips disintegrating outside.


I climbed back up to my window and looked outside to see the refuel port had punched out through the side panels, and now it was pouring aviation fuel down the side of the aircraft. At this point I was truly terrified. My flight or fight kicked in and every ounce of me screamed flight, but something made me stay, something made me fight. I don’t consider myself a brave person, rather it is testament to the training I had received, the muscle memory of what to do in an accident had already been trained into me. That action was simply to get the passengers out before anything else. Immediately I tried to push the rather large bloke next to me out through my window however, there was no way he was going to fit with my door gun fixed in the way, so I pushed him aside and grabbed the next. That is when Cam, the left crewy stopped me and pointed out that the blades were still winding down. I had been so fixated on what needed to be done that I hadn’t taken in my surroundings properly and I thought the blades must have been gone.


Cam rallied the passengers near us and took them out through the cabin. I had a quick look around for anyone left and made my exit out through one of the pilots' jettisoned doors and it was not until I was clear of the aircraft, I could see the complete damage. It was clear this aircraft would never fly again but it was also clear we were all very lucky to have survived, thanks mostly to the pilots for keeping the aircraft level when we hit the ground allowing the airframe to absorb the impact.


Later an investigation into the incident would find that a part holding the aft rotor in place had failed and this caused the aircraft to be near uncontrollable in flight. We were lucky that’s for sure.


By late 2013 I was posting out of Chinooks to become an instructor at the Royal Military College Duntroon, Canberra. It was a change of pace I was looking forward to, although it was possibly this change that would have a profound effect on me. Prior to my move to Canberra, I was having these events of feeling like I was getting a tight chest accompanied by faster breathing although at the time I was simply sitting in my office. After my wife rang to see how my day was going, I copped a serve as to why I was experiencing chest pain and had not gone to the Regimental Aid Post to see the on-base doctors. Very soon I found myself hooked up to a heart monitor but there were no signs of high blood pressure or any anomalies. Whatever was happening in my body, was simply all in my head! ‘It is near my posting and removal time, and this can be stressful,’ I reminded myself. I had also a newborn in the house and Christmas was just around the corner, yet I felt there was something else that was the problem. What though?


‘Anxiety!’, my wife simply said. Being a psychologist, she was all too familiar with the signs of this, but I was not one of these people at the front lines who suffer this sort of psychological response. So, I simply dismissed it as little more than needing more sleep or maybe less alcohol.


Once at my new posting things went downhill though. I was suffering being separated from my mates and having a lot of trouble adjusting to working with all the different types of personalities one finds in an all-Corps environment. I was running hot and had little time for other members of the staff, but the work with the cadets was rewarding. This kept me going for a while and allowed me to ignore the ever-increasing problems with sleeping and hypervigilance I was experiencing. I still did not know what all this meant at this point. I was feeding off the enthusiasm of these young officer cadets and there is a certain energy that comes with youth that made me feel invulnerable again. Nothing could have been further from the truth though.


Things finally came to a head one night when I visited my old unit, C Squadron in Townsville for a Chinook reunion and it was here, whilst with the familiarity of my mates I let my guard down and enjoyed myself. I hit the town afterward with a mate that had survived the Chinook Tail number 102 crash, a year before my accident. He had experienced a much more horrible time during their incident, but what was similar was how different people in the same aircraft, who all had the same experience, saw the same incident differently. The beer and stories flowed until the early hours of the morning when I called it a night and headed back to my mate’s place for a rest.


Sleep did not come easy that night, I awoke around an hour before dawn shaking and terrified. I was having a physical reaction to something, an event but what was it? It was impossible to calm down and soon I felt myself spiralling into absolute panic, but why? As dawn broke, I slipped out through the garage and into the street to just get moving, maybe this could be overcome with some exercise to focus me. Not exercise in the true sense of the word but more like just the need to focus this inability to sit still into something and it did help, somewhat, but clearly something had happened that needed to be addressed. Later that morning my mate Matt, who was a Loadmaster turned Nursing officer gave me the chat. ‘You know that’s not normal mate, what you’re doing, the drinking and panic attacks and the like’. Matt was right but I tried to dismiss it in a false sense of bravado like most men do. ‘You need to get help for that’, he continued.


On return to Canberra, I tried to put it out of mind but found that my senses were constantly heightened, and I was supremely hypervigilant most of the time. It was not long until I found it hard to even get out of bed to face another day in the military environment.


I took some time off to see if that would help yet still, I had this lack of self-worth and a loathing for my new job which caused me to become quick to anger. The on base Doctor sent me to a psychiatrist who very quickly diagnosed me with just about everything on the list, PTSD, alcohol misuse, depression, and the list went on, but I simply could not accept this. These sorts of diagnosis were only for those who are at the sharp end. Where the fighting was happening in Afghanistan, the special forces, and I was certainly not one of those, so there must be something else wrong.


As time progressed, I let my guard down a little and sought treatment. Some of it helped but I think I was in a position where I didn’t want help. I still refused to believe this is something that actually affected me. I simply took the medication they gave me like one would for a headache, expecting it to heal me yet it didn’t. I was only getting worse.


Things came to a head in 2016 when I was medically downgraded, not fit for flying or deploying overseas, and with that my military life as I had known it ended. What was a Sergeant going to do being posted to Army Headquarters that would give me any meaning or purpose for that matter. My only other option was to accept a medical discharge. Early one January morning in 2017 the Commanding Officer handed me a black folder with an appreciation certificate and my record of service and thanked me and just like that I was a civilian again.


Post My Military Service.


Our family moved out of Canberra and to a rural area where I would find value in the many and varied jobs that one always needed to complete with a hobby farm, but I had no off switch. I felt like a failure for not being at work, a malingerer, so my Army training kicked in and I felt I had to work myself hard to make up for it. Trying to operate like a twenty something year old caused all sorts of problems and within months I was on the surgeon's operating table with hand, elbow, and knee problems. I was, quite simply, self-harming. These operations, combined with my other physical injuries from twenty-two years of service life had now taken a toll, one that meant I was unable to enjoy the rural lifestyle that had given me the outlet that I needed. I would not accept that I had psychological injuries. I was not worthy of having such problems. This lack of self-acceptance and being unable to physically do as much led me down an even worse a path where I began to see suicide as my only option. I was at a point where that I was not only scared of my own thoughts but the propensity to act on these notions.


I found myself at the crossroads, literally at the end of a rope thinking this was it when it was one last thought prevented me from carrying it out. A thought that saved my life, my children. All I had to do besides the hard work of psychotherapy and looking after myself physically, is not let these toxic thoughts win again on this day, then the next and so forth. I had to look at a way to untrain my Army indoctrinated brain of push on no matter the cost. This is something easier said than done at times.


Added to this new mantra, I found service again in work with the Australian War Memorial (AWM) volunteering in many different departments. It is this over any medication or forms of medical help that I have found to be the most beneficial to my wellbeing. The AWM gives me a sense of pride again, but it also gives me that sense of perspective on things, for when I am having a bad day, I look at over 103,000 names on the wall there and accept that they had it much worse.


This perspective and acceptance have been key to me moving forward. I now accept each person has a limit to how many exposures they can tolerate, and I had found mine. Each unit I was a part of, added to my experiences, some great and some awful, many of which are not contained in my words here. I accept each exposure took its toll with each near miss adding and compounding until my bucket was full.


Am I a new person and completely happy with where I am headed now, certainly not although I have an acceptance of my physical and mental health injuries now and I am at peace with it. These injuries don’t define me, and I refuse to be seen as a broken soldier. I am an ex-soldier, a veteran and while I may not have been a special forces soldier, nor a frontline soldier for the most part of my career, my service mattered.


I have let go of this idea of not being worthy of having psychological injuries and this has led me to heal, simply it has made me a better person. Now having left the Army I have found a passion for writing, and I have written about my experiences for the sake of my family as well as those who may be curious about service life. Due to this and with my work at the AWM I often get questions about what I have learnt from my experiences whilst in defence and during my separation from it.


My advice for others is simply two things; What can be trained can be untrained. The training I have received in the Army has set me up for success in combat but a number of these skills and that mindset, particularly with hypervigilance is not helpful once you leave the military. There is a way to untrain the brain though, and that is a path I am now on with psychotherapy, mindfulness, and medication. It is not an easy process but a worthwhile one, stick with it.


My second piece of advice is simply to be proud of your service. Never denigrate your own contributions thinking that you were just some support corps, you were a piece of the puzzle and your service matters, everyone has a story from their time serving their nation, always be proud to tell it. August 2024, my book ‘Stop Screaming, I’m Scared Too’ was published..




PETER KENNEDY


(Aka Kenno)
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Rank:- Warrant Officer.


Branch of Service:– Royal Australian Air Force.


Trade:- Loadmaster.


Years of Service:- 1988 to 2020.


Overseas Service:- East Timor, Iraq, Afghanistan, and HADR-Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief.


I was born on November 11, 1970, and grew up in Lismore, a small country town in Northern New South Wales. I’m one of three children to my mother, Mary, and father, Terry. I had a pretty good upbringing. Although we weren’t a wealthy family, my parents provided us with a safe and secure environment.


I started working at the age of twelve. My first job was a paperboy at 3 o’clock in the morning and later I used to do a milk run in the afternoon. I wasn’t afraid to work, and I loved my sports. In the summer, I played cricket, and, in the winter, I played rugby football regularly. That was pretty much me.


I had an uncle who was in the Air Force, and he always told me that Air Force life is a lot of fun. I suppose I was always attracted to the military from a young age. School and I didn’t really get along as I saw school as a bit of a social experiment. The older I got at school, the only things that I really enjoyed were sports and the girls. My uncle and I would catch up once a year at Christmas, and he would talk to me about the Defence Force. I suppose I was well set on joining the Air Force.


I went for my Air Force interview at the age of sixteen and was accepted. However, I was too young, so I had to wait until I was seventeen. Consequently, I ended up leaving school and worked as a permanent cook at Kentucky Fried Chicken for about twelve months. Then, on a Friday afternoon, my mum called me and told me that there was a letter from the Air Force for me. I hadn’t heard from them for twelve months, but the letter said I needed to be in Brisbane on Wednesday.


So, like most seventeen-year-olds, I spent the weekend with my mates. Got on the grog and had a good time, said goodbye to everyone, including a few girls, and then my mum finally got me home on Monday. She spent Monday and Tuesday teaching me how to iron and cook, and then I was off.


My Career in the Royal Australian Air Force.


I went to Adelaide for my recruit training, which was a lot of fun. I enjoyed every single moment of it. After that, I went to Wagga and joined as a Clerk Supply instead of a Supplier. I was a young fellow brimming with hormones, and the Clerk Supply mustering had about ninety percent women and ten percent blokes, while the Supply mustering had the reverse ratio. So, I thought I’d play the odds as a smart country boy and go for the Clerk Supply, which gave me plenty of options.


After completing my course, I was posted to Richmond. Interestingly, I spent my entire thirty-two-year career there, working in various roles. Initially, I worked in the warehouse for a couple of years before coming across to Air Movements. This is where I first fell in love with the C-130 Hercules. I was fortunate enough to be part of a seven-person unit called MATU – Mobile Air Terminal Unit. Our team was responsible for loading and unloading aircraft, and we were deployed worldwide as a specialist deployment team.


At that point, I decided to become a Loadmaster. In 1999, I sat for a Loadmaster selection board and was accepted. The only problem was that East Timor happened three days later. So, my bosses arranged for me to be deployed to East Timor. I returned in 2000 to complete my Loadmaster course.


After doing that, I was posted to 37 Squadron, which operated C-130 aircraft. It was a great time of my life. I was the only one from my course who went there, so every single time a decent trip came up, they would take me along. I got to travel the world with a lot of old guys who showed me the ropes. This was back when we still had a bit of fun in the Defence Force, and I tell you, the crew had plenty of fun. We had a great time. Then, I suppose, the world started going a little bit crazy at that point in 2002.


There was the Bali bombing, and I was on the first aircraft into Bali. That was certainly life-changing for me, as it was the first time in my life that I saw how unkind and hideous people can actually be to blow up Australians on holidays. It was the most cowardly act you could imagine, and it changed my whole outlook. I remember holding the hand of a young girl, about seventeen years old, for about six to seven hours on the flight back to Darwin to medevac her out of there. The only part of her body that wasn’t burned was her eyeballs, and obviously, that, unbeknown to me, gave me a few issues in years to come with PTSD and that sort of stuff. But at the time, my job was just to get her home safely to Australia.


I felt extremely sorry for her because I knew that if she survived, people would stare at her for the rest of her life due to the burn scars on her body. It’s something that has never left me and something I have definitely struggled with.


In 2004, we had our first deployment, and at that time, I was on the C-130J a brand-new aircraft. I was fortunate to be on the first C-130J Australian conversion course. I was selected to go on the first rotation to the Middle East in 2004 with 37 Squadron’s C-130Js. We did a few work trips to the United States and then we were deployed to the Middle East on the first tour in September 2004.


It was like the Wild West, and we were only in Iraq at that stage. Every second person had an AK-47 or a surface-to-air missile in the boot of their car, so it was pretty full-on. We were threatened or shot at most days, and they were trying to launch us into power lines. At that point, probably day three in theatre, I was at a base called Balad, which was a big medical base. We were standing at the back of the aircraft offloading some patients, and we started hearing explosions in the distance. We didn’t really know what it was, and one of the guys came over and said, ‘These guys are trying to mortar you.’ So, I suppose that was the first time it really came home to me that there were people out there trying to kill us.


It was definitely a maturing moment realising that it wasn’t a game. But like all air crew, we worked bloody hard, and we partied even harder. So, we made sure that we always drank our free canned beer ration. Being Australians, we were very ingenious with that. So, most of us had half a dozen beer cards, and we were never short of a beer. But that is how we coped with much of the stress. We did four and a half months on that first deployment, and then we came home just before Christmas. I went up to my parents’ place with my wife and kids at the time.


I received a phone call on Boxing Day 2004, informing me that a tsunami had just hit. I was required to fly back to Sydney to assist with the relief efforts. I had been away for four and a half months and had only been home for three days with my family before I was off again. I spent about a month in Malaysia and Thailand, flying around and providing aid in various locations. By that stage the Christmas period was over, it was back to “normal” work, and we just got on with it.


My squadron served the longest deployment. We spent twenty years in the Middle East. Over the next twenty years, I was fortunate or unfortunate enough to do about ten tours. We watched the theatre change from just Iraq to both Iraq and Afghanistan, which was a bit of a game changer. One day we flew to Iraq and the next day we flew to Afghanistan. We would fly during daylight one day and at night the next.


Depending on the theatre, the time of day, and the threat level, we were fortunate enough to deploy with fantastic aircrew, maintenance and support personnel who kept our aircraft flying, kept us administratively sound, and kept us out of trouble. The best part of those deployments was the Aussie mateship where we all worked together for that one common goal.


Not every day was easy. Some days, we flew caskets, while on other days, we flew body bags. Once a week, we did the American aeromedical evacuation run, where we would fly around the theatre in Iraq with a full American surgical team in the back. If someone was blown up, shot, or injured, we would fly in and pick them up. The doctors and surgeons were able to operate and stabilise them, and then we would fly them back to a safe base where they would be transferred onto a C-17. Finally, they would be flown to a big hospital in Germany. It was fairly rewarding work, knowing that things were pretty dangerous.


We also did prisoner runs in what they called Person Under Capture. Our Special Forces would capture these guys in Afghanistan, and then we would fly them to the military prison in Bagram. They were bomb makers, facilitators, and whatnot. As I said, I have been fortunate enough to see the best of humanity and also the worst.


The best of humanity is when you fly to a place like the Philippines after a massive cyclone, and you evacuate people from their villages. They have nothing, but they are so thankful that you got them out. This kind of experience makes you realise how good your job is.


One day in the Philippines, we picked up a bloke who had a cardboard box. We didn’t think much of it. As we were flying along, we noticed that the cardboard box had started to develop holes. We wanted to know what was inside the box. It turned out to be his fighting rooster. He told us that we should go to the Cebu cock fights that night and that we would win a lot of money. Unfortunately, we never had a chance to go along. Hopefully, he won a bit of money for his local village.


We have carried all sorts of things on flights, including horses, geese, elephants, dolphins, whales, and many other animals. It’s an interesting job, and probably the reason why I stayed around doing it for so long. The variety of work is great because you never get the same thing over and over again. The beauty of the whole thing is that you can hop on a plane with your mates, fly to the other side of the world, do a job, and then come home. The satisfaction of planning the job, executing it, and seeing the result was just so rewarding.


The underlying problem is that you see so much horrendous stuff that you just have to push it to the side and let it go. Looking back on my journey, I probably suffered realistically since the Bali bombing in 2002, which was probably my most harrowing experience of death and serious injuries. Subsequently, I had tours of the Middle East where people tried to shoot at me every day, and I was briefed about being shot at, rockets, bullets flying past, dead body caskets, and blown-up people. Sooner or later, it will take a toll on you, and what do you do? You push it aside and get on with the next job. I felt safe in the Middle East, I had weapons strapped to my side, knew what my job was, wore a bulletproof vest, and flew with the boys, feeling safe.


I never felt safe at all back in Australia, in hindsight. I just felt that everything was a bit slow, and I couldn’t really understand what was going on. So, my safe place was anywhere but Australia, back in the Middle East, back in the flight. It’s quite strange that you started getting to a point where you would run towards the battle and not run away from it. So, you look for that edge, that next adrenaline hit to find out. Without it, you struggle, and you come back home. You don’t have any sleeping tablets anymore, and you don’t take any uppers to get amongst it. You have a family to worry about and other commitments. Whereas over there, you only worry about yourself. It sounds quite selfish, but being selfish keeps you alive.


In 2018, during my last tour, I was involved in an aircraft fire. My aircraft caught on fire on the ground, and I ran back on board to get the forty odd passengers and crew off. At one stage, we realised that the whole wing gear was on fire, right near the Auxiliary Power Unit fuel tank and the self-protection flares. In my wisdom, I decided to run back and put out the fire. I jumped back on board, ignoring the protests of the aircraft captain and everybody else, grabbed the fire extinguisher, dived under the aircraft, and started to put the fire out.


One thing I learned is that a 2.5-kilogram fire extinguisher is not sufficient to put out a main landing gear fire. The fire grew bigger, so I searched for a larger bottle and found a 100-kilogram bottle on a trolley. I went under the landing gear again and, with the assistance of my young sergeant loadmaster, who was an ex-fireman, managed to put out the fire. He was yelling at me and telling me to get out of there, but I was determined to put it out, and I did.


Unfortunately, I succumbed to a few fumes, but it wasn’t too bad. I went to the American military hospital on the base. They had watched everything via the cameras on the tarmac. The colonel in the medical section wondered who that bloody idiot was climbing under the aircraft, and that was me. I suppose I don’t think much about it.


We were stuck there for quite a while. Eventually, we got the aircraft fixed and continued back to home base. When we returned that night, it was as if nothing had happened. My young sergeant thought my behaviour was a little reckless since it wasn’t my plane. He suggested that I should have walked away and let it go. However, I ran into it, putting myself at risk. We didn’t know if the plane would blow up or what would happen. At that point, I didn’t care. It was probably the first time I realised that I had no self-regard for my own safety, or my family. It hit me pretty hard since I have four beautiful kids. I put my life at risk without even thinking about it to save a plane. In the end, many people offered their views that I should have just kept going and left it.


Once I returned home, the subject was never spoken about again. Even though I saved the Defence Force one hundred and fifty million dollars, no one seemed to give a shit. That probably hit me the hardest. I didn’t want a base named after me, a parade, or anything else. But it would have been nice for someone to acknowledge my good work and say, ‘Hey mate, bloody good work and pretty cool what you did.’ Unfortunately, that didn’t happen. I suppose that was the point when I realised that my values and the Defence Force’s values were different. It was a bummer, and I thought it might push me over the edge.


I was struggling after returning home, and I didn’t really know why. I even considered taking my own life. I was going to jump off the balcony of an apartment I was living in. I wrote a whole heap of stuff down on my iPad and decided right there and then that if I woke up in the morning and those notes were on my iPad, I would go and get help. I woke up in the morning and sure enough, it wasn’t a bad dream: they were on my iPad. I went to the medical section, sat in the car park for an hour and a half, and then went in. The rest is history.


I was put on sick leave for two years. I attended a trauma recovery course at a mental health institution, followed by about eighteen months of fairly intensive treatment. Initially, I had therapy once or twice a week, which then decreased to fortnightly, monthly, and eventually three-monthly and six-monthly sessions.


I thought I didn’t need treatment for the first six months, but deep down I knew I did. I was scared and vulnerable, but I was sick of crying, feeling upset, depressed, and isolated. I was also tired of seeing a stranger in the mirror, wondering who it was. I lost all my cognitive ability despite being highly skilled and capable of multitasking. I became one-dimensional and couldn’t even make coffee and a slice of toast at the same time. This was frustrating, but I took control of the situation and decided that only I could fix it. I embraced what I had around me and worked towards recovery.


I was very fortunate to be on the PTSD course with twelve to thirteen strong-willed and brave individuals who were veterans and first responders. They definitely helped me on my journey, and I was lucky enough to have around me my psychologists, exercise physiologist, physio, family, friends and all those who played a part in getting me where I am today.


Post My Military Service.


I was medically discharged, which was pretty tough. However, I accepted that I needed to do more. At that point, I joined Young Veterans and quickly became the president of the organisation. We have fifteen chapters around Australia, and our Sunshine Coast chapter is the largest with two hundred members. Four years later, we have grown to two-thousand-nine-hundred members, including their families. Young Veterans has been a saviour for me, and I decided that I would never let anybody go through the same journey alone. So, while still on sick leave during my treatment, I spent a couple of years learning all about the Department of Veteran Affairs procedures and Acts. I spoke to some very clever people who knew way more than me - there is no substitute for experience.


I will be able to help hundreds of veterans with the knowledge I have gained, and that has become my mission. I started a café called ‘The Local Beerwah’ in Beerwah with another young veteran, with the intent of creating a safe place for veterans. My goal has always been to open a Veteran Centre, which replicates the Regimental Aide Post’s and medical centres on base, to be a one- stop-shop. We have taken it to the next level and created a super place where veterans can come to have a coffee in a café, receive advocacy, assistance with housing and financial advice, well-being support, GP doctor services, allied health professionals, gymnasium facilities, and all other necessary facilities for veterans, in one place.


I’m proud to say that I will have the Veteran Centre opening in Beerwah in April 2024. I have started my own charity called Veterans Wellness Foundation and work alongside all young veterans. We are doing this from the ground up and I want this to be the model for veteran’s centres around the country. I will be able to continue to assist veterans and families not only through the journey of discharge but also through the journey of life. I will help veterans get back on their feet and show them that it’s okay to have some downtime, but you have to take control of your journey because we only get one life. If you want to live a miserable and sad life and feel like shit all the time, keep doing what you’re doing. But if you want to change that behaviour because you want to feel differently, I’m going to give you the platform to be able to do that. I will provide you with the resources and a team structure to assist you with that. That’s where we are at, and that’s pretty much what my future holds.


I am the director of the Caloundra Services Club, a member of the Queensland Consulting Veterans Forum, and the president of the Young Veterans. I am also a member of the stakeholder’s reference group for the Royal Commission into Defence and Veteran Suicide. I am heavily invested and involved in the National Ex Service Organisation Forum and the Queensland State Ex Service Organisation Forum. It’s all about trying to make the service better for veterans and their families. If we continue to do the same thing, nothing changes. So, the only way we can make a difference is to stand up and fight for what we believe in.
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