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For my darling Suzanne and our family – my love for you knows no bounds and I am so proud of you all. You are the inspiration behind all that I do.










PROLOGUE It’s a State of Mind



Wearing burgundy leg warmers, two-tone bleached jeans, a Sergio Tacchini tracksuit (with detachable arms) and a loosely permed Afro sheened to perfection with soul glow: I was looking good. So I thought, anyway. At that time, I was into skating and I was carrying my brown suede Bauer skates that my nan and grandad had saved hard for me to have for Christmas. It was 1985 and, somehow, I had modelled myself on Leroy out of the hit TV series Fame, which featured a group of theatre and dance stars in the United States. He was a cool dude and I reckoned I was as well – but there was a world of difference between us: he had a brilliant future all mapped out, whereas I really didn’t know what mine was.


But that day in 1985 would see a chance encounter that would go on to give my life direction, and a future that my teenage self could never have envisaged. As I was walking down Streatham High Street, it started to rain and – not wanting my skates to rust – I dived into the nearest shop, which just happened to be the Royal Marines recruiting office. Inside was a tall Marine sergeant with a huge handlebar moustache. He, in turn, found himself face to face with someone who did not look like a future Marine. But the Marines look beyond the surface.


This Marine sergeant said to me, ‘You look like a fit lad – can you do pull-ups?’ I told him I could and then demonstrated by pumping out a few reps on the pull-up bar with my skates still draped over my shoulder. ‘I see some potential in you, young man!’ he declared, before asking the question that changed my life: ‘Have you ever thought of joining the Marines?’


You see, it was never my intention to join the Royal Marines. In fact, as a teenager I had hardly heard of them at all, beyond the fact that they had played a big role in winning the Falklands War against Argentina. However, when the rain eased and I left the recruiting office, I had a decision to make. Either I could continue with my life as it was, taking my chances in south London, or I could grasp with both hands this unlikely opportunity to change my life. So that’s what I did. Everyone around me thought I was nuts – family, friends, my girlfriend at the time – and none of them, apart from my grandad Harry, thought that I had a chance of becoming one of Britain’s elite Commando Green Berets.


Harry was my guide as a young lad, but despite all his good advice, from the age of fifteen I had been getting into some trouble. I left school at sixteen and went to Orpington College, where I met my very good mate Mark Prior. Mark’s mum and dad, Mel and Colin, were lovely people and like second parents to me. Mark and I got into quite a few scrapes, including the occasional brush with the law, but Mel and Colin always bailed us out, and I’ve not forgotten that they were always there for me. Colin even offered me a job in his company, but after deep thought and a chat with my grandad, I decided to go for the green beret instead. My life has changed a lot since then, but I have always remembered the sage advice of Harry and Colin.


Once I had made that life-changing decision, I went back to the Streatham recruiting office with my paperwork for the interview and medical check, as well as fitness and psychometric tests. A few months later, I found myself entering the gates of the Commando Training Centre Royal Marines at Lympstone in Devon for a three-day pre-selection course (essentially a job interview), alongside a familiar face from my south London days, Pete Watts, and another guy named Phil Gilby, both of whom I would go on to serve with several times during my career. Phil was one of those very rare people who was always seeking to achieve the gold standard, even at a young age. The minimum standards expected in the Royal Marines might have been significantly higher than we tend to see elsewhere, but that wasn’t enough for Phil; he wanted more, and constantly aimed to excel in all that he did. I had the same mentality; I still do, and it’s the one I want you to have by the end of this book. Because striving for gold means you are giving your all. Reach for the stars and you might land in a tree; aim for a tree and you could end up on your backside. It requires courage to reach for the gold standard because you have to step outside of your comfort zone, but it pays off because you maximise your chance of success and development, whether that’s personal, sporting, professional – whatever area of your life you commit to. Phil proved that and went on to be deservedly awarded an MBE for his endeavours in becoming the top non-commissioned officer in the Royal Marines as the Corps Regimental Sergeant Major.


The men running the Potential Royal Marines Course, as they call this pre-selection process, instantly stood out to me as role models. Wearing their green berets with pride, they used words that I had little to no understanding of at the time, like ‘humility’, ‘integrity’ and the phrase ‘understated excellence’, all of which we will come on to discuss. As I started off in Marines training, I saw these men and wanted to be like them. To achieve this, I realised that not only was I going to have to hold my actions and habits to a higher standard, but I would have to do so consistently: this was going to be a day-by-day, week-by-week journey, and would require every ounce of my effort and commitment. I completed the training, which at thirty-two weeks is the longest and hardest military basic training in the world. I earned my green beret. But that was just the start: life would never be the same again.


I want to share with you my journey. And it starts with belief. Belief in myself. Belief that I was in control of where life would take me. And if that was true for me, it is true for you too. The things I have gone on to achieve since earning the green beret, the places I have been, the things I have seen, the people I have met, once seemed like an impossible dream to a boy from Peckham. This was made clear to me on a school trip, when we stood outside Buckingham Palace looking through the gates admiring the Changing of the Guard and the teacher said to me: ‘This as far as you will ever get. People like you don’t ever get to go into places like that.’ It was a judgmental statement that was designed to limit my self-belief as a child. I never forgot it. Little did that teacher know – nor my eight-year-old self, for that matter – that one day I would one day go on to dine with Her Majesty the Queen and the royal family in that very place.


In fact, one encounter with the Queen in that very palace nearly ended very badly – for both of us! I was at a special reception, taking a moment, sipping some lovely champagne as I leaned against a wall when, suddenly, I felt something move behind me. My training kicked in: I instinctively swung around with my elbow primed at head height to do damage, but thankfully it stopped just in time – about an inch from the head of the British monarch. I froze, felt a chill down my spine. The Queen, who had emerged behind me through a hidden door, gave me a nod and went about her business.


That journey, from the streets of Peckham to Buckingham Palace, was made possible through the Marines, and crucially through the core values that the Marines instilled in me. Over the years I have met many challenges, whether in my personal life or with the green beret on my head, and what I discovered is that the Commando values are not just for Marines; they’re for everybody, in every circumstance.


The Royal Marines changed my life in ways I couldn’t have imagined, and this book offers you the chance to transform yours through the twelve core values that I have learned along my incredible journey with them:




	
RESPECT


	OVERCOMING


	SELF-DISCIPLINE


	DETERMINATION


	ADAPTABILITY


	COURAGE


	KINDNESS


	HUMILITY


	UNDERSTANDING


	CHEERFULNESS


	INTEGRITY


	EXCELLENCE





Royal Marines come from every walk of life, but what I’ve found is that the men with the green beret all share the same mindset, and that mindset has been shaped by these core values. Through these values comes a sense of purpose, of belonging and identity that goes beyond yourself. You too can have that mindset, to take life head on and never give in.


We’re all on a journey in this life – with a past, a present and a future – and at present we are travelling through turbulent times. These values will offer a road map as we explore them across a wide range of situations and experiences. This book is here to offer a structure to not just survive but to thrive, even in the hardest of circumstances. And it is here to inspire you through the stories and lessons not just from my life, but also from the lives of many incredible people who I have been fortunate enough to encounter along the way. I realised that I cannot tell my story without telling theirs, sharing the qualities that I see in them and strive to improve upon in myself.


Toward the end of my career in the Royal Marines, I was honoured to see the fruits of this when I was awarded a national Military Award by my friend Gareth Southgate at the Sun newspaper’s ‘Millies’ awards for inspiring others in their lives. During my time as a Marine and beyond, I have enjoyed being able to use these values to help develop individuals and to build winning teams, to assist young people and businesses across a multitude of different industries seeking to raise their standards, refine their values and to knit individuals together as a cohesive unit. It has all been about the pursuit of excellence in the right manner.


Because while these values are embodied by the Royal Marines, they are not exclusive to them. These qualities are universally valued and recognised, it is simply that the place I encountered them, the place where they changed my life, was in the Marines. Now I am sharing them with you in the belief that they can offer a strong foundation and opportunities for life-changing growth for anyone in the world, in any circumstance – including you.










CHAPTER 1 Respect





Definition: The deep admiration you feel for someone as a result of their abilities, qualities, or achievements.





The flow of respect


If you type ‘respect’ into the search engine of the Royal Marines website, you will be directed to a small but powerful section entitled ‘Pride’, which concludes with the profound statement: ‘This is a job where respect isn’t just a possibility – it’s guaranteed.’


The honour of being part of the Marines – its history, identity and culture – consumes everyone who has ever donned the green beret. Respect is part of the DNA of a Marine. And today, when you cast an eye across the landscape of society in general, it is fair to say that we are in need of a communal injection of respect – for ourselves and for each other.


In fact, I like to think of respect as three-way: respect for yourself, respect for others and the respect others have for you. Let’s start by taking a deep look at yourself and at the people in your life. Ask yourself:




	Do you have respect for yourself?


	Do the people around you have respect for you?


	And do you respect them?





These three facets are closely linked. Where one is strengthened, the other two will also be. The common denominator between all these is this: respect is about relationships. Whether that’s the relationship you have with yourself, or with those around you. And central to this, I have learnt along the way, is to treat others as you wish to be treated. This is a common phrase, but its importance cannot be overstated. Treating others as you wish to be treated means overlooking differences, valuing every individual, and showing them the respect that everyone deserves. This in turn leads to longer-lasting, more meaningful relationships that develop over time, with people from all different walks of life. Real respect is blind to colour, race, age and religion. Let’s now look at where this respect stems from.


Respect in the Marines is nurtured from the ground up; it’s at the grassroots, and this is a crucial element in building respect into the life of a community, whether that be the school environment, the family structure, the sports team or the corporate business. Respect is built up over time, layer upon layer, solidifying a reputation that you can be proud of, while at the same time always being aware that it can be lost in a moment. It is not something you can buy, or earn overnight, and it is not something you can expect, as if it were your right – it is something you must work at, every day, patiently and respectfully.


When I joined the Marines, I saw the commanders, I saw the respect that the new recruits had for them, and I knew that I wanted that. But this aspiration had to come from the right place. It was respect for the organisation, for my brother Marines, that was the driving force – wanting to earn respect purely for myself would not have got me anywhere. These Marines were passing the torch on to us and we would ultimately have the opportunity to do the same to new recruits further down the line, and so the bond of respect and high standards would remain unbroken. Everyone was expected to be part of adding to the 350-year legacy of this great organisation. The Marine Corps consistently drills home to you the importance of putting others ahead of yourself, being polite and considering others: in other words, practising respect. And the key word here is practising. At every stage, you have to think of the effects of your actions before you do make them. The Marines ethos encapsulates this, and demands that you show respect at every juncture. Respect is at the core of life in the Marines. Is it at the core of your life? And if not, why not?


This was a key starting point in my adult life, and I quickly learned that you show respect by what you do and how you do it – and this is also exactly how you earn respect.


Let’s look now at how you grow this respect.



The importance of role models


When looking at personal growth, the perceived wisdom is often that it comes from within, from the self. But while self-respect is crucial, sometimes we have to look outside ourselves to first nurture that seed of respect. We look to people we feel respect for: role models. This is because as your respect for others grows, and you find yourself learning from and emulating those role models, so will your self-respect grow, and in turn the respect that others have for you.


Role models are critical. If you have no proper role model at home and you don’t listen to role models in school, then how do you learn to both give and receive respect? The first step is therefore in seeking out those whom you respect – whether that is at home, among your friends or peers, in the workplace or wider afield, such as a figure in a public role.


When I think back to my days in school, I recall that I didn’t particularly respect myself as a youngster starting out. I can’t think of any older kid who was a role model and the attitude of some of my teachers was in fact very damaging to my sense of self-respect. One teacher outright told me I wouldn’t amount to much and I was starting to believe it. This is an important lesson: don’t internalise the attitude of those you don’t respect. Instead, look around for those you do respect and whose opinion is therefore valuable to you. I was very fortunate to have several special people in my life, two of whom were my grandparents Harry and Edie Mills, who always encouraged me to live right and gave me a good set of values, which the Marines built upon. One thing Harry always emphasised to me was respect. He never lied. He wasn’t big-headed; he had no ego, was always humble, and that stuck with me.


I never knew my father. My mother Vivien was the inspiration for my love of sport, as she was extremely talented and competed in sprinting and long jump for England, as well as being a busy legal secretary. I recall many special evenings with her watching the athletics at Crystal Palace dreaming of being the next Daley Thompson or Carl Lewis. When I was about five, my mum moved out of my nan and grandad’s house and I was brought up by them. Mum eventually married and I’m fortunate to have two brothers, Tim and Alex, as well as a sister, Lola, all of whom are extremely talented and successful in their own right. I’m very proud of them all and their children and we are a close-knit family.


It was my grandad Harry, however, who was my mentor, guide and role model. Growing up as a teenager in south London, I was part of a tough group of Millwall supporters. I’m sure if you saw me back then you might have dismissed me as a hooligan. I was doing stupid things, getting into fights and generally making poor life choices. Although I was getting into some bother, I was blessed to have Harry as a father figure and best mate. He was my hero, so when I got into trouble, I never wanted him to find out as I felt I was letting him down. Having respect for him was sowing the first seeds of having respect for myself, and learning to recognise when I fell short of that.


A 5ft 2in Londoner with nineteen tattoos, Harry had a life story that commanded respect. He was born in 1912 and, as a corporal in the Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire Regiment, Harry experienced what must have been torrid times in the battle of Monte Cassino and at Dunkirk during the Second World War. Although we talked a lot, he would rarely speak to me about his time in the army, but I would sometimes stumble across his medals tucked away at the back of drawers.


After serving in the war, he became a bus conductor. On school holidays he would take me along to the bus station at Catford and leave me there all day while he did his shift, and there I would play snooker and darts. I couldn’t reach the full-size table, so he’d leave me a chair and I loved it. He would come off his shift and we’d go home together and play darts or cribbage. Harry spent time with me, and that’s the most valuable thing you can give people. We would speak about sports but also about life. I would listen to Harry, but he would also listen to me. That’s the thing about respect: it flows from one person to another and back round again. I respected Harry for the love he showed for me and the guidance he gave, and Harry respected me for the potential he saw in me.


As my role model, Harry taught me so much. Kids who don’t have role models, especially those from difficult backgrounds, often also lack respect for the potential within themselves. I have seen so much wasted talent and unfulfilled potential in this world; I could easily have been one of those who went down a different, more destructive path because of how some perceived me, the lack of respect they showed me, and the lack of self-respect that in turn engendered in me.


This is not only true of young people; it is the same in the workplace, the family home, in sports or social groups. Sometimes we have to work hard to see what it is that we respect in others, or in ourselves, but it is always worth the effort. Realising that each person can bring an attribute or skill can make a real difference and add value to the effectiveness of any team. That team could be the family unit, the school, the youth club, on the street corner or in the workplace. Wherever you find yourself, respect is non-negotiable, and yet sadly we all know of examples where it seems to have crumbled.


For if respect engenders respect, the opposite is also true. There is a growing sense of belief in some working-class communities that they are not respected and so they see no point in giving that respect back. This can be so damaging. With a lack of inspirational role models for our young people to aspire to follow, they choose the path of least resistance and some fall for the imitation versions found on the streets. They look to fast-track methods to earn their fortune in a manner that breeds contempt for others. Respect is the life source for any community, small or large, and everything else springs from it – but if that source is poisoned, then that respect is lost and society becomes toxic.


I didn’t get that right away, because by the time I was leaving college in 1985 the two key qualifications I had were being the college pool champion (two years in a row) and being able to drink my body weight in beer. Little did I know at that time that, three decades later, I would become a Royal Marines officer, head of physical training and performance for all of the UK’s 6,500 Royal Marines, and go on to train the England football team, Rugby World Cup winners and gold-medal Olympians, break a nineteen-year-old world record, be an Olympic Games flag-bearer, go to eighty-six countries on six continents, serve in four war zones and be married with four kids!


Nothing I have achieved, no part of this life that I have enjoyed to the maximum, could have happened without respect at its core – and I found that respect in the Royal Marines.


But before the big things come to you, it is the more obvious marks of respect in getting the small actions right that truly pave the way: get the small things right now and you will be more effective when it comes to the bigger challenges this world can throw at you. An example of these small acts of respect that I learned early in my Marine training was the simple demand of being on time. In those early days of training, everyone is taking in so much information and learning to present themselves in the required manner that it is often easy to arrive late. This is soon remedied; we have a saying that a good Marine is always five minutes early – with the only exception being in the Arctic, because then you could freeze to death!


And so, when it comes to parade time, you demonstrate respect by making sure that you don’t let your colleagues down by being late. Because when someone is late, the other men pay for it, often in the form of press-ups or other high-intensity exercise. The recruit who has arrived late has to stand by the side and call out the number of press-ups required. As well as that, you are often told to parade earlier the next day as a collective punishment, thereby reducing your personal time. Believe me, the sense of shame you experience means you will never do it again. This is true in everyday life – being on time shows that you respect and value other people’s time and don’t want to waste it. I detest lateness even to this day, and will do everything in my power to afford someone the courtesy of being five minutes early.


What small actions can you make in your daily life that show respect to those around you?


The role of the corporal


One aspect of respect that you must realise is that it is earned. To those on the outside, it may seem that simply being a Royal Marine means that someone has automatically gained ultimate respect, but that would be missing the point of the ethos of those who wear the green beret. Respect is earned, and that’s how it should be – in the Marines and in civilian life. It is because respect is earned that one of the most influential roles in the Marines is the corporal; a junior leader who others look toward for direction. While it may sometimes appear as though respect is the privilege of those in the top leadership positions, it is often in middle leadership that respect is most crucial. Let me explain.


The corporals are the first-level leaders who command respect, but as they are not at the top of the chain, this respect has to be earned; the rank itself is not enough to command respect unless it is backed up by action. As the first point of contact for those who are at the entry level of the Marines, it is the corporal’s job to both demonstrate and earn that core value of respect. The corporal is the one who has the strong connection with, and provides support to, the men on the ground, but also has the permission to link up to the sergeant. That connection then goes through the ranks to the very top. As the mediator between the men and the sergeant, the corporal needs to earn the respect of those above and below him, and also show respect to those above and below him. Respect does not merely travel upwards to those further up the hierarchy, but equally travels down to those who you may have the privilege to lead, who are, after all, the aspiring leaders of tomorrow. This makes the role of corporal, or middle leadership, one of the most important.


One person who was pivotal during my time in Marines training was my section commander, Rick Wallace. He was a non-commissioned officer with the rank of corporal at the time, a wily old fox who would never ask you to do something that he wouldn’t do himself. Humble and devoid of ego, I remember Rick as someone who always encouraged. It would have been easy to continually pick holes in all that we did, but Rick was an early role model for me who took the time to ensure that we knew what we were doing and why, as well as how we were going to do it. He went out of his way to make sure we were ready. It wasn’t about his rank; he earned my respect through his actions. Even in a natural position of responsibility, whether in the family or in business, you still have to earn respect. Are you proactive in earning that respect or simply expecting it to flow to you? Is your respect flowing out to those around you, regardless of rank or responsibility? And how are you showing that respect? One thing that I’ve noticed along my journey is that the most valuable thing you have to give to someone is time. For someone like Rick, who freely gave his weekends and evenings so that we might one day reach the required standard of the green beret, it was clearly important to him that we were the best version of ourselves every single day. That time he gave to us was something I’ve never forgotten. Rick respected us as recruits and as human beings. We knew very little, but that wasn’t going to stop him inspiring us to success.


The role of the leader


When I was going through my training as a Marine in 1987, it was quite brutal in that, if you couldn’t the cut the mustard, you fell by the wayside. That approach has changed over the years, however. The programme has been brought into the twenty-first century and there is now a clear ‘Teach, Coach and Mentor’ way of training and leading – and it works. What that means in practice is that you stand in front of a group of Marines and teach them, you stand beside them as you coach them, and then stand just behind and guide them through their development as a mentor. Leadership has nothing to do with being in charge; it’s about creating a safe environment and inspiring the people you have the privilege to lead. This is how team culture is cultivated and maintained, through leaders setting the tone and creating a safe environment for others to flourish. It clearly demonstrates the Marine way that respect is not earned through rank or position but through knowledge and actions. It’s the same whether you are a parent, a sportsperson, a teacher or a top business executive – your knowledge and actions will gain you the respect you genuinely deserve.


This style of mentoring engenders a positive culture of sharing knowledge and experience, with the aim of improving yourself and others. Something that I developed over my time as a leader in the Marines was how essential it was to communicate effectively with your team and how imperative it was to build up individual relationships within that team. As a senior officer, if someone new joined our unit, even if he was a senior sergeant major with twenty years’ worth of experience, then I would make the time to sit and get to know them, sharing personal anecdotes, showing a level of vulnerability and letting them know that we are one team. This proved to be vital in setting out the way we work together. I would also articulate that I had their back even if things went wrong. That offered them high levels of trust and empowerment, because they knew they were trusted to make decisions at their level. This engendered mutual respect and a spirit of trust that enhanced our overall combined effectiveness. I have found that this proves to be an effective way of leading in the longer term and that your people are more likely to go the extra mile for you if they trust and respect you. If you show trust in people then they will rarely let you down and they will offer you the best version of themselves.


One of the most powerful moments I have ever experienced that relates to leadership rising to the fore and earning that respect came about during the time I worked as part of a selected group of Royal Marines officer mentors with the Team GB women’s hockey team in 2011. It was a year until the 2012 Olympic Games and their team management believed that some time spent with the Royal Marines could help them in their quest for a medal.


They came down for a week’s work with us and it was soon apparent that they were a highly focused team with very clear goals. We set out various tasks that would require them to demonstrate different skills such as communication or teamwork alongside physical and mental demands that would challenge their leadership and resilience. We were certainly not in the business of trying to turn them into Marines, but, just as we do with our Marines, we put them in an unusual and uncomfortable environment, slightly out of their comfort zone, before adding a little pressure to see how they responded. A lot of self-learning takes place in these moments. I have seen many people and teams across multiple industries fold when the pressure is on, and in particular relationships between team members can break down. In some circumstances, especially under pressure, respect can be tossed aside amid other mixed emotions and desires; strong emotions such as frustration and anger can override it. But that is where such training can be so powerful – you experience these emotions together, learn how to process them respectfully, and come out the other side better for it.


The Marines attempt to train as close to reality as possible, so there is a sense of being in the environment you may well face. In some situations, whether in the Arctic, desert, jungle or mountain ranges, there will be moments where you have to act rapidly, coming up with the best plan possible based on the information around you. Each training scenario is designed to bring the team together, to broaden their horizons and to provoke deep thought and deliberation. This type of training allows for many by-products and benefits. You have been through a unique shared experience with others that you can draw from later as a team, and you now have that knowledge that you can come together when the pressure is on. This is something that we attempted to replicate with the hockey team, under their inspirational captain, Kate Richardson-Walsh, to bring them closer together so that they were more aware of the capabilities and skillsets of the members of their squad. It was designed to be a week of enlightenment, with respect and other key values at the forefront of the teams’ shared learning.


Kate struck me immediately as someone who was extremely proud to lead her national team. As captain she was totally engaged with us, continually searching for any tips on how she could lead her team better. Kate came across to me as a humble and authentic person, with a growth mindset and work ethic that quickly earned my respect.


In the Marines, we put the men through progressive training, with each challenge building on the last. With Team GB Hockey, we followed the same method. Each session was designed so that they went through the task in small groups before reflecting back on any shared lessons and talking about them with the wider team. When you stretch yourself beyond your comfort zone in an unfamiliar setting, you understand more about yourself, your team and their capabilities in how they react under different circumstances; watching individuals within the team rise to each challenge builds mutual respect. Feedback and facilitation are critical – as is the importance of allowing each team member, no matter how inexperienced or junior, to speak and share what they have learnt at each stage. A listening leader is a good leader, and being respectful enough to take interest in the views of others and allow an open forum for discussion is a highly effective way to gain respect and to maximise learning across any group.


While we engaged with the team and drove self-reflection sessions, it was Kate who approached me several times during the course of the week in her quest to be a more effective leader. Her proactive approach allowed me to engage with her personally and authentically and to share the leadership lessons that had been passed on to me over the years. These included operational lessons such as commanding from the front, leading by example and staying calm under pressure. I reinforced that a successful leader will set a positive tone and respectful environment in which others will thrive, and that such leaders connect with and inspire others to give the very best of themselves every single day. Good leaders take less of the credit and more of the blame, thereby protecting their people and ensuring that they get rewarded for their own good performance. This builds the leader’s respect for their people and the people’s respect for their leader. This is a two-way experience, where both leaders and people must connect, with a clear and mutual purpose, while striving towards common goals. Leadership is a lifelong learning process with respect at its core.


Kate understood that the respect that is earned and shared between individuals and their leader can be a key factor is optimising the performance of any team; whether that was on the hockey pitch or in wider life. Each person is encouraged by the leader to recognise their own individual traits, to respect the traits of others, and to combine these together to create a unique, diverse and strong team. This encourages each member to respect one another for what skillsets they are able to bring to any task, thereby acknowledging the power of such diversity and breadth.


An example of the military-style challenges that we set Team GB Hockey included the following scenario: they are a covert Special Forces unit and they have to move the team and their equipment from one area to another, navigating across rough ground through underwater and complex obstacles, requiring them to be innovative in how they plan, communicate and complete such a mission. A leader is nominated and then roles are handed out by them, each one critical to the success of the mission; just as in a hockey match, or any team for that matter, each person has a role they have to execute well in order to achieve the group’s shared goal. Each member was therefore reliant on one another, with the success of the mission at stake.


We could see how much the GB hockey team were enjoying the challenges, but from early on we had noticed that there was something not quite as it should be. While they worked hard to complete their tasks, every time it came to lunch or a break, it was obvious that cliques had formed, as the same people always sat down together in the same groups every day. Through observation and conversation, we deduced that Kate’s leadership was being challenged in some way, and there were two clear groups that were forming within this team. We believed that there was somebody else who also had aspirations to be the captain going into the London 2012 Olympics. All too aware that a divided house will fall, we felt we had to try in some way to address this, and we had devised the perfect opportunity to unite them all and bring them together.


On the Friday, we had put together a tough and challenging final exercise lasting three hours that took the women to their physical and mental limits. It had been a tough week up to this point, as they had already completed everything that we had thrown at them, from underwater challenges to feats of skill and endurance requiring strength and mental fortitude. However, the culmination of all that we had done with them was to be tested on the final day. We hoped that what we had teased out of them during the week would be brought together and they would rally behind a common vision, a united purpose, and transfer that into high performance with the will of champions.


They were divided into two teams, one under the leadership of Kate – who I must say is one of the most inspirational people I have ever had the pleasure of knowing, and we are still friends to this day. Whilst already fatigued from the week’s activities, each team had to cover the heathland of Woodbury Common, where the Marine recruits conduct most of their training, in as quick a time as possible, navigating under time pressure from point to point. At various checkpoints, there were obstacles, such as the infamous ‘Crocodile Pit’, where they had to build a rope traverse to bridge the chasm. For this the leader had to be able to plan, communicate and delegate clear tasks to each team member. It also required the ability to listen. At each checkpoint, they retrieved additional equipment such as full Jerry cans of water, and we threw in unexpected scenarios such as simulated casualties that had to be carried. We wanted to replicate that feeling when time is running out on a sports field, when you are fatigued, when the unexpected happens, and when the pressure is on to get that winning goal or simply hold on for victory. Such small margins can make the difference between champions and also-rans.


Over the course of this challenge Kate really came into her own. It was extremely rewarding for us to watch the way in which she nurtured and encouraged her team, some of whom were struggling with the physical and mental demands that we had placed on them. Kate had clearly taken in some of our key lessons and positioned herself where she could continually assess the performance of her team. Where needed, she made a change of personnel, swapping kit and equipment at various stages, thereby maximising their output while demonstrating a knowledge of the strengths, weaknesses and skillsets of each member of the group.


Kate’s style of leadership was infectious and it seemed to drive her team onwards when it was clear that many were pushing at the outer limits of their own capabilities, which is where the real learning takes place. So much growth takes place in these moments, and it is a place where you can close the gap on your competitors from behind or increase the lead if you are ahead. This is a tough thing to do. Kate had understood that this was the reason they had come down to visit the Marines. After an incredible effort, both teams raced towards the finish line. They had given everything, yet Kate was still demanding more of her team: ‘Just keep going – we can do this!’ Kate’s team came into the finishing strait just ahead of the other, but, under her direction, they stopped and cheered the other team, so that they came in side by side, together as one team. Never leave a teammate behind; just like the Marines.


We had what we call a ‘hot debrief’ while the adrenaline was still pumping and the experience was fresh in their minds. Reflection and feedback are very important, and instead of asking Kate how she felt the teams had performed, we asked the group to comment on the task and Kate’s style of leadership throughout. To my amazement, the girl who was being possibly touted as the next GB captain, possibly in time for the Olympics, stood up and stated, ‘Kate is our leader. She has been inspirational as the captain of England for many years. She is a role model for us all and we all want to be like Kate. She has to be the one to lead us to a medal at the Olympic Games.’ The respect that Kate had earned from her team through her performance was there for all to see. It was extremely powerful.


They all stood up and started hugging each other and we just disappeared into the shadows. Leadership and personal values are often tested to the max, especially when under duress and extremes of pressure. This wasn’t just about Kate, however; it was about uniting the team that she had the privilege to lead, and she knew it. She had earned their respect, and it was clear that she respected them too.


Thankfully, the story didn’t end there. Those bonds of respect, camaraderie and high-performance values not only shone at London 2012, but four years later as well. During the first match of the London Games against Japan, Kate had her jaw smashed with a hockey stick. That was meant to be the end of her tournament, but after undergoing surgery she refused to sit on the sidelines and returned with a wired-up jaw and protective facemask to help drive her team to a bronze medal, the first for GB Hockey in twenty years. Kate was never going to give up on her team, no matter what. Now that is Commando spirit at its best. A true inspiration.


Four years later, I was in buckets of tears watching Kate on TV lead the GB women to an Olympic gold medal in Rio 2016 with a dramatic victory over the Netherlands on penalties. It was amazing to watch them celebrate. I knew how much that gold medal meant to them.


Kate was then selected to be the Team GB flag-bearer at the closing ceremony, which just goes to show, once earned, genuine respect can go a very long way!


Investing in the leaders of tomorrow


Marines, even at the junior levels, are heavily invested in over a period of years, and are given training, tools and strategies so that they can become effective leaders further along in their careers. This empowerment is critical and the Marines realise how important it is to provide experienced role models for less experienced recruits – people who can guide and nurture them at every stage of their development. As a result, the young Marines immediately begin to feel a sense of belonging and have someone on hand to help them understand their new identity and the culture and values that shape it.


Investment in junior leadership can be a game-changer in wider society. Conferring the responsibility of leadership on younger people means they become invested in their society. So, for example, the culture of a school is not just determined by the headteacher and teachers, but also by the pupils. And the pupils themselves then go on to instil this in each subsequent intake; the new boys and girls immediately get a sense of what is expected in the school and they receive this understanding from their peers in the school years above them. Suddenly role models are not to be found in the staff room, but on the playground and in the classrooms.


We need to invest in young leaders in schools and the wider community, so that the respect that has been lost can be revived. That goes for respect for the elderly, respect for authority, respect for where you live – the sense of mutual respect that is ingrained in the Marines and makes that organisation so effective is the same core value that we are in desperate need of today in wider society.


This will require not just investment in our youth of today, but a clear programme of junior leadership identification, where young people have the opportunity to nurture their potential as the community leaders of tomorrow. We must attempt to bridge the divide between youth and our nation’s leaders, where each respects each other, where deep and lasting connections can be made that enhance society and not damage it. As discussed, the role of the corporal, or middle leader, is crucial in this.


One of the clear areas where there has been a breakdown in mutual respect is found in large sections of the Black community and how they view the police. The development of the Black Lives Matter movement has given a clear indication of how aggrieved many feel. The flow of respect that I have talked about has become toxic in certain areas of our society, and the question is often asked: why do so many young people have a lack of respect?


Many kids lack confidence, they lack education, a mistrust of people they don’t know develops and so they end up walking around with pit bulls and knives and the only role models they can see are those getting rich quick by disrespecting others, stealing and selling drugs. That is a culture of disrespect and it’s a way of living that can quickly become normalised.


Such destructive behaviour can only be broken by a culture of respect, and this is where the role of the junior leader is so critical. They not only bridge the gap between our youth and natural leaders (such as teachers, parents and youth officers), but they are also empowered to challenge these natural leaders if they feel that they have done something that has eroded that respect. They need to see that the natural leaders in their areas care and respect them and that disrespect is not tolerated. So, it needs to be two-way relationship, where young men and women are listened to and invested in to become the young corporals in their area, in their family. School is a great starting point, but also it has to be seen in the home, in the community centre and on the street corner.


The role of community policing is a hot topic that has to be addressed. Young people may ask: how can you expect me to trust the police when I feel harassed? That is only going to change through effective communication, education and by building a mutual respect based on trust.


So, a young person should feel empowered to ask police, in a calm and measured way: ‘Why am I being stopped?’ and ‘What would you like me to do?’ And the police in turn should meet with youth leaders and explain why they carry out stop and search and how they expect a person to act in that scenario. This exchange of perspectives is crucial to building mutual respect. That’s community support, that’s building mutual respect and trust, and taking a step towards developing a positive new culture in the community. It’s not leadership by rank or authority which says, ‘I’m the boss, I have the power and you just do what you’re told.’ If that’s the approach of any leader or person in authority, no matter what the environment, then they’re probably in the wrong job.


My deep respect for the men in the green beret gave me a new direction in life. They offered me a new way of thinking and I bought into that new culture because they believed in me, they respected me and they saw potential in me when I didn’t even see it in myself. That belief is what young people need today. It’s naturally the case that teenagers cannot see their full potential, they are unable to, or prevented from seeing, what they could become because they are having to deal with so much as they grow up. Twenty-first-century life places more pressure on the young than ever before. So, it is up to adults to make the time to help them create a vision and by doing so offer them respect for the great untapped potential inside them. I felt the effects of this a couple of weeks into my Marines training. I felt as though the Peckham shackles had been lifted off me at last and I could be who I wanted to be. I love south London but, in that environment, I had allowed myself to be restricted to a narrow mindset of what life could be like for me – and it was reflected in the belief, or lack of, from some of those around me who thought I could never become a Royal Marines Commando. I had to throw off that negative mindset to unlock my full potential and self-respect, and that’s a lesson for everyone, young or old.


How powerful it would be for society if everyone reading this, whatever their situation may be, grabbed hold of this value of respect and worked at making it grow within their immediate group. One particularly powerful example of where this can be applied is within the family unit. Just as in the Marines, where respect is clearly evident between the men who don the green beret, there needs to be a natural flow of respect from parent to child and back around again. The corporals in the family unit could easily be identified as, for example, those older siblings who, like the corporals in the Marines, help the younger children understand the boundaries and behaviours of what is expected in the home and demonstrate what can be achieved by hard work at school, while also engaging in a mature way with their parents. Within that respectful unit there will naturally flourish confidence and belief. That can be a game-changer for a family and for the expectations of young people, who will naturally feel a greater sense of identity and belonging because of the mutual values and respect within the family unit. The culture in the home organically changes for the better when that mutual respect is flowing, and that then spills out in a positive manner to the rest of the community and in wider society.


It’s the same in business. The standards are laid down by the senior leaders and the managers below them so that every member of the workforce understands what is expected in the working environment. As with the Marines and the family unit, out of this mutual understanding will evolve a sense of identity and belonging, which enables and empowers everyone to thrive. And when adversity comes, there is a feeling of togetherness and respect for each other to get through it because everyone is personally invested and feels a connection with the business and their colleagues.


When I worked with the England football team, this was something that the manager Gareth Southgate was very keen to see develop. He wanted to improve the junior leadership (the corporals if you like) and to incorporate leaders at every level to bind the team together. So, Harry Kane, Jordan Henderson and others were given key leadership roles and they linked up to the management while also dealing with issues to support their teammates. That meant issues were brought to them and dealt with in the right way, they were nipped in the bud early and not allowed to fester and worsen. Like Marine NCOs, these players understood the importance of being the arbiter of the standards and, through their actions, they represented their team as authentic leaders while respecting the privilege that came with such a position.


There is nothing worse than low morale and toxicity in any team, whether that is a group of Marines on operational duty or a sports team preparing to try to win a World Cup. To protect morale, you need the right people with the right mindset led by the right leaders, promoting an environment with mutual respect at its core.


Personal responsibility goes hand in hand with mutual respect. Taking ownership of not just your own performance but also the performance of others is intertwined with the way in which you respect yourself and others. By taking ownership and therefore responsibility of the destiny of others in a selfless way, you are making a statement that you will accept charge of your duty as a trusted member of a group. You can’t demand respect and yet not be prepared to take personal responsibility for your actions. The blame game and excuse-making won’t cut it in a culture of respect – whether that’s the leader who never listens, the parent who has gambled away the holiday money or the boss who in a moment of anger has belittled a colleague.


A culture of mutual respect has no room for selfishness. In the Marines, we call being selfish ‘being Jack’. It quite simply cannot be tolerated – and the stakes are high. As Marines we can be deployed at any moment to an extreme operational environment where you have to trust your team at every juncture. A failure of trust and respect will result in a reduced overall effectiveness that could erode morale and set a toxic environment where someone could become severely injured or even killed. On occasion, when you haven’t slept for several days in a row, you always welcome the opportunity to take a period of rest while sentries stand guard. One of the worst crimes in the Marines is to fall asleep on duty. You have been trusted and empowered with the safety of your sleeping comrades in an environment where failure to respect that huge personal responsibility will result in catastrophe.


The green beret, as I’ve said, is the ultimate badge of acceptance, honour and mutual respect. Only those who have earned it truly know what it stands for. It defines us, drives us and unites us. The DNA of a Marine sees past colour or creed, and its acceptance of such diversity, and its tolerance towards others, is indicative of the respect that is universally shown in our Corps. The only time I ever noticed I had a different skin colour to most Marines was when I looked in the mirror to have a shave. It’s why I stayed for over thirty years.


Our society needs to have that same respect – one that has trust and empowerment at its core. Whether you aim to build respect in a relationship, or earn respect at work or school, I’ve found that it is critical to keep your promises to others and to see things through when others rely on you. Being considerate and discreet, helping other people in tough times, and going the extra mile in everything that you do, certainly goes a long way towards earning the respect that you may yearn for. It’s not something you can fake; you have to want to do it, and you have to be prepared to work for it. Give it a try, and you’ll find that not only will you quickly go up in the estimation of other people, you’ll also have more respect for yourself.
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