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Glossary




Honouring the voices to all who served




FOREWORD


A nation’s soul is reflected through the stories of its people. These stories give us a clearer understanding of the motivations and values that people hold true. In this second edition of Never Forgotten, author Dave Morgan has chronicled personal stories from men and women who served our nation through peace and war, from Vietnam to Afghanistan. Through their words, we learn that Australia’s soul is characterised by a sense of duty, resilience and compassion.


As the son of a soldier killed in action in Vietnam, and a veteran of our Middle East and Afghanistan campaigns, I know the experiences shared in this edition are elegantly honest. Each anecdote is delivered with an unconscious humility that is typical of our service men and women. This humility is matched with a consistent thread of compassion for those who served beside them, especially mates killed during service. This is particularly true for those recalling significant non-combat casualty events. We are also not surprised to read that, in each story, service to nation is typically followed by service to community.


This edition reveals a remarkable symmetry between the experiences of the Vietnam generation and the Middle East generation of storytellers. The Vietnam generation was inspired by their World War Two parents, feared the booby trap or landmine, and despaired at public perceptions of their service. Similarly, the Middle East generation was inspired by their Vietnam War parents, feared the one improvised explosive device and remained disquieted by public interpretations of their service.


Dave Morgan has completed a true service to future generations of Australians by compiling these compelling personal recollections of service to the nation. These stories must be read. They stand as a beacon for us all to maintain a sense of duty, demonstrate resilience and act with compassion.


Major General Stuart Smith AO, DSC (Retd)




INTRODUCTION


Preserving our military history is vital, as it allows future generations to recognise and honour the bravery, dedication, and sacrifices of those who served.


The following stories from our veterans, shared from the heart and without glorification, are raw, real, and deeply human. They remind us that while the battlefield may be left behind, its echoes endure long after.


Many veterans never have the opportunity to share their personal stories, of life before service, experiences during service, and the journey after discharge, along with the lessons they have gained along the way.


I firmly believe this greatly benefits our Veteran Community by giving veterans a platform to share their experiences and have their voices heard.


The second edition of Never Forgotten came to life because I felt the deep gratitude, pride, and emotions of veterans and their families as they shared their stories in the first edition. Many of the stories in this edition were gathered through word of mouth, often from veterans whose mates had shared their experiences in the original volume.


Before the first edition was published, my good mate Trevor Gordon, whose story I included, sadly passed away in late October 2024, never having the chance to see it. He had kept it a secret from his family, intending it to be a surprise for them all. After Never Forgotten was released in early December 2024, I sent a copy to everyone who had contributed their stories.


After Anzac Day 2025, I received a deeply moving message on my Facebook page from Trevor’s daughter, Wendy Bot. It reinforced my pride in preserving our veterans’ stories, ensuring they are always remembered and that their legacy endures through never forgotten for generations to come.


‘Grief has a way of creeping in when you least expect it. Anzac Day always brings a wave of emotions, but this year it is different – dad’s not here. I have chosen to spend today reading my dad's words – his own story, printed in a book honouring the voices of many soldiers.


He poured his heart into this story. Sadly, he never got to see it in print. He passed before it was published. It breaks me a little every time I think about that.


But I’m also so deeply proud. Proud of his story, and proud to carry his memory with me, especially today. Thank you to all who have served and continue to serve for your sacrifice and strength.


You are not forgotten.


You are honoured.


Love you always, Dad.


LEST WE FORGET.’


Thank you for your Service and Sacrifice.


Dave Morgan




IN MEMORY


Blaine Flower Diddams (MG)


24 April 1990 – Killed in Action 2 July 2012
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LEST WE FORGET


Matthew Raymond Locke (MG)


1991 – Killed in Action 25 October 2007
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IN MEMORY – LEST WE FORGET


BLAINE FLOWER DIDDAMS (MG)


(Aka Didds)


Rank: Sergeant.


Royal Australian Infantry Corps / Special Air Service Regiment – Patrol Commander.


Infantry Soldier / Special Air Service Soldier.


Years of Service: 24 April 1990 – Killed in Action 2 July 2012.


Overseas Service: Somalia, East Timor, Solomon Islands and Afghanistan.





Disclaimer


This remembrance of my son, Blaine Diddams, written by me, Colonel (Retired) Peter Diddams, is my personal memory. It is not, therefore, necessarily the same as those of his wife or children, nor Blaine’s mother, my wife Cate, nor Blaine’s siblings. There are many stories about Blaine, including those from friends and the military, particularly from his special operations operator colleagues of various ranks, services, and nationalities.


As his wife Toni-Ann says: ‘Everyone has a Didds’ story!’ Space does not permit my complete telling of his forty years of life and service to this country. I have told his story my way – any errors or omissions are my own.


Early Life and Schooling


Our son Blaine was born on 16 December 1971 at the Royal Canberra Hospital. I was serving as a Captain in the Royal Australian Corps of Signals at Army Headquarters, and my wife, Cate, and I lived in Canberra. In 1973, I was posted to the British Army School of Signals in Blandford, Dorset, UK, for two years of specialist training. While living in the UK, Blaine was joined by his first sister, Nichola (Nicki), in 1973, followed by his second sister, Sian, in 1975. After the UK, we returned to Australia. We lived in outer Sydney, and eventually in an Army married quarter at Middle Head, next to the 1st Commando Company, where Blaine was fascinated by the Army vehicles backed onto our fence.


Blaine’s brother, Christian, was born in 1977 while we were living at Middle Head, and Blaine began his schooling in Mosman. In 1978, our family moved to Queenscliff, Victoria, for the year while I attended the Australian Army Staff College. In May, Blaine’s second brother, Luke, was born in Geelong. Blaine attended school locally and became increasingly aware of our Army surroundings at Queenscliff. He found a trunk of my Army clothing and tried on my green shorts and shirts, so he was perhaps getting interested in his future career. A little later, he broke his foot while attempting to leap from the top of his bedroom cupboard to his bunk bed, demonstrating an early appetite for high-altitude adventure.


Like his younger siblings, Blaine attended several schools due to my ongoing Army moves. In 1979, he did Year Two across three different schools because of my posting to Ingleburn, NSW. He continued at St. Thomas Moore at Campbelltown in 1980 for Year Three, where his mum, Cate, was teaching swimming. It was there that Blaine learned to swim.


In 1981, our family moved to Canberra for three years as part of another Army posting. Blaine was enrolled at Marist Brothers in Pearce, ACT, where he completed Years Four, Five, and Six. In Year Four, he gave cricket a go, but in an early game, he was struck in the face by the ball, splitting his lip and nearly knocking out a tooth. Despite the injury, he toughed it out for the rest of the day, standing in the scorching sun in the outfield where, frustratingly, the ball never came near him. He decided cricket wasn’t for him. Not long after this, Blaine suffered from appendicitis and ended up in the hospital, where the only thing on TV was, ironically, more cricket!


In Year Five at Marist Brothers, Blaine explored a variety of sports, and his favourite was Rugby Union, which he took up in later years with gusto. In that same year, our family all participated in the ‘1982 Canberra Times Fun Run’ together. During the event, Blaine pulled away from us and ran alongside soldiers in their jungle-green uniforms, webbing, and rifles. This he thoroughly enjoyed. Hints of the running to come, and Army, perhaps? In 1983, in Year 6, Blaine attended a birthday party where the children had their faces painted. His face was painted in camouflage colours, and when he got home, he hid in the garden, dressed in a camouflage jacket, holding a replica radio and pistol, pretending to be a soldier to ambush us all.


In 1984, our family moved to Brisbane for two years, and Blaine began Year 8 at St. Columban’s College, where he earned a place on the school swimming team. He also developed a keen interest in mountain climbing, inspired by his science teacher. This spread to the whole family, and we began exploring and climbing the Glass House Mountains north of Brisbane, and we also began camping. I had done some rock climbing, so I introduced Blaine to this sport at Kangaroo Point, and he took to it eagerly. Trusting my 12-year-old son to belay my climbing ropes securely was quite the bonding experience, and I am sure it was the genesis of his later love of roping and climbing.


The following year, Blaine returned to St Columban’s for Year Nine, and the family did some more camping to test out our equipment for the next big trip. At the end of 1995, I took long service leave from the Army, and the whole family set off on a six-month journey around Australia in our 4WD, towing a specially built cargo trailer packed with tents and camping gear and an inflatable rubber dinghy. During this epic trip, Blaine expanded his skills in rock climbing, adventure caving, abseiling, and fishing. He developed valuable survival techniques and was taught to handle both a shotgun and a rifle safely. Camp cooking and bush hygiene also became second nature.


We finished our travels in Melbourne in late May 1986. I was promoted to Colonel and appointed to a senior management position in the Defence Signals Directorate (DSD) at Victoria Barracks. The family spent many disorienting weeks in a motel while we went house hunting and attended interviews to get our five children into schools. We eventually moved to a house in Malvern that was suitable for our large family and close to schools. The DSD job was very demanding, with long hours, which meant I was not at home as much as I needed to be to support Cate with the children’s care, particularly Blaine, who needed help with his schoolwork. Blaine attended Year Nine in the Victorian public school system for a few months, then spent the rest of that year at De La Salle College Malvern, yet another change of school. Blaine completed Year 10 at De La Salle in 1997, where he met with mixed success mainly due to having discovered the close Victorian ski fields, a love of skateboarding, and spending overlong hours at a job at McDonald’s, which paid him well so he could pay for his extracurricular skiing exploits and top-of-the-range ski gear.


Early in 1988, we agreed with Blaine that he needed to try a different schooling environment if he was to succeed, so we settled on him boarding at St Patrick’s College Ballarat for years 11 and 12, and he commenced there at the start of the 1988 school year. By then, Blaine had attended 10 schools to reach Year 10. A couple of months later, I was offered civil employment in South Australia, so I resigned from the Army, giving six months’ notice effective on 31st August. Blaine remained at St Patrick’s to stay in the same Victorian school system for years 11 and 12, while the rest of the family moved to Adelaide. We did not want Blaine to have to change schools again.


Early in his Year 11 at St Pats, Blaine got into running, rowing, weights, and boxing. He quickly made some good mates, and he stayed in touch with a few for the rest of his life. In May, he saw the careers advisor and wrote to us telling us one of his choices for his future career was: ‘Professional soldier, SAS – then security work (This is probably the most likely)’ – his exact words. He played College Rugby Union, facing other Melbourne private schools and some formidable opponents, including South Sea Islanders based in Melbourne! Although he wasn’t the biggest player on the field, he proved to be a tough and determined competitor, excelling as a dynamic breakaway and performing strongly in several other positions as well.


In 1989, after a rocky few months of academic work, Blaine decided that completing Year Twelve wasn’t the right path for him, and he left the school in April. He began an apprenticeship in Melbourne, but realised it wasn’t for him, so he returned home to Adelaide and took on various jobs. Later that year, Blaine decided to try working at Mulgathing Station near Tarcoola, on the edge of the desert in northern South Australia. Life was harsh and physically demanding, with extreme conditions testing everyone on the station. Blaine persevered and thrived, earning the respect of all with his grit and determination, and he became a tough young man.


Army Career 1990-1994


In February 1990, Blaine returned to Adelaide and, after meeting the entry requirements, enlisted in the Army on 24 April. He’d shown an interest in military life from an early age; I can still picture him wearing my Army greens as a child, drawing countless pictures of guns and tanks. I suggested that he consider going to Duntroon Royal Military College, as I had, and becoming an officer. Still, he was adamant that he wanted to be a soldier:, … a real soldier, Dad!’


He completed recruit training at Kapooka in New South Wales and distinguished himself by topping the Physical Training course. The Kapooka Commanding Officer had invited me to be the Parade Reviewing Officer for the marching-out parade. I was a very proud father presenting him with his PT award at that parade. Following Kapooka, Blaine moved on to Singleton, NSW, for his Infantry training. Maintaining his high standards earned him his choice of posting: 1st Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment (1 RAR), in Townsville, Queensland.


Over the next two years, Blaine developed his skills as an infantryman and built strong friendships within his unit. He purchased a second-hand Harley-Davidson motorcycle, the first of many to come in later years. Outside his military duties, he continued playing rugby and began learning to scuba dive; it was during this period that he met Toni-Ann, who would later become his wife. At the end of 1991, Blaine and several of his 1 RAR mates embarked on an ambitious adventure, riding their Harley-Davidson motorcycles from Townsville down through the centre of Australia to Adelaide to spend Christmas with us. We had a riotous family Christmas filled with memorable moments, not to mention the one where Cate found out first-hand about Blaine’s love of tattoos, and which became a major theme for him for the rest of his life.


Blaine returned to Townsville and began the physical training required to pass the Special Air Service Regiment (SASR) selection course, which he had considered attempting after advice from senior soldiers in 1 RAR. In his downtime, he made the most of his scuba-diving skills on Magnetic Island by volunteering at Shark World (owned by Toni-Ann’s parents), where he took part in shark feeding and continued to see Toni-Ann. In December 1992, Blaine travelled to Sydney to help celebrate two special occasions: his grandmother Dee Dee’s 80th birthday and his own 21st. As a milestone gift, Cate and I gave him a round-the-world airline ticket. Before he had a chance to use it, Blaine was deployed with his battalion, 1 RAR, for overseas service in Somalia.


From January to May 1993, Blaine served in Somalia as part of Operation SOLACE. During the deployment, he participated in patrolling, crowd control, and medical support duties. As a member of the Battalion Reconnaissance Platoon, he undertook some difficult and dangerous operations well away from other support forces. This gave him pause about whether the Army was right for him.


After returning to Townsville, he took six months’ leave without pay to reflect on his future in the Army, as he had experienced it on operations. He went to Western Queensland to work on a gold exploration drilling rig. The job was gruelling, set in harsh and unforgiving conditions, and it made him a very strong man indeed. Blaine returned to Townsville, committed more than ever to his military career and set his sights firmly on joining the SASR. he began the intensive physical training regime he knew would be needed for entry to the Regiment.


SASR Career 1995-2003


In January 1995, Blaine and Toni-Ann were married in Townsville. Just two months later, in March, Blaine travelled to Perth to undertake the demanding SASR selection course. He completed it and officially joined the Regiment, receiving his Sandy Beret in August. He and Toni-Ann moved to Perth. In October 1996, they welcomed their first child, a daughter named Elle-Lou. In December, they travelled to the United Kingdom, where Cate and I were then living, to spend Christmas with us and to introduce us to our new granddaughter. Over the following two years, Blaine continued his training and operational duties with the SASR in Perth, serving in 1 Squadron B Troop (Water Operations): ‘The Beagle Boys.’


In 1999, the family relocated to Point Cook, Victoria, for a year as part of Blaine’s career development to undertake a French language course. In March of that year, they had a second child, a son named Henry. Later that year, Blaine travelled to France on secondment with the French Special Forces, spending six weeks undergoing cold-weather training and consolidating his language skills. Blaine then returned to Australia, and the family relocated to SASR in Perth with their two young children.


In January 2000, Blaine was deployed to East Timor on Operation WARDEN. The following month, he was promoted to Corporal by Commander INTERFET Major General Peter Cosgrove and then continued his service there in Balibo on Operation TANAGER. This mission was under the United Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET). As a UN peacekeeper, Blaine was issued the distinctive blue cravat and beret, although he really preferred his bush hat!


Upon returning to Perth, he undertook Counterterrorism (CT) training for future roles in the unit. Still a member of the SASR Water Operations Troop of 1 Squadron, Blaine spent April 2001 engaged in a maritime operation that pursued a large fishing vessel that had been caught fishing illegally in Australian waters. This took them all the way across the Indian Ocean to the Republic of South Africa. The subsequent media described the pursuit as ‘Chasing Pirates’! After this, Blaine participated in some of the rehearsals for the security operations supporting the Sydney Olympics. In July 2001, Blaine undertook a rigorous one-month Mountain and Cold Weather Operators’ Course with the 1st Commando Regiment in the Victorian High Country, furthering his cold weather warfare skills.


Following the 9/11 terror attacks in 2001, the US and other countries, including Australia, committed to action in Afghanistan. SASR began preparations, and Blaine retrained in many weapons systems and was vaccinated for overseas service, including Anthrax, which hospitalised him for a few days. Blaine was instrumental in preparing his squadron for the expected Afghan winter conditions through his specialised cold-weather warfare instruction. 1 Squadron SASR was first to be deployed to Afghanistan on Operation SLIPPER in December 2001. While patrolling on 19 January 2002, there was a mine incident, and Blaine, using his combat medic skills, treated the injured trooper. Tragically, less than a month later, on 16 February, Sergeant Andrew Russell of the SASR was killed by a mine, underscoring the danger mines presented to the deployed soldiers. In the weeks that followed, during February and March, Blaine was deployed on Operation ANACONDA, including an extended arduous patrol high above the snow line, calling in aircraft fire support for the troops deployed below, fighting the Taliban, a mission for which he was later awarded the U.S. Army Commendation Medal. He completed his first deployment to Afghanistan on 3 April 2002, and after returning home, he and Toni-Ann went on a holiday in very warm Bali!


In June 2003, Blaine undertook further cold-weather training at Mt Hotham in Victoria. (Blaine’s code for work that includes skiing!) The following month, while participating in dive training in Sydney Harbour, he suffered a serious diving-related injury known as a CAGE (cerebral arterial gas embolism). Immediate access to the hyperbaric chamber at HMAS Penguin was crucial to his survival, and thanks to rapid medical intervention, he recovered. But, from then on, no more water operations work for Blaine. He was told: ‘Only a snorkel and floaties from now on, Didds!’


Later that year, from September to December, Blaine was deployed on Operation TREK in the Solomon Islands, but, of course, no diving was allowed.


During 2003, Blaine took on the role of Mountain Warfare Instructor in the SASR Support Squadron Skills Troop. During this time, he contributed to several high-level training programs, including the SASR Selection Course, the Special Forces Weapons Course, and the Special Forces Military Roping Course. In August and September of that year, he completed the highly specialised and rigorous New Zealand Technical Winter Course, which was later featured in Army News, and Blaine was now the Regiment’s subject master. Then, from January to March 2004, he was selected for cold-weather training exercises overseas with the UK Special Boat Service, operating in challenging conditions, including in northern Norway in heavy snow.


Following this trip to Norway, Blaine returned to Swanbourne as an instructor once again, and he submitted his resignation from the SASR to take effect in October 2004 to pursue work as a Private Military Contractor (PMC) in the Middle East, as many of his colleagues had done. When Australia reduced its combat presence in Iraq, trained operators were offered lucrative private security contracts and ended up back in the war zones. In late October, as arranged by SASR, Blaine was transferred to the Inactive Reserve of the Australian Army and left the Regiment. This transfer would allow him to return to the Army in the future if certain conditions were met and Blaine wanted to keep his options open.


Private Military Contracting in Iraq and Afghanistan 2004-2006


In November, Blaine commenced work in Iraq in Baghdad as a Private Military Contractor with Olive Security. This was dangerous work in a high-threat environment, and he managed the risks very well, proving his worth to the company and gaining promotion to bigger jobs. His work continued throughout 2005, with about two months working and two weeks off. Blaine used the breaks to return home and spend time with Toni-Ann and the children. One of those visits in June allowed him to attend the funeral in Sydney of my mother, his paternal grandmother: Dee Dee. After his return to Iraq in July, he resigned from Olive Security and began a counter-drugs role with Adam Smith International. Then, in September, he was stationed in Kabul, Afghanistan, where he led a team of 30 election monitors for the Afghan elections being held at that time. In late December, he flew to Canada to meet up with Toni-Ann and the kids for a family holiday in the snow, always conscious that he wanted the kids to enjoy the snow as much as he did and to spend quality time with them.


During these years as a contractor, Blaine and I pursued a lively correspondence which had not previously been easy due to the operational security and pressures of work. We exchanged ideas and philosophy about family, family dynamics, absences from children due to work, work-life balance, and the ever-present danger of death perched on the right shoulder just awaiting his chance. Blaine was very much taken with the theme of: ‘Don’t sweat the small stuff.’ This correspondence demonstrated to me his erudition and growing depth of knowledge and wisdom in one so relatively young, and he was always thinking of his children and how to be a good husband and father while constantly away from them, just as I had done when I was in the Army. His writing was also sprinkled with wry humour, and he used very descriptive language to tell me about his sometimes hair-raising missions for various clients in war zones, including a memorable game of golf at Kabul Golf Course.


After Canada, Blaine returned to Kabul during the early months of 2006. In April, he returned to Australia to check out the property that Toni-Ann had purchased in Millendon, just outside Perth, which many would come to know as ‘Didds’ Run’. In May and June, Blaine was back in Kabul, where the security situation rapidly deteriorated following a wave of violent riots. Amid rising tensions, he continued his work. Still, he regularly returned to Millendon for much-needed R& R, which mainly consisted of Blaine working flat out on this newly acquired acreage to dispose of old farm junk and refurbish the farmhouse, outbuildings, and animal pens. After this came the horses and the assorted menagerie of farm animals. He returned to Afghanistan a couple of times, including later in 2006. During this time, he fell ill with a severe case of the ‘Afghani flu’, which left him physically drained and seriously reconsidering his future there. Australian special forces had redeployed to Afghanistan in September 2005. He had been sorely missing the close camaraderie and in particular the professionalism of the SASR in all the time he was a contractor. In December 2006, the Army made him an offer to return to the SASR, and he was keen to rejoin as soon as he could.


SASR Career 2007-2012


In early 2007, after re-qualifying tests, Blaine rejoined the SASR as a Lance Corporal and marked the occasion with the purchase of a new Harley-Davidson motorcycle. March was marked by sorrow, as he attended the funerals of two close mates: Josh Porter in Newcastle and Craig Linacre in Melbourne. Each event was literally marked by Blaine with new tattoos, in May Blaine deployed to Afghanistan on Operation SLIPPER Rotation IV, serving with the Vehicle Mounted Troop in 3 Squadron. During this term in September, he was assigned a close personal protection role for the Minister of Defence, accompanying delegations across Iraq, Kuwait, Dubai, and various locations within Afghanistan. He returned home to Perth in October, only to receive the devastating news that his very close friend Matt (Lockie) Locke had been killed in action after deploying to Afghanistan the previous month. Blaine was a pallbearer at Matt’s funeral, honouring yet another fallen comrade. And yes, another tattoo.


In December, Blaine was promoted to Corporal, and in early 2008, he deployed again to Afghanistan on Operation SLIPPER, this time as part of Rotation VI from January to April. Stationed in Kandahar, he was embedded with a small Special Forces detachment. During this deployment, he underwent surgery for a painful internal issue that would later trouble him several times, and Blaine had to return to Perth in April for a month of convalescent leave. Following this, leave, Blaine was again on Operation SLIPPER from May to July. While overseas, he ordered a new Harley Nightrod Special so that it would be waiting for him on his return. On 8 July, the danger faced by the special forces operators was again underlined with the death of SASR colleague Signaller Sean McCarthy by an improvised explosive device. Blaine was good friends with some of those alongside McCarthy in the vehicle, and who were severely injured in that same incident. After his return home in July, with 3 Squadron away, Blaine was seconded to 2 Squadron for the remainder of the year. September and October saw a major professional milestone: he completed the SASR Patrol Commander’s Course, a demanding qualification that paved the way for his return to 3 Squadron.


In January 2009, Blaine and family attended a wedding in Brisbane, then Blaine and the two kids drove south and visited us at our house in Smiths Lake, NSW, staying for a week before heading to Sydney. While sailing with his Uncle John Diddams on Sydney Harbour, Blaine suffered a relapse related to his earlier internal surgery and required urgent treatment at Royal North Shore Hospital. Since he couldn’t sit or drive for ten days, Cate and I took over Blaine’s loaded Hilux and drove his two kids all the way home across the Nullarbor! Grandparents bonding with grandchildren was a great experience.


Blaine completed a parachute free-fall course during March and April 2009 at Nowra, and then, after pre-deployment training throughout May and June, he deployed again to Afghanistan with 3 Squadron as part of Operation SLIPPER, Rotation X, based in Tarin Kowt. This involved more intensive combat operations ‘outside the wire’ this time as a Corporal acting as patrol commander. During a firefight, one of Blaine’s soldiers was shot and wounded, and Blaine was commended for his calm and authoritative action organising the treatment and evacuation of this soldier. Blaine returned home in November and took a family holiday in Thailand in December 2009. In early 2010, the family travelled to Japan for more family skiing and quality time together!


In February 2010, Blaine resumed work at Swanbourne, this time posted to I Troop 3 Squadron. From March to May 2010, Blaine attended his final course for promotion to Sergeant at Watsonia in Melbourne. Blaine and another SASR operator used the weekends to practice their climbing skills at Mount Arapiles. In June, he completed cold-weather training at Mt Hotham in Victoria before heading overseas to the United States. From July to September, Blaine was seconded as an instructor at the Special Forces Advanced Mountaineering School in Fort Carson, Colorado. On weekends, he made the most of his time in the Rockies by doing additional climbing, including an ascent of Crestone Needle in southern Colorado. And yes, eventually, he got a tattoo of a big mountain!


In January 2011, Blaine deployed once more to Afghanistan on Operation SLIPPER, this time as Team Leader of a Special Forces unit based in Kabul. In March, he again required surgery for the annoying, recurring internal medical condition, this time undergoing treatment at Bagram Hospital. Showing his resilience, he recovered so well that in April, he took leave and travelled to France, where he skied the famous Haute Route across the Pyrenees. He sent us pictures of himself skiing in front of the Matterhorn. The following month, back in Kabul, he was promoted to Sergeant and concluded this tour of duty, returning to Perth in July.


In August and September 2011, he undertook the Parachute Jump Masters Free Fall Course, held in Nowra and Narrabri. His son Henry flew over from Perth, and the two made the journey home together in Blaine’s Hilux, stopping at a parachute school in South Australia so Henry could do his first tandem parachute jump. In October, Blaine was assigned to protection duties during the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM) in Perth as part of Operation AMULET. During this time, Cate and I travelled to Perth and stayed with the family at ‘Didds Run’ at Millendon for two weeks. There were late nights and much catching up to do, given all the absences and the lack of family time during recurring rotations to Afghanistan. It was the last time Cate and I saw Blaine alive.


Blaine Killed in Action 2012


At the end of that year, Blaine’s family once again holidayed in Phuket, Thailand, and then in the new year, January and February were devoted mainly to pre-deployment training. On 14 February 2012, he returned to Afghanistan with the Special Operations Task Group (SOTG) Rotation XVII to Tarin Kowt, serving as a Patrol Commander in I Troop, 3 Squadron. During this rotation, Blaine was leading missions against the Taliban almost daily.


Tragically, on 2 July 2012, Blaine was killed in action during a firefight with insurgents. On the morning of the 2nd, Blaine delivered Troop orders to capture a Taliban leader responsible for numerous Improvised Explosive Devices and direct fire attacks against Australian and coalition forces in the Chora Valley of Uruzgan Province. Later that morning, Blaine’s patrol was inserted by Black Hawk helicopter with the remainder of the Troop and moved to establish a cordon of the known insurgent location. Subsequently, Blaine’s patrol became engaged by accurate small arms and machine gun fire, and Blaine took immediate action to neutralise this threat. Blaine led his patrol by example, regaining the initiative by coordinating an assault with grenades and small arms to close with and destroy the enemy. It was during the ensuing engagement that Blaine paid the ultimate sacrifice when he was shot through the chest just above his body armour and died almost instantaneously. His mates performed heroically to try to revive him even as he was evacuated by helicopter back to Tarin Kowt, but to no avail. He was within a few days of coming home, having earlier told us he would be back on about 7th July when 3 Squadron finished this tour of duty.


3 Squadron SASR Departs Afghanistan 2012


On 5 July, there was a memorial service and ramp ceremony in Tarin Kowt for Blaine as 3 Squadron prepared to depart Afghanistan. The Commanding Officer SOTG Lieutenant Colonel H said in part:


‘… I’ve known Blaine for sixteen years, and on every account, Blaine was a man amongst men, a real character, a soldier’s soldier, an outstanding leader, a great mate to many; of course, a loving husband and father; courageous, professional, down to earth, and a fine example of a Special Air Service Regiment soldier. … Indeed, Blaine was one of the few among us here who was in the initial deployment into Helmand back in 2001…. Many people dream their lives…dream their lives…. but Didds was one of those men who lived his dream….’


Blaine Returns to Australia


Blaine arrived back in Perth on 9 July, escorted by all of 1 Squadron at the end of Operation SLIPPER Rotation XVII. At Pearce Airbase Perth there was a formal ramp ceremony and memorial service to honour his return home.


A statement by Toni-Ann and the family on 9 July included:


‘… it would be easy to define him as just a soldier, but to those that knew him he was so much more. Didds was the most loving of husbands and a devoted and very proud father to our children, Elle-Lou and Henry. …He lived his life to the fullest, his enthusiasm and humour were utterly infectious, if you were around Didds you were having a good time. Everyone has a ‘Didds story’…’


A statement by Peter and Cate Diddams on 14 July included:


‘… Blaine… died doing what he loved, what he believed in, in the company of those with whom he shared a special bond. … he was living his dream and living it with pride and distinction. …always with that wonderful sense of humour, boundless enthusiasm and perspective that will be sorely missed…. Blaine’s brothers and sisters all looked up to him as their hero long before he became a national hero…’


Funerals for Blaine


On the morning of 14 July 2012, a civil funeral was conducted at Henry’s school Guildford Grammar, attended by family and friends, and some senior military officers. I gave the Eulogy, Henry gave a short speech and Cate read a quote: ‘The Man in the Arena’.


This was followed later in the day by a funeral at Karrakatta for Blaine with Full Military Honours. The Commanding Officer of the SASR gave the Eulogy in which he said in part:


‘Today we mark the passing of one of this Unit’s finest warriors…. ‘Didds’ … his performance as Patrol Commander, a leader of men, exemplifies his pursuit of excellence, never relenting always daring to win. He was at the top of his game in terms of command, leadership and tactical acumen yet he was humble, loyal to the end and respectful to all….… rest in peace young warrior, lay down your sword your work here is done. …you will be remembered ….’


Blaine’s Squadron Commander also spoke saying in part:


‘…Didds… was the relaxed professional…. His quick wit and sense of humour was able to turn a smile or dislodge a laugh, even during the worst of situations. His glass was always three quarters full …. He lived life in the fast lane, … you went courageously and with dignity, leading your men, the only way you knew how…. from the front. It’s been an honour, rest in peace brother.’


A close friend and fellow SASR Sergeant Patrol Commander said:


‘… he was an imposing figure, solid, heavily tattooed and totally rambunctious, he had a heart of gold and not an ounce of malice in him. Didds wasn’t the life of the party – he WAS the party... He was an outstanding soldier – capable, ruthlessly meticulous, and hell bent on doing his job to the highest standard possible. …Didds’ love for TA and his family was absolute. …I will never have a mate like Didds again…’


Award of Medal for Gallantry


On 10 June 2013, Blaine was posthumously awarded the Medal for Gallantry in the Queen’s Birthday Honours List: ‘On 2 July 2012, Sergeant Diddams displayed inspirational leadership and selfless courage in extremely hazardous circumstances. To support his patrol and ensure mission success, he knowingly exposed himself to draw fire and lead assaults on insurgent positions. His leadership and selfless acts of gallantry, which ultimately cost his life, were of the highest order and in keeping with the finest traditions of Australian special operations forces, the Australian Army and the Australian Defence Force.’


A Statement by Peter and Cate Diddams on 10 June 2013 included:


‘Our eldest son, Blaine, died doing what he loved, what he believed in, in the company of those with whom he shared a special bond. To Blaine, he couldn’t imagine doing anything else; he was living his dream, living it with pride and distinction. Whilst we are devastated by the loss of Blaine, we are gratified that this Nation has determined that he is worthy of special recognition and has awarded him a Medal for Gallantry posthumously….’


Postscript


Blaine’s honours and awards are detailed on the Defence Website, as is the list of the 12 operations in which Blaine served. There are also the complete statements by the families. A simple web search will find this site, along with many photos and additional information about Blaine’s service.


‘LEST WE FORGET.’




IN MEMORY – LEST WE FORGET


MATTHEW RAYMOND LOCKE (MG)


Rank: Sergeant.


Royal Australian Infantry Corps / Special Air Service Regiment.


Infantry Soldier / Special Air Service Soldier.


Years of Service: 1991 – Killed in Action, 25 October 2007.


Overseas Service: East Timor, Iraq and Afghanistan.





My dad was born on March 16, 1974, in Bellingen, a small town on the Mid North Coast of New South Wales, to my grandparents, Norm and Jan Locke. As the youngest of six children, he grew up in a family that included two sisters and four brothers. Notably, two of his brothers also served in the Australian Defence Force.


He attended Bellingen Primary School and left High School at the age of 15. After leaving school, my dad joined my grandfather in their business, working in and around Bellingen, particularly at the sawmill, for two years. However, as work became scarce and the business struggled financially, they found themselves in need of money. As a result, my dad decided to enlist in the army in 1991.


He enlisted in the Army on June 11 and underwent standard recruit training at Kapooka, NSW. After completing his training, he was allocated to the Infantry and sent to the School of Infantry at Singleton for his Initial Employment Training. Upon completion, he was posted to the 5/7 RAR Battalion at Holsworthy, an assignment I believe was exactly what he wanted.


Dad served as a Mortarman and he was part of the 5/7 squad team competing in the Duke of Gloucester (DOG) Cup, an annual infantry military skills competition contested by the regular infantry battalions. I believe his team placed second that year. The competition rigorously tests participants on individual and collective soldiering skills, marksmanship, endurance, and combat effectiveness. Dad served as section commander for the squad DOG team.


My dad married my mum, Leigh, in Sydney in 1996, before joining the SAS to begin his training. He earned his beret in November 1997 and over the next two years, he undertook 15 specialist courses, including patrolling, demolitions, parachuting, diving, and medical training, before moving on to serve with 2 Squadron, SASR.


My dad was deployed to East Timor around 2000 or 2001; from what I’ve heard, he carried out extensive patrols and performed standard SAS reconnaissance operations. He also performed significant medical work, treating the local population affected by the war and militia activity. His SAS training specialised him in that field.


Dad’s first deployment to Afghanistan was in 2002, though I don’t remember many details about that mission. In 2004–2005, he was deployed to Iraq, where he served as a bodyguard for Major General Jim Molan, then the Deputy Chief of Staff for Operations at the newly established Headquarters, Multinational Force.


Dad was deployed to Afghanistan again in 2005, though little was said about that mission. However, his 2006 deployment to Tarin Kowt in the Oruzgan province was more notable. In December of that year, during Operation Spin Ghar, he was awarded the Medal for Gallantry, the third-highest honour for wartime bravery in the Australian honours system.


Special Forces soldiers often receive awards, but the details of their actions are typically broad and vague. While I wasn’t there, I know the story of his patrol and the crucial role he played in setting up an observation post. Leading a two-man team on foot for ten hours, he worked to protect the patrol from being overrun and neutralise the threat posed by anti-coalition militia.


During the engagement, he repeatedly exposed himself to intense rifle and machine gun fire. Slinging his weapon, he scaled a steep cliff face to locate enemy combatants attempting to gain the high ground behind them. His actions ensured the safety of the patrol. Notably, Ben Roberts-Smith was also part of that mission and was awarded a Medal for Gallantry (MG) on the same day.


In early 2007, Dad completed a brief deployment to Iraq, where he was involved in security operations. Soon after, he redeployed to Afghanistan, returning to Tarin Kowt in the Oruzgan province. In the early hours of October 25, 2007, he led a six-man foot patrol in support of Operation Spin Ghar, a mission designed to clear Taliban extremists from the Chora Valley.


As his patrol emerged from low ground, a cornfield lay ahead. Without warning, they came under intense fire at close range. Tragically, Dad was the first to be hit; a single round from small arms fire struck him, killing him instantly. The rest of the team was incredibly fortunate; despite the ferocity of the ambush, no one else was wounded. One soldier took three rounds through the back of his CamelBak, a backpack containing a water bladder, but miraculously escaped injury.


According to the men present, the platoon had been operating in support of the Gurkhas, assisting with a large-scale movement in the area. The Taliban struck at dawn, catching the patrol at a disadvantage. Due to delays caused by another unit encountering enemy contact on the way, Dad’s platoon arrived later than planned. Despite the setback, they pressed forward. As the sunlight grew stronger, visibility improved, giving the Taliban an advantage in spotting them.


A Gurkha carried Dad back to be medevacked by helicopter, but despite their efforts, he could not be revived. The Gurkha later received a Military Cross or a similar medal for his actions. Sadly, that day was devastating for the team. They recalled that Dad was shot in the upper part of his chest, and the round passed straight through his heart, killing him instantly. They said it was over in a matter of moments.


A grand military service was held for Dad at Karrakatta Cemetrey in Perth, attended by dignitaries such as Prime Minister John Howard, Opposition Leader Kevin Rudd, former SAS commander Governor-General Michael Jeffrey, Defence Force Chief Angus Houston, and hundreds of mourners, including our extended family, friends, and past and present SAS members. During the service, my mum, Leigh, read a poem I had written called ‘Hero’- a tribute to my dad, who was a true hero. He protected everyone, never gave up, and was awarded a medal for gallantry. I wrote the poem a few months earlier for a school project, answering the question of who my hero was.


I stood by my mum’s side at the service as she paid tribute to dad, her soul mate, best friend, and rock. She spoke of her immense pride in him, knowing he had defended his country to the very end. Though she would never stop missing him, she vowed to cherish the years they had shared.


A photo montage celebrating dad’s life played to a soundtrack featuring ‘Travelin’ Soldier’ by the Dixie Chicks and ‘Sunsets’ by Powderfinger. Australian singer John Williamson also attended the service, performing his iconic song ‘True Blue.’ As the ceremony ended, the regimental prayer was read, and Mum was presented with the Australian flag, along with Dad’s medals and beret, which adorned his coffin. Outside, an honour guard fired three volleys, and a bugler solemnly played ‘The Last Post.’


Dad was cremated, and we finally released his ashes last year on October 25th, the anniversary of his passing, in front of the Cottesloe Observation Beach Hotel. The Regiment brought out the rigid-hulled inflatable boats (RHIBs), and we took them out to sea, releasing his ashes in front of the pub. It was an incredibly emotional moment and a long time coming. His ashes had been in our home for 17 years, and we felt it was the right time to let them go. My mum remarried a few years ago, and she now has two young kids. She’s doing well.


After Dad passed away, our family developed a close, ongoing relationship with the Molan family, which became deeply meaningful in the years that followed. My grandfather, grandmother, and that side of the family had a strong connection with the late Jim Molan and his daughter, Erin Molan, particularly through their involvement in the annual ‘Sgt Matthew Locke (MG) Charity Event.’ Held in Dad’s hometown of Bellingen, this local rugby charity match sees the Army Thunder team face off against Bellingen Magpies and local teams to raise funds for Legacy Australia, Veteran Advocacy, Social inclusion programs, and educational resources for children in remote Timor-Leste. This cause was especially close to Dad’s heart.


In 2009, I had the honour of unveiling the ‘Sgt Matthew Locke MG Bridge’ in the Bellingen Shire, just north of Raleigh, NSW. The ceremony was attended by my family, relatives, and the Special Operations Commander of Australia, marking a meaningful tribute to Dad’s legacy.


‘LEST WE FORGET.’


# Story told by Keegan Locke, the son of Sgt Matthew Locke (MG) #


# Lee Kernaghan OAM, an Australian country music singer, songwriter, and guitarist, wrote a song based on the poem ‘Hero’ by Keegan Locke. #




KEEGAN LOCKE


Rank: Private.


Royal Australian Infantry Corps.


Infantry Soldier.


Years of Service: 2013 to 2018.





I was born on June 26, 1995, in Liverpool, Sydney. I am the only child of my mother, Leigh, and my father, Matthew. My dad served in the Army with the Special Air Service Regiment (SASR) and was killed in action on October 25, 2007, in Afghanistan when I was 12 years old.


I was home alone when I received the devastating news about my dad’s passing. At the time, I was sitting on the couch with a broken leg, having shattered my ankle after jumping off a jetty. When I answered the door, the Padre and I believe the CO were standing there. They hesitated to tell me, but I managed to get it out of them; that was how I found out about my dad. They came inside and sat on the couch with me, and I became the first person to break the news to my mum. She had been out at the grocery store when the Padre and CO initially arrived. Despite the shattering news, I didn’t break down; I was more in shock than anything.


I attended Swanbourne Primary School, located just across the road from the SASR, before continuing my education at John XXIII College, a Catholic secondary school in Mount Claremont, Perth.


After finishing school, I wanted to join the Army, but at 17, I needed my mum’s permission to enlist. She refused to sign the papers, so I decided to take up an apprenticeship as a Boilermaker. I only completed one year, just enough to get me through to 18, when I could enlist without parental consent. Both my dad and my granddad profoundly influenced my decision to join the Army. My father served in the Special Air Service Regiment, and my grandfather, my mum’s dad, also had a distinguished military career. He served in Vietnam at the Battle of Coral, as well as in Borneo and Malaya, dedicating a total of 35 years to the armed forces. Their service and sacrifice inspired me to follow in their footsteps.


My Career in the Army.


I completed my rookie training at Kapooka, NSW, and upon finishing, I applied for the Infantry Corps, my only preference. When enlisting in Perth, recruits were required to select three preferences, but I had no interest in any role other than becoming an infantry soldier. My dad and my deep respect for the job itself largely influenced my decision. If I had to enlist again, I wouldn’t change a thing. I have a genuine passion for the outdoors and everything that comes with being an infantry soldier.


After completing my rookie training, I undertook my Initial Employment Training (IET) at the School of Infantry in Singleton, NSW. Upon graduating, I was posted to the 1st Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment (1 RAR) in Townsville, QLD. Over the next five years, we engaged in numerous training exercises, including a particularly memorable one in New Zealand with a great group of mates, many of whom I still catch up with whenever possible. Though I didn’t deploy, I lived the honest, standard life of an infantryman in the field. I loved most of it, though there were parts I absolutely loathed.


I decided to leave the army after five years of service because I felt military life wasn’t the right fit for me, probably due to the expectations placed upon me and my own personal circumstances at the time. Looking back, I realise I was pretty young and immature. If I had the chance to do it again, I likely wouldn’t have enlisted until I was 25, simply because I would have been more mature and better suited to the role. At 18, 19, and 20, my priorities were all wrong, and I wasn’t as focused as I should have been.


Post My Military Service.


After leaving the Army, I worked for a veteran mental health charity called Swiss 8 for a while. A couple of the boys who started it, Anthony Meixner – Meix and Adrian Sutter, reached out and invited me to join them. Meix had put me through my School of Infantry training and was my Sergeant in the battalion. We’re still excellent mates; in fact, I caught up with him on Anzac Day in 2025. We played rugby together, hit the gym when he lived in Perth, and built a strong friendship. One day, he rang me up for a chat, and I decided to jump on board with Swiss 8, handling social media, video, and photography for the organisation.


Initially, Swiss 8 operated remotely, with its members spread out across different locations. Eventually, we consolidated and lived together in Pottsville, New South Wales, for a while. Even then, we moved around a lot; we were, in a way, ‘digital nomads.’


I left Swiss 8 because I’m naturally drawn to the outdoors, and I wasn’t spending as much time outside as I wanted. My love for hunting played a significant role in shaping my next steps, leading me to my current work in rural pest control. These days, I’m involved in trapping, hunting, and shooting as part of my job. I also work at a firearms dealership, and overall, I’m loving life.




CHAD MATHEW ELLIOTT


Rank: Private.


Royal Australian Infantry Corps.


Infantry Soldier / Commando / Team Operator / Team Medic /


Heavy Weapons Specialist.


Years of Service: 2004 to 2009.


Overseas Service: Fiji – 2006, Afghanistan – 2005–2006,2007,2008.





I was born on August 26, 1982, in Gosford, NSW. I have two older brothers. My mum was a stay-at-home mother, while my dad worked in various roles, including as an accountant and a real estate agent. He eventually became a successful real estate agent on the coast. Neither of my parents served in the military, but my grandfather was a World War II Army veteran. He was deployed to New Guinea and served from 1939 to 1945, experiencing the entire war. I attended only two schools: Kincumber Public School and Kincumber High School.


I left school at the end of Year 10 and began an apprenticeship in a switchboard factory. As part of the training, I attended TAFE for an electrician apprenticeship, but it turned out to be the most boring experience of my life. I lasted only a few months.


I remember working in the switchboard factory with a few other apprentices, and things became so dull that, with nothing to do, we would fight over who got to hold the broom, just to appear busy sweeping the floor. Since we weren’t allowed to simply stand around, it became a way to pass the time. Eventually, I had had enough and decided to quit.


I ended up writing a whole heap of letters, wanting to return to the electrical trade, but this time in auto electrics. I found an apprenticeship nearby and worked there for a few years. It was a four-year apprenticeship, but an interesting twist came when I came across an article in The Telegraph about the Army Special Forces’ Direct Recruiting Scheme. They struggled to recruit people, particularly those with more life experience, so they opened the program to civilians. Applicants would be tested at the officer level but would enter as privates.


The advertisement immediately caught my attention. I cut it out and stuck it on my toolbox as a reminder that was what I wanted to do. But I still had a couple of years left in my apprenticeship. Determined, I studied hard, pushed through all the tests, and completed my training a year early. I earned my electrician’s trade qualification and then left.


My Career in the Army.


When I applied to join the Army, my initial choice was the Infantry. There were no positions available at the time. Instead, they offered me a position in the Direct Recruiting Scheme, which I was eager to pursue. I found the statistics quite fascinating: around 5,000 people were shortlisted, yet only 50 were selected for Basic Training. By the time the process was complete, and I joined the unit, only seven of us remained.


I completed Basic Training at Kapooka in 2004, followed by Infantry Training at Singleton. During both phases, I was recognised as the most outstanding soldier and honoured with a Certificate of Recognition and a trophy as a symbol of excellence. Afterwards, our group remained at Singleton for an additional 12 weeks of Advanced Infantry Training. The plan was to proceed directly to the Selection Course for Commando, but as no course was available at the time, we were posted to 3 RAR in Holsworthy. We stayed there until the Selection Course opened and eventually went through it. We completed everything, and I successfully earned my place as a Commando.


After completing my Selection Course, I proceeded to the Reinforcement Cycle. This involved a series of specialised courses, including Demolitions, Advanced Close Quarter Battle, Counterterrorism, Parachuting, Medics, and Signalling. Each of these courses had to be successfully completed, and only then was I awarded the Sherwood Green beret, signifying my status as a fully qualified Commando.


In my entire military career, I participated in only one exercise: Talisman Sabre. It took place in June 2005 in the Shoalwater Bay area of Central Queensland. Shortly after, the conflict in Afghanistan escalated.


My first deployment with Bravo Company, 4 Commando Regiment, was as part of Operation Slipper on Rotation 2 to Afghanistan, stationed at Camp Russell in Tarin Kowt from December 2005. I was part of the mortar team, which consisted of two teams. At times, only one team was required for operations.
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