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A gripping tale of duty, danger, and unexpected twists. This is the life of an infantry soldier turned door gunner on a Chinook as a loadmaster in Afghanistan. What a ride.
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Part Chickenhawk and part Exit Wounds … a powerful and timely contribution to a nation’s understanding of what we ask of our service men and women and the debt we owe …
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Foreword


I first met Rod – rather serendipitously it turns out – in Aircraft Hall at the Australian War Memorial. We were in the midst of a once in 80-year development and Aircraft Hall was simultaneously a function area, shop, classroom, aircraft gallery and orientation space. Rod was preparing to greet a group of visitors for a guided tour.


I watched this young man gently but confidently gather a group of strangers and stragglers and put them at ease instantly. He was in charge, but it was their visit. He wanted the Memorial to do for them what I now know it did for him; be a place that provided deep understanding of the human element of the Australian experience of war, and lead to meaningful commemoration.


He caught my eye and said, ‘At some stage boss, we need to talk about getting Saracen on display in the new galleries.’ In my job, you get lobbied. A lot. As with any great institution with a word-leading collection, only about four per cent can be on display at any one time. And some items in our collection are rather large, including S-70A Black Hawk A25-112, also known as Saracen. It was then that I noticed a small Black Hawk lapel pin on his jacket. He left for his tour, but we caught up a few days later over a brew, and it soon became clear he wasn’t asking for himself. His interest was in the generation of Australian service men and women for whom the Black Hawk had been their workhorse or war horse. I did some digging, and Saracen would allow us to tell the stories of peacekeeping, peace enforcement, humanitarian and disaster relief. From Bougainville to Pakistan, Timor Leste to Fiji. It was a powerful point of connection for our Invictus Generation, and it was in!


Anyone with an interest in contemporary service should read this book. It contains all the elements that make an Australian soldier, sailor or aviator both endearing and timeless. It is full of irreverence and wisdom, self-deprecation and brutal honesty. It is both funny and desperately sad.


Rod dismisses his musings – and his service – as not the stuff ‘of generals or Victoria Cross recipients’, somewhat missing the point, as former Prime Minister Paul Keating said in the Eulogy for the Unknown Australian Soldier that ‘real nobility and grandeur belongs not to empires and nations but to the people on whom they, in the last resort, always depend’. It belongs to our soldiers, sailors and aviators. Those who put service before self.


This book is part Chickenhawk and part Exit Wounds. It reminds us that when a young man or woman enlists, a family is also, and often unknowingly, conscripted. So the other hero in this book is Kate, representative of all service partners and their families. Thank you for keeping the Australian Defence Force trained and deployable, and for picking up the pieces when our warriors come home.


Rod speaks of Post Traumatic Growth. This is a powerful and timely contribution to a nation’s understanding of what we ask of our service men and women and the debt we owe to them and to their families.


Matt Anderson PSM


Director


Australian War Memorial




Preface


I have been fortunate in my life to have worked with some remarkable people in the Australian Defence Force (ADF), particularly the Australian Army. I have shared with them some of what you are about to read. This story includes recollections of my time as a teenager in high school, going through military training, and then to operational deployments in East Timor, Pakistan, Papua New Guinea and Afghanistan. A recollection of events, some of which are distant memories and some I can still taste, smell and hear. I acknowledge with great pride that these experiences during my time in service have helped define the person I am today, but they do not own me. I also acknowledge that I didn’t experience them alone, and others whose individual accounts of the same situations may vary. This is my story though, as seen through my eyes. Some names have been changed to protect identities and occasional sequences of events have been combined to advance the storyline.


In my post Army life, I continue my service with volunteer work at the Australian War Memorial. It’s here I met the dedicated volunteer guides, and some truly talented historians. They have an enduring passion to tell the stories of Australia’s wartime past, especially the history of contemporary veterans. These historians gave me the push I needed to put my story on paper. ‘People write for three reasons’, one said: ‘To inspire others, to get it out of your head (to put it on paper for your own good) or to have a record of the things you did for your family’. I wrote this book for all three.


Many veterans believe that their story is not that interesting if they were not a general or a special forces hero. This book is the story of an ordinary Australian soldier, like so many others who have served their country with honour and distinction, yet whose stories remain little known. It is for this reason I was determined to have the title: Stop Screaming, I’m Scared Too, which came from a helmet patch I used to wear. It could easily encompass the experiences of many veterans, with 99 per cent boredom, quickly becoming one per cent of sheer terror and adrenaline. By getting my story out there I hope to inspire others of the same ilk to be comfortable to share their experiences. We were all part of one big puzzle, and what you did matters. Be proud of your contribution in whatever role that was. Be proud to say you are a veteran.


I could never imagine the journey of self-reflection that writing my story has provided. Putting things down on paper has allowed me to compartmentalise some major events in my life. The good times, the frightening and other aspects I’m ashamed of. Doing so has allowed me to begin to heal in all the ways I needed to. This process is ongoing. It may never be completed, but every journey starts with a single footstep, and I have hit the ground running.


For my family, in particular my children, Matthew, Nathan and Ryan – three boys who know very few details of my time away – maybe it helps them understand me a little better. I hope that they keep this book as a record of what their father did, one to share with their own children so they may read this about their grandfather. I missed the opportunity to record my grandfathers’ stories of service down on paper. Now their experiences during the Second World War are lost forever, not to mention the service of their parents in the First World War. My period of service, however small in the timeline of our family’s history, will now forever be told.




CHAPTER 1


The early years


It was early morning in Afghanistan and the temperature was already in the low thirties. We were trying to unload a generator off the ramp of our Chinook helicopter when the Automated Flight Control System (AFCS) started playing up. We had been having computer problems on this aircraft for weeks. So far, none of the maintenance guys knew what the problem was, but for the moment, the aircraft was still functional and within limits of us being able to continue flying. Our rotation of Australian Rotary Wing Group (RWG) 12 had two aircraft in Afghanistan to assist the American Aviation Detachment operating out of Kandahar. It was imperative for our relationship with the Americans that we keep our aircraft flying as much as we could safely do so. Most flights had a few maintenance problems, and there was nothing to indicate this was anything more than another flight control computer problem. It was becoming clear, however, that we would need to shut down and have a look at the systems again as soon as practicable.


Our aircraft captain, Smoot, was a veteran of several Afghanistan deployments – a very competent pilot – and this was his second tour as an aircraft captain. He vigilantly ran through the before-take-off checks in the cockpit and found everything to be within limits. Even so, he still wanted to check off with the crew. ‘Is everyone happy to continue with the AFCS issue?’, Smoot called over the intercom system (ICS). This was the only way the crew could communicate over the deafening roar of the Chinook. ‘It’s only a couple of miles to the next stop’, he said. Using imperial measurement was at times confusing to outsiders but it is the way all Australian crews trained when using American designed aircraft.


‘Yep, it will be fine to nurse it to the next stop’, came Reidy’s transmission from down the back on the ramp – the confidence in his voice was testament to his years of experience as an aircraft maintainer. ‘Once we shut down at the next joint, I’ll jump up and have a look, but this place is not real safe for our aircraft’, he added.


Reidy was spot on, this was the kind of Forward Operating Base (FOB) that didn’t even have people on guard duty, it was done through cameras and remote weapon systems. Whatever was happening here, the soldiers didn’t want to stick their heads over the wall to find out. Added to which these lads had just received incoming mortar fire prior to us arriving. We really didn’t want to stay here too long and attract another salvo.


Smithy, who was on the left window minigun, and I looked at each other with that expression of ‘I suppose so’. We both double tapped the press-to-talk switch on the ICS in the affirmative. Smithy was on his second tour as an aircrewman, and although he was still relatively junior in his experience in the trade, he was a very capable crewy. He was clearly happy to continue – as was I.


‘All right, let’s get going’, Smoot insisted.


‘Ramp and cabin checks’, our flying pilot Mike called. Mike was an exchange officer from Canada, the French part. Sometimes it was hard to understand what he was saying, especially over the grainy electric hum of the ICS. Obviously, we named him ‘Frenchy’, and he was the butt of any jokes that had surrendering as the punch line.


‘Left gun’, sounded Smithy.


‘Ramps up’, confirmed Reidy.


As the right side aircrewman, I completed the cabin pre-take off checklist by confirming: ‘Set in the back’.


‘Coming up’, called Mike. Smithy and I confirmed we were clear above and behind, so we lifted off, nosing the aircraft over and rolling out over the outer wall of the FOB but remaining at 50 feet [15 metres] above the ground. Popping up any higher until you were over the green belt would just make us an easy target for the Taliban.


The FOB we were now flying to – Sakari Karez in the Kandahar Province – had a large area to land. There we could easily get our tradesmen in to help fix what we thought might be the problem with the Chinook. It was also significantly less likely that we would receive enemy incoming fire if we shut down there.


Loaded with 22 soldiers from the US Army we crossed the green belt and climbed out of the effective small-arms threat range to 1000 feet [300 metres], limping the aircraft so as to not put extra stress on her but making sure we were keeping up with our American sister aircraft. A lone helicopter in Afghanistan makes for a good target for ground fire, especially one that is flying lower and slower than normal. Throughout the transit Smoot divided his time between navigation and communication although it was the cross-checking of the AFCS that was an immediate issue.


About a mile out from the next FOB Mike set up for a long, very smooth, final approach to get us on the ground safely. Pre-landing checks were conducted, and at about 400 metres out as we cleared the perimeter, there was a jolt through the aircraft. Something was clearly wrong. It felt like we hit something, or it was a major hydraulic system malfunction. Smoot cancelled the automated flight control computer which was thought to be the problem.


‘Selecting AFCS to off ’, Smoot called as a checklist action. From this point on Mike would have to use more effort to land this enormous helicopter without the assistance of the automated systems. Still, nothing to be too concerned about; after thousands of hours of flying I had seen this procedure practised several times across different aircraft types.


‘150 feet to run, tails clear right’, I advised as Mike was going to line us up with an opening in the blast walls to the base that would allow the troops easier access to the rear of the Chinook.


As we slowed up and attempted to turn the tail of the aircraft it felt like we had left behind stable and controlled flight. The aircraft lurched to the right and started tipping until one of the pilots violently corrected it back to ‘wings level’.


‘Clear down left’, Smithy instinctively called, letting the pilots know there was nothing below us and they could come down immediately.


‘Clear down right’, I called after Smithy.


This was not a normal AFCS off approach, I thought. It felt like the pilots were really struggling to keep the aircraft level, and in the absence of information coming from the front all I could assume was we were going to hit the ground and hit hard. I grabbed the passenger closest to me and yelled out our crash warning.


‘BRACE! BRACE! BRACE!’ I screamed as loud as I could, hoping that it would give the passengers time to prepare for impact.


Both pilots were now doing everything they could to keep the aircraft from crashing but as a crewman on the right minigun there was nothing I could do except hang on. With thousands of hours of flying behind me, I was powerless – I was merely a passenger. I was going to be ok, I thought, surely; I have been through many close calls in my career.


Throughout the chaos, Smoot managed to push out a quick radio call that we were in trouble and attempting an emergency landing. Then we hit.


Shit. Shit. Shit. This is not good; this is it, I thought, as the aircraft collided with the ground, immediately sliding and ripping off the right-hand wheels which caused our blades to bite into the rocks and shatter. I was fixated on the events outside my window, staring, I couldn’t believe this was happening. This was it; my luck had finally run out!


***


18 years earlier …


‘Stop staring out of the window, Henderson, you’ll never make money staring at the window!’, bellowed Mr Smith, my Year 8 woodwork teacher at Warners Bay High School in Lake Macquarie. His terse, yet true words echoed out across the dust-filled woodwork classroom.


I was in my second year of high school when I heard this piece of sound advice, and yet it was maybe at this point that my stubborn streak emerged. I’m going to prove this guy wrong, I thought. At this stage in my life I still had pretty much no direction where I wanted to end up. I also had little respect for authority. The words ‘Get out Henderson!’ usually followed. Clearly the look I gave Mr Smith once my gaze returned to the present was not appropriate. ‘And you too Hill!’ That was my mate Ben Hill, who was always my accomplice in our outrageous woodwork crimes. These could be as simple as pretending we couldn’t breathe over the cigarette smoke coming from Mr Smith’s office, to running the chisel on the lathe until the piece of timber we were working snapped; the project would be sent flying in all directions. While I now recognise our classroom antics were unsafe, we were just 14 years old, and who hasn’t looked back at when they were young and silly and thought, geez, I was an idiot. I often think this when I look back at my early years, but I will unfortunately recite similar a phrase many times in the pages that follow about my adult working life too.


Academically I was a student who was interested in learning and found I would apply myself to those subjects I thought were the most practicable. Science, PE and of course woodwork, although I tended to have quite the dislike of maths and English. That would come back to bite me years later.


We used to spend our school lunches in the quadrangle playing handball, until the howl of an incoming piece of fruit would signal the end to lunch time recreation. From here the inevitable tit for tat fruit throwing fight erupted. Occasionally this would go to actual fists being thrown when someone’s pride had been hurt by an exploding orange.


I always wanted to be one of the tough rugby player types, like the ones who would settle the fights in the quadrangle, but I was never allowed. My parents didn’t want me being injured in ‘those rough kinds of sports’. This was possibly another reason for my stubbornness, and the later feeling like I always had something to prove physically. I went on to ignore their concerns, often trying to play school rugby league at lunch time. Even though I was of average size and build I was normally in the last few to get selected. Encouragingly, however, I still had enough skill to be accepted amongst them once we started playing. This was until I had to take on the big forwards – then my lack of skill was trampled into the unforgiving footy pitch along with my pride.


From then on, I looked for a sport in which I could excel. My father kept encouraging that drive, and had insisted that sports, preferably team orientated, were essential. I was fouled off in basketball for being overly physical and just didn’t like soccer. Eventually my mother took me to the local Police Citizen Youth Club (PCYC) where she attempted to enrol me for gymnastics. ‘No bloody way’, I remember naively exclaiming. Mum lost that battle when I ran off down the hall. She found me standing in the doorway of the boxing room. I desperately wanted to give this a go but of course this too was a point of negotiation, something that would be whittled down to learning judo, which was in the room next door.


Something about this sport clicked for me. I thoroughly enjoyed the discipline, and controlled aggression; it gave me the focus I needed. I progressed through the belts quickly, and I enjoyed the opportunity to show off my new skills to my family. I thought I was a miniature Bruce Lee, yes, wrong martial arts discipline but you get my drift. Every now and then I would challenge my dad. I thought I could beat him, the way teenage boys often think when we start developing muscles. To his credit, Dad gave me some leeway and didn’t simply push me over. I ended up making it to green belt, which is far from grand master, but I remember my first proud feeling was being presented this belt in front of my nan and pop one evening. They would regularly take me to class as my parents were busy supporting our family with their small business, working well into the evening hours.


My grandparents emigrated from Germany in the 1950s after the Second World War and their story of resilience and sacrifice is still to this day, of great inspiration to me. My Pop, Hubert Dinter, was a soldier with the German Army in the war. Not a Nazi in the slightest but simply an electrician in the wrong place at the wrong time. In the mid-1930s the German Army began conscription. One day there was a knock at the door and, just like that, he was drafted. Coming from an electrical engineering background you would expect Pop would be used in that field; however, it wasn’t long before he was pushed into a machine gun company in a parachute regiment; he was literally dropped into the thick of it.


He was shot four times throughout his service in the Wehrmacht, surviving the war in the end by crossing the Elbe River to escape the Russians, surrendering to the Americans instead. Pop barely spoke of his experiences whilst in uniform until much later in his life.


We would go down to the Valentine Bowling Club at Lake Macquarie, near Newcastle where I grew up. It was here, while grumbling over schooners of beer going up to two dollars, that he would tell me about some of his experiences. Some of these conversations would turn to the horrors of what Pop saw, with increasingly younger children being sent to fight and die by a man he loathed. Interestingly, Pop would also speak of the war as a time when he was on a great adventure with his mates. He would tell me of all the stupid and funny things young men did in the prime of their lives when they were together for long periods under stress. This notion was as alien to me as were the thoughts of combat at that age but many things he said would resonate with me in the years to come.


My nan, Irmgard, was a loving little lady who spoilt me like all grandmothers love to. She would enjoy fattening me up with lemonade and glucodine (pretty much powdered sugar, popular in the 1980s), all to help wash down her unbelievable German shortbread biscuits and vanillekipferl. Both are recipes my sister Kristy and I have not been able to perfect as Nan made it to this day.


Nan would quite regularly be found under the kitchen table when there were thunderstorms about. My sister and I used to have a great laugh at silly old Nan behind her back; later we would realise how insensitive this was, especially for a woman who had lived through the Allied bombing of Dresden.


I look back now and regret all the times I didn’t say thank you enough. To take the opportunity to ask them about their day or, more deeply, to ask about their experiences of life. To say thank you for helping raise me, a duty they very much wanted to do as their daughter, my biological mother Carola, was killed in a car accident just before my third birthday. The only memory I have of Carola is a hazy vision of being on a rickety change table in the house I grew up in. I would be raised seeing photos of her and reminded how I looked like her – that was until my voice broke, and then everything in the mirror was my father.


As I got older I came to appreciate the people my nan and pop were, and truly appreciate the influence they had in the direction of my interests. Not just of German food and culture, but also in the way I would observe my pop having his own space through gardening or organising his stamp collection in his study. While I would never come close to witnessing the horrors of war that he faced, I still to this day enjoy the time to myself in my shed ‘fixing stuff ’, or in my man cave having a beer while watching my beloved Newcastle Knights footy team on the big screen.


On my father’s side, I never met his parents as they had both died before I can remember. Grandfather Jim was a padre with the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) in the Second World War and saw service in Papua New Guinea and Bougainville. I have seen pictures of both my pop and grandfather together, and I often wonder if they spoke about their experiences during that war, especially as they were on opposing sides.


With my mother’s passing I was lucky that my father found love again a few years later when he met an amazing woman who I was happy to call Mum. This is not to take anything away from my biological mother Carola, but Val came along at a time when our fractured family needed the guidance and care that can sometimes only exist with the influence of a woman. Val brought two daughters from a previous relationship, Natalie and Anthea. Very quickly I went from only competing with one sister to being surrounded by three. This was an interesting dynamic to try to navigate, especially as we all got older, and puberty really kicked in.


Many a time my dad and I would skip out to go to the local surf club for a bit of a swim and to use the gym but I mostly think it was for Dad’s respite. My dad, Phil, grew up in Newcastle, and was a carpenter by trade, going on to be a very skilled draftsman/ builder until he started a small tobacconist business with Mum as everyone back in the day smoked and business was good. Even so, we never had a great deal of money as kids, although I didn’t think we needed it. I was a child in the wonder years of the 80s and 90s. Being out all day on your bike going on adventures and getting into mischief, just as long as I was home before the streetlights came on. Once a year or so we would travel to the Gold Coast for a week and stay in an apartment. I remember these times being the happiest moments of my childhood – except for the 12-hour overnight car ride where all four kids would be jammed across the back seat sharing seatbelts.


With the addition of Val and the girls we were a big family now, and like all families we had our ups and downs but I consider myself lucky that we had a very ‘normal’ upbringing. I would go on to see places in the world where many others were not this fortunate. Not just while deployed, but also with the soldiers I would serve with.


The remainder of my time at high school was enjoyable, progressing through the years. I was doing reasonably well as a student, but when I started to notice the TV miniseries Tour of Duty, a fictional series of an American platoon in Vietnam, the military started to really become a thing. I thought the show was amazing – the tough soldiers facing their challenges and overcoming them all while defeating the Viet Cong. I was also aware of some of Mum and Dad’s friends who had served in the Vietnam War, and I looked forward to the times that I could get an audience with them. I would be full of naive questions such as, ‘did you ever shoot anyone?’ and ‘what do ration packs taste like?’.


It wasn’t long until I had pictures cut out of magazines of Australian Army soldiers plastered all over my cupboard, and I would spend a lot of time cutting Viet Cong tunnels through the spiky lantana in the spare block next door. One of my great mates, Gavin, lived across the street, and most afternoons we waged plastic gun battles against each other through this maze. Finally, I started to find a direction that I wanted to go in, so at the ripe old age of 14, Mum took me to the local Army cadet unit to sign me up for the 211 Regional Cadet Unit (RCU).


Army cadets was an exciting place to be. I still remember the first night when we went into the drill hall, and they had around 20 guns called Self Loading Rifles (SLRs) laid out ready for the night’s activities. I found it exhilarating to see these weapons lined up, and I can to this day still remember the smell of the gun oil on the pressed metal parts with a wooden stock. I had never seen a gun in real life, so when I had the opportunity to handle one under close supervision I was hooked.


With my beginnings in cadets, it wasn’t long until I was considered a drill ‘quamby’, a term reserved for those who found basic arm and feet coordination a challenge. There is nothing nice to say about drill even when I think about all the parades I have done over the years. They never blew my hair back, but drill is as essential to a soldier as camouflage. Drill is designed to have you act instinctively to words of command, and to condition you to react without question. It is also for you to deliberately feel uncomfortable whether it be cold, hot, or raining – it was always a test of self-discipline to not be the one who flinches or, even worse, falls over. We were also taught the more interesting side of military training – first aid, navigation and survival skills. Soon I was looking forward to every Friday night when I would be able to apply myself to these new skills. For me it was like being at school but exciting and enjoyable.


Once a year we would camp at Singleton where all the units in New South Wales would converge for obstacle course challenges and range shoots. I just loved it all and within a few years of being in the unit I had climbed to the highest rank, Cadet Under Officer (CUO). There is normally only one of these officers per unit and the CUO is the person who runs pretty much the whole show under the supervision of the adult staff. Having this responsibility at age 16 was a great honour, but I would look at the lower ranks doing the training and always want to join them. Often, I would be given ‘the chat’ by our commanding officer for being out doing the lantern stalks or the navigation exercises instead of overseeing them. ‘It is not for the officer to be in with the troops, but to command them’, I would be reminded.


Certainly, sound advice for those who wished to continue in the military as officers, but I wanted to be where the action was. I’d had a taste of officer life as a CUO and having people stand up when you walk into the room or saluting me and calling me Sir made me uneasy. These are all important customs and traditions; however, it did not feel natural for me – I was certain I wanted to be a soldier. This was a big disappointment to my father who had already seen the golf course of the Royal Military College (RMC) in Canberra where the Army trains its officers. I reminded him there was a golf course at Kapooka where the soldiers go to do their basic training, but I knew he still felt frustrated that I wasn’t aiming higher.


Academically I was still doing well at school but I was bored. My attention would easily turn to anything that was going on outside the window as well as to dreams of one day serving my country. As fate would have it, but not that I needed it, around this time there was a new commercial for the Australian Army on TV with guns going off and tanks blowing stuff up all to the tune of Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture. That was it; if there was any uncertainty before about my direction, there was absolutely none after seeing this ad. At the age of 17, I joined the local Army Reserve infantry battalion. For me it had to be the infantry. Nobody ever played ‘let’s be the army cook’ in the back yard. I wanted to prove I was tough enough so the infantry it had to be. It wasn’t long until my time in the Army Reserves started to conflict with my schooling, but I was certain of my path now. I knew full well that I didn’t need to finish high school to join up.


Naturally this lack of application at school led to me getting into trouble more often, and I was soon on the mat before the principal – a place I would later be familiar with in my Army years too. After a short suspension for bad behaviour my mind was made up to leave. My parents tried to reason with me that the Army would still be there after Year 12 but I knew everything at that age of course! I can only look back at that time now and think how upsetting it must have been for my parents to see me throw away the final year of school to take up the Army Reserve full time. No matter how disappointed they were, to their credit they didn’t hound me to death like I know I would with my children. They supported me in any way they could.


Once I left school, I spent a bit of time bouncing around random jobs in fast food or retail, all the time waiting for my application to the Australian Regular Army (full time) to be processed. Mum and Dad sold their shop, and Dad returned to the building trade. He took me on as a labourer, and I know he desperately wanted me to continue in his footsteps, maybe as an apprentice, possibly under him. That headstrong teen in me, however, wouldn’t let go of my goal. I enjoyed the time working with Dad even though it was hard physically – he was not about to let me rest on my shovel since I’d already dropped out of school. We were very alike so we would butt heads constantly; however, my dad was always right. This is something that I would not appreciate until I was much older with my own children.


If I wasn’t labouring, I was doing Army Reserve days and soon my time in uniform was almost full time. Tasks could be as mundane as helping at the Q-store (the place where the Army issues equipment) doing stocktakes or off supporting other units. All this was just me biding my time until the call for my position in the Regular Army came up.


By December 1994 I had been given word that my application to join the Army had been successful and I would start my basic training in Kapooka mid-1995. This great news was just in time for my trip with my school mates who had now finished Year 12 and were heading to the Gold Coast. As luck would have it the very day we got there I turned 18. My woodwork partner in crime, Ben, was still a baby at 17 so I lent him my second ID and thanks to some lax bouncers we were allowed to get amongst it. That week was a great experience as a kind of coming of age and being trusted as an adult. We drank a lot and made bad decisions with women, mopeds, and money. We thought we were legends, but the reality was we were lightweight drinkers, and my mate Gavin crashed his moped while still at the rental place, but it was fun none the less.


The week was a great wrap up to the year but would also be the last time I would see many of those guys from school. We just grew apart and, besides Ben and Gavin, most of my school mates still live a stone’s throw from where they grew up. Something that makes me shudder – not because I don’t love my family or the area, but rather that I really wanted to get out and conquer the world. To travel as much as possible, and maybe prove to my parents that I could live independently.


As fate would have it, just before departing for my basic training I met a girl named Kate. A girl from school who caught my eye with the most beautiful long brown hair and green eyes that made me weak at the knees. The timing wasn’t great as I was going away for three months so we decided I would write to her and see what happens, but I knew at that point I would be writing a lot.




CHAPTER 2


Becoming a soldier


In June I would begin training at Kapooka. The recruiting officer confirmed there would be around 12 positions available for the Infantry Corps for those who passed training. I was determined that infantry would be the only way to serve my country and fight. In reality, I couldn’t fight my way out of a wet paper bag. But I wanted to test myself and that’s what the infantry would do.


The month of June came around quickly, and I reported to the Defence Plaza in Sydney for the swearing-in ceremony with many others who were joining up. From this point on, I was officially a member of the Australian Regular Army. I was excited at finally being in the big league even if only by name at this point. That afternoon we all said our farewells to our parents. Then a corporal from the recruiting centre escorted us to our hotel foyer, and read us the rules: no room service, no drinking, no leaving the hotel.


‘To the pub!’, came the shout from one of the lads as soon as the corporal left.


Cautiously we snuck out the side entrance and onto Oxford Street. I felt peer pressured into going, and I didn’t want to let on that I was afraid of getting into trouble. Either way though, I was with my new team, and we needed to bond, besides, I really do like beer.


The next morning, we were on the bus for Kapooka, a small town near Wagga Wagga in country New South Wales where the Army trains its recruits. One guy didn’t show up, he must have got cold feet and pulled out but I remember thinking I had one less in competition for an infantry position.


The bus ride took most of the day, and I became aware of the mix of people we had in the group. I had a vanilla life growing up and was not exposed to many people who didn’t look like me. There were people of all different backgrounds and races, but it was the two women that drew my attention. They were reading and keeping to themselves, possibly showing a quiet and focused personality but most probably they were nervous about joining one of the first mixed-gender platoons.


For many people on the bus this was the first time away from their families, alone, and it can be overwhelming thinking about what happens when you arrive at recruit training. At that point, I told myself, I should stick to my plan of being a ‘grey man’. This is a term I had learnt from cadets and reserves already. It is given to those soldiers who manage to fly just under the radar of the Directing Staff (DS), so that they don’t stand out for being a loudmouth, commonly known as a gob. You definitely don’t want to be that guy! Being the grey man, however, is something that is easier said than done. You don’t want to be out front all the time yelling out to others to keep up, not that I was fit enough to do that. The gobs are normally those who had been in the cadets, or the Army Reserves. They look like ball bags to the DS, so I was determined – the grey man I must be.


As the sun set in the afternoon the coach pulled into the base. I noticed the big white wall at the entrance that simply states: ‘Blamey Barracks – Home of the Soldier’. Once through the check point the bus wove its way up the hill towards some buildings. Everyone was dead silent. There was no false bravado, no tears. Everyone had an idea in their head as to what would happen next, but you can never really prepare for it.


‘Right, you lot, welcome to Kapooka – now get the fuck off the bus!’ yelled a corporal who was as fit looking as he seemed determined to eyeball each and every one of us until we looked away, asserting his dominance.


I must have looked a little longer than he was happy with, drawing his attention. ‘Is there something on my bloody face, recruit – why are you staring at me?’ the corporal shrieked.


‘Sorry Corporal’, was all I could muster.


‘Corporal!’, he exclaimed at the top of his lungs. ‘So, you know I am a corporal do you? You are probably some chocko (a name given to Army Reserve soldiers) that thinks he knows everything!’ Well, there goes being the grey man I thought, I’m already the gob and I’m not even off the bus yet.


We dragged our bags to the accommodation where we met the rest of the recruits who had arrived earlier. Now we were a complete platoon of 30, and it was time for us to be addressed by the staff.


‘Recruits, on top of your beds you will find a packet of pyjamas. You have three minutes to be in these pyjamas and in the hallway’, instructed a different corporal who we had not yet had the privilege to meet.


These PJs were one size fits no one, and many of us had to hold up the pants to prevent them from completely falling down. From here we learned our first task and that was to run from our rooms and stand in the hallway when the instructor yelled ‘Hallway 15’, as we were number 15 platoon. Upon hearing this, everyone was to stop whatever they were doing, yell ‘Hallway 15’ in reply and run from our rooms into the hallway, and up against the wall. The process of conditioning to the word of command had begun.


Over the coming weeks we learned the basics of marching, physical conditioning and following commands. This injection of discipline would underpin our whole time at recruit training. We were learning blind obedience and reaction to the word of command, essential to any new recruit but this does not necessarily make a good soldier. For now, though, I needed to focus on what lay ahead and just get through the here and now. The whole initial training was physically hard but familiar as I had been doing this since I was a kid. I wished I had been better prepared physically as my fitness needed improving.


Mid-way through the course, we were introduced to the basics of field craft and the service rifle, the Aus Styer, a plastic polymer futuristic looking weapon, very different to the SLR and M16 rifles I had used in reserves. We had to hit the targets at various ranges, firing from all different positions. Before this phase of training, you could always get fitter, stronger or faster, but shooting is something that you could either do or not. Sure, we were taught the basic marksmanship principles and the correct breathing techniques, but many people struggled. I wasn’t a sniper by any means, a shortcoming that would come to bite me later when I deployed but we had a few people that couldn’t hit the side of a barn. We colloquially call them ‘cloth eyes’ (because their eyes must have been sewn on).


The problem for the platoon collectively was that no one was going on leave until we all passed. As a team we needed to rally around these people and help them as best we could. To understand how we could help a firer it is important to understand how the firing ranges worked in the mid-1990s. At the firing range you lie-on-the-ground (the mound) firing your rifle at a large paper target with concentric circles on it up to 300 metres away.


The targets were located at a place called ‘the Butts’, and it is here that the people who were not firing at the time would lower and raise the targets as directed. When the firer in the lane shot the target a loud crack went over your head a metre above and then ploughed into the dirt behind the target. That was your cue to pull the target down, find the bullet hole, place a hit marker on it and patch out the previous hole with these sticky coloured dot things called ‘patch out’. You then raised the target and using a large wand you pointed to where the round struck, then to the number situated in the corners of the target that would let the firer know the score. A five was great and a one not so much. If you missed altogether, the person in the butts would simply wave the wand in front from side to side. I’m not proud to say it, but I certainly saw waving wands through my sights a few times.


Back to the cloth eyes, and if you knew you had one of these firers in your lane you were under pressure to maybe fudge a few scores so that the platoon could go on leave.


It was time for one of the recruits to do the re-shoot, and with a crack I was alerted to the first round coming in, so I brought the target down for a look.


‘Shit, it’s a two – old mate will need some help here’, I called out to the bloke manning the target next to me.


Out came the hit marker and with a quick stab into the five-zone and some creative patch out work, the target was raised and the wand very proudly pointed into the centre of the target and then off to the number five.


‘Simple’, I smugly thought, and to be fair it did work for a while until one of the corporals up on the mound started to notice not all was as it seemed. He took the rifle off the shooter and deliberately fired a round into the dirt right next to the target and, what would you know! The target came up as a humble four.


That little trick had a few of us under restriction of privileges (ROPs). This is where I had to march around the parade ground with my pack, webbing and rifle for 40 minutes, all while being yelled at by a corporal. To make matters worse some were still not so great at drill so it would be a common and somewhat comical turn of events when recruits would turn the wrong way and even march into each other.


By the third month of training, we were nearly soldiers and as such we were afforded privileges like going to the phone booth to call home and being allowed to march around solo. These last weeks are centred around the preparation for your final physical test to pass recruit training, ‘The Challenge’. This test consists of lots of pack marching between stands with various tasks along the way. It is a culmination of everything you have been trained in while at Kapooka, and I thought it was a solid test for the level we were at, although it would be nothing compared to where I was headed next.


The final week felt like never ending boot polishing sessions and march-out practice. The best part is we received our corps allocation, and I was elated to get a position in the infantry. This had been a goal of mine for a long time, although I knew I still had to pass the School of Infantry training, and that was not going to be easy. I had made it this far though, and I was not going to accept anything less than achieving my dream of joining the infantry. I still knew my dad was wishing it was not too late to aim higher, but this was the path I wanted. I felt I needed to do it to prove to him, and myself, that I was tough enough. This is the same flawed misbelief I see in my teenage sons today.


The next stage was off to the Infantry Centre or the ‘school for fools’ as it was called. With so many easier options to serve your country you must have been a fool for putting yourself through this, but I wanted too – no, I had too.


We arrived one late afternoon in September at the back of our accommodation block which had a sign stating, ‘Amiens Platoon’. It is common in the Army to name formations or equipment after famous Australian battles. Our platoon was named after a well-known battle from the First World War when five Australian Divisions came together in France and fought in mid-1918.


As we stood up and started to stretch our legs a corporal came onto the bus and quietly uttered, ‘Welcome to the School of Infantry men’. Thinking this was a lovely way to be greeted at our new training establishment, I thought, this place is going to be great.


‘Now get your fucking bags off the bus and get changed into Physical Training (PT) gear, you have four fucking minutes until we step off you lot’, he quietly advised.


Is this the way every bus ride ends in the Army? I thought.


Frantically everyone clambered for their gear and proceeded to get changed in place without any thoughts of privacy. Women were not permitted in the infantry at this point but with four minutes to get changed, privacy wouldn’t have mattered anyway.


‘Form up you blokes’ the corporal asserted; his tone was low with a calm voice. ‘Come on, for shit’s sakes you lot … righto; with me – let’s go!’, he instructed. With that simple command we started running.


Very quickly the thoughts of being hungry and tired from the bus trip had given way to thoughts of where the hell are we going, and more importantly, how far. Every time the track seemed to fade we continued in another direction. Occasionally we would come to a landmark like a set of office blocks, or the gym, and the area would be described to us. More importantly it was an opportunity to have a break from running. Unfortunately, we did push-ups instead. Eventually our introduction to Singleton finished after around 8 kilometres but there were to be many more runs like this to come.


Welcome to the School of Infantry, I thought. The school for fools indeed.


All that was left for the first evening was a quick feed and into bed but I was happy with that. I had no idea how I was going to keep this pace up for the next three months but for now all I could think about was sleep which came quickly that night. Oh, I wish I could sleep like that again!


The next morning was quite odd, no one yelling or shouting, it was our responsibility to get up and get organised. The DS made it clear that being late would not be accepted here. Even before any introductions were made the same quietly spoken corporal from yesterday wandered out of his office and simply said, ‘What the hell is going on, men, I said seven didn’t I?’


‘Too slow, men, around the tree – go’, he continued, his voice still calm, but this time there was a hint of anger in his tone.


This tree was around 200 metres from where we were standing on our platoon parade ground. We could tell it was ‘the tree’ as it had a large white circle painted on it. Not waiting to be told twice we set off running, and all I could hear in the background was ‘don’t be last’ but after a 400-metre round trip of course there was always someone who would be the last man. Luckily it wasn’t me as this poor sap was sent off again for another lap.


‘While he is off doing a second lap, men, we will adopt the push up position’, called a different corporal. This corporal we hadn’t yet met but he clearly felt it was time to make his presence known.


Who are these guys? I thought as we were now doing pushups to a cadence, waiting for our last runner. The need to do introductions and pleasantries was second to showing us who was in charge. Frantically puffing now, our slowest man returned and with that the beasting stopped, and we all knew where we stood in the pecking order.


After the perimeter run the evening before and now this morning’s introduction it was clear what would be expected of us while training to become infantry soldiers: discipline, being on time and physical fitness!


The platoon commander addressed us for the first time, and even though he was an officer, it still seemed the corporals were the ones who were running the show. All the staff made it clear we were being watched and assessed the whole time. There was a whiteboard with everyone’s photos on it in section lots. They explained to us that once you get three strikes your photo goes into the bin and you’re gone! I wasn’t sure what ‘you’re gone’ meant but I didn’t think now was a good time to ask in case it was my fault that everyone went around the tree again. The training to mould us into infantry soldiers was not only going to require us to be fit, but also resilient as over the next few weeks the reality of the course ahead of us set in.


Our first few weeks were focused on weapons training. We were introduced to the section machine gun, the Minimi, rocket and grenade launchers as well as various mines. I was qualified on some of these weapons from my choco days although there was no way I was going to pipe up and be ‘that guy’ so it was grey man time. There were long days of learning how to load and fire the weapons and repetitious stripping and assembling. This was trained into us so we could literally do it with our eyes closed. The instructors would have us compete against each other to see who was the slickest. To get second would normally mean you were sent around the tree. Fortunately, weapons handling was something I was good at so I got a pass on some tree runs but there would be many more runs ahead of us.


While I enjoyed handling these weapons, we were constantly reminded they are not toys. They were tools to kill the enemy but I couldn’t understand who was my enemy at 18? This was a reality I was not mature enough to comprehend at this point in my life. I just saw the training as a bit of a game. What I didn’t realise is this training was not only effective, but lifesaving. The conditioning to bullets flying around me had already begun in the butts at Kapooka. I was already used to the sound of gunfire cracking over my head. Now I was being shaped to react to it with confidence.


As for an enemy though, the DS were the closest thing that seemed like a threat, they had a very different training style from Kapooka. It was quite common to be kicked in the arse or even be punched in the head if you were not taking a correct sight picture when firing or not listening to something that was being said. The staff were, after all, training us for combat and I for one didn’t have a problem with this kind of physical discipline. Though, anyone who is familiar with the 1971 Stanford University Prison Experiment, demonstrating how good people can be transformed by power imbalances, knows how quickly things can turn ugly. It wasn’t long until some staff seemed to be a law unto their own.


Being told collectively you are shit is a normal part of training in the Army. It is supposed to both make you look within as individual soldiers, and encourage you all to work together as a team. If it is used too often it loses its meaning and we were certainly told this often. Before long we were shit at everything, and the crosses on people’s photos in the platoon office started to add up. Mercifully, after the first four weeks I had not been on any warnings but no one was able to avoid a cross or two, especially when the discipline some were enforcing went from understandable to ludicrous. The smallest speck of dirt would get you yelled at with the offender informed in no uncertain terms how a dirty weapon is an unserviceable weapon, and gets everyone killed.
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