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Forewordby General Sir Gordon Messenger

History is best brought to life when told by those involved. By bringing together the testimonies of those individuals who shaped a selection of momentous events in our recent history, Monty Halls has created a unique and timeless account of what it means to be a Royal Marine.

Now retired, I remain immensely proud of being part of the Royal Marines family. My 36-year service is of course just a blip in our long and treasured heritage yet I, alongside so many others, will forever feel a strong connection and a sense of camaraderie with all those who have served under our banner. The Corps instils a unique sense of belonging, which extends beyond those serving and into our families, supporters and friends. Yes, its central identity is the Commando green beret, but the wider network of the Band Service, Royal Marines Reservists, Cadets, attached ranks, and our Charity and Association are all key components of the warm, self-supporting community that makes up the Royal Marines family. We are very fortunate to be part of it.

Such a bond does not occur by accident, but is the result of a common, core ethos that has been drilled into Royal Marines for generations. The Commando spirit has its roots in 1940s Achnacarry, but it resonates as strongly as ever amongst today’s serving Marines – just read Monty’s account of the aspiring recruits as they approach their commando tests. The green beret symbolises so much more than the mere passing of physical tests – it tells you who you are, that you can be relied upon when chips are down, that you won’t leave anyone behind, that you are capable of confronting and overcoming the hardest of challenges. The tales of incredible fortitude and courage in this book are just notable examples of the qualities that Royal Marines rightly take for granted. Simply put, we would expect nothing less. It all stems from training: when a team’s minimum standards are so exacting, you know its limits and you can demand more – from your team and yourself. As Julian Thompson reflects in the chapter on the Falklands conflict, you can only do difficult things with great people that you trust. And through an emphasis on teamwork over individuality.

Arrogance, selfishness and ego have no place in the Commando ethos. As I hope leaps out from every page, the exploits described are not considered by the individuals involved to be especially worthy or heroic. Indeed, the self-effacing narratives tell the tale of people who felt they were just doing their job on behalf of the mission and their mates, and that any Marine would do the same in the circumstances. I like to describe this characteristic as Understated Excellence; an insistence on delivering at the very height of one’s ability, without feeling the need to shout about it. It is the collective Royal Marine trait of which I’m most proud.

Exposure to risk, danger and hardship is rarely without impact, and the human cost of the Royal Marines’ operational tempo over recent decades is evident throughout this book. Proportionally, the Royal Marines have suffered more fatalities and life-changing injuries in recent deployments than any other cap-badge; the symptom of an instinctive willingness to confront the toughest of challenges, and a recognition that Commanders allocate their highest risk missions to their most capable units. We would not wish it any other way.

But nor can we duck the fact that the human cost is ongoing and will be with us for some time. As well as the enduring physical impact on those affected young, fit, proud members of the Royal Marines family, the invisible psychological burdens faced by so many continue to surface. The loss of our Commandant General to suicide is emblematic but by no means isolated. We rely upon our Royal Marines Charity to provide the timely, tailored, necessary support to those in need, and we rely upon our broader support community to ensure that they have the means to do so.

I suppose I should close by saying something nice about Monty’s book. I’ve known him for many years, and let’s just say that his ability to string a sentence together was never prominent on my list of his many qualities! Yet he always had an eye for deep-seated human qualities, regardless of background or status, and he is a master at bringing out the best of people. I truly believe he has done that with this book and associated TV series; occasionally uncomfortably dragging out the inner feelings of those involved in iconic moments yet, in so doing, perfectly capturing the essence of being a Royal Marine.




Introduction

Intuitively one might think this is a book about an organisation – the clue is in the title after all. But the reality is that it is a book about individuals, and the extraordinary stories they have to tell. Anyone who knows the Commandos, has worked with them, been one of their number, commanded them or – heaven forfend – been up against them in battle, will know that it is the quality and variety of the people involved that are the bedrock of their achievements, and indeed define their wider culture. They are a tightly knit community, a tribe, with their own ethos, language, customs, rules and bonds. When asked to sum up the Commandos in one word, Major General Matt Holmes – Commandant General of the Royal Marines from 2019 to 2021 – did not hesitate with his answer: ‘Family.’

But he could equally well have used words such as eccentrics, raiders, first-responders, lateral thinkers, heathen-kings, comedians, warriors, brothers and – happily nowadays – sisters. He would also, I’m sure, be entirely content with the word heroes. Although as a group they are defined by a reluctance to take credit or celebrate their own deeds (which incidentally makes a book like this fairly tricky to write at times!), many of their accomplishments through the ages can only really be termed heroic. And so, uncomfortable though it may be for those concerned, that is also a theme that runs through the book.

Through their own accounts, through vivid storytelling from the Commando Training Centre and on to operations and conflicts around the world, a sense of a truly unique organisation does indeed emerge. It is one that is otherwise largely misunderstood, mired as it is in myth and legend, amplified and distorted by the press. The reality is surprising, and here we circle back once again to the men and women who make up the wider organisation, what is known as ‘the Corps Family’. They are drawn from every possible background, every skin tone, every personality type and every creed. But they are united under the green beret, the iconic symbol of the Commandos wherever they serve.

And so this is not a history of the Royal Marines. Goodness knows there are plenty of those, and some of them are very good too. This is a portrait of individuals from every level of the organisation, drawn from some of the most famous latter-day conflicts. It is the words of a 17-year-old recruit as he faces up to his final tests to earn the ‘Lid’. It is the personal account of the most decorated Royal Marine since the Second World War as he jumped off the bow of a patrol vessel on the Euphrates River, to engage with an ambush by unknown numbers of enemy insurgents. There are also the recollections of pilots, divers, gunners and ‘gravs’ – the latter an affectionate term for a ‘standard’ Marine, although I hope it will become abundantly clear that there really is no such thing. The latter are unequivocally where the excellence of the organisation lies, today more than ever.

I hope the ethos, the culture and the essence of the organisation do indeed emerge through these stories and experiences. The individuals I interviewed for this book were some of the most impressive people I have ever met, giants in their own right, and yet they all acknowledged that it is the Commandos that had made them what they are today.

As so often, Churchill managed to phrase it better than most when it came to describing this extraordinary collection of individuals united under a single collective culture. Reflecting on their performance in the Second World War, he noted: ‘Nothing of which we have any knowledge or record has ever been done by mortal men which surpasses the splendour and daring of their feats of arms.’

This book is a testament to those words, and to the men and women who carry them forward to this day.




CHAPTER 1

The Green Lid


‘99% need not apply’

Ill-judged, but statistically accurate, slogan for a 1990s Royal Marines recruiting campaign



‘It’s just a bit of cloth really,’ says Ricky Miller. ‘Just cloth and metal. But it unites us all – there’s only one colour that matters in the Commandos, and that’s green.’

He laughs self-consciously, aware of how he must sound to the uninitiated, and glances down at the beret he holds in his hands. As one of the youngest Royal Marines to serve in the Falklands conflict, and one of the few members of that Task Force still serving, he shouldn’t feel too bad about voicing his feelings. His current role is to recruit the next generation of Commandos, and they would do well to listen to his 40 years of accumulated wisdom.

‘Yeah, I joined as the lone black fella in my recruit troop in 1980. Ironically I was probably more aware of “colour” than anyone else involved in the process. As I sat in my induction lecture at the Commando Training Centre on day one, I decided to wear a long leather coat, was sporting a massive afro, and – get this – was opening and closing a flick knife. The lad next to me – Molly Macpherson, now a lifelong mucker – must have been crapping himself!’

The chuckle turns to a full-throated hoot of mirth, and he shakes his head at the memory. ‘I didn’t realise then that I was joining a fraternity, a brotherhood, made up of every strata of society, every background, and every creed. Get the lid, and you’re in the club, simple as that. And it’s membership for life.’

• • •

It is tempting to give the origins of the green colour of the beret mythical status – perhaps some moment of inspiration from a distant warrior who merged the hues of the green fields of Britain and her temperate seas. The reality – as is so often the way with these things – is slightly more mundane.

When the Commandos were first raised in June 1940, it was on a voluntary basis. As such they were drawn from an eclectic mix of units from the Army, and the first formation – 1 Commando – sported a patchwork of different head-dresses as befitted their diverse origins. Although conformity and toeing the military line were an anathema to the Commando pioneers, intoxicated by free thinking and the defiance of military dogma, some elements of Armed Forces DNA are harder to shift than others, and the array of headgear on display became an irritation.

By 1941, No. 1 Commando had accumulated 79 different types of head-dress on parade, an absurd mix of tam o’shanters, hackles, peaked caps and berets of every possible hue. This finally became too much for the hierarchy of the unit, as well as a potentially disruptive element to a collective ethos. As such the system finally buckled, and green was selected from the Commandos’ badge – at the time a green salamander crawling through fire. The subsequent process was – in its own way – a nod to the egalitarian ethos of the Commandos, one that remains a defining feature to this day. Whilst the original badge had been designed by the College of Arms in London, the design and manufacture of the beret was given to a tam o’shanter maker in Ayrshire in Scotland, thus neatly encapsulating the entire length of Britain, a measure of the fact that the Commandos would never be rooted in a single county or district. Lord Mountbatten forwarded the proposed new head-dress to the Under-Secretary of State for War. It was immediately approved, and in October 1942 the first green berets were issued. The ‘Lid’ was for the first time worn as a badge of honour by serving Commandos. But it was never simply ‘issued’, every single one had to be hard earned, a characteristic that remains firmly in place to this day.

THE COMMANDO TRAINING CENTRE, ROYAL MARINES: SPRING, 2021

The Exe Estuary meanders towards the coast at Exmouth, carving a languid path through the plump arable landscape of green fields and sleepy hamlets that epitomise South Devon. In the summer it is a playground for tourists and locals alike, a wide shimmering expanse of water criss-crossed by dinghies and kayaks, whilst in the winter months it reflects the gun-metal skies overhead as coastal storms sweep along its length.

Sitting on the eastern bank of the Exe, amidst the thatched cottages and narrow footpaths, is a group of brutally functional buildings. One glance at them from the opposite bank reveals immediately that this collection of pale accommodation blocks, red-brick shelters and lumpen obstacles has been built for a purpose. There is no excess fat in the design and no fripperies; here is a place with a clear aim, with the landscape around it merely a hinterland to be navigated and utilised.

No one ever forgets the first time they enter the Commando Training Centre at Lympstone to start training, whether through the main gates, or from the tiny train platform next to the estuary itself. In retrospect, Royal Marines say they felt exhilaration, some a keen sense of anticipation, and some grim determination. But their memories may be clouded by nostalgia and recollections of the achievement of successfully gaining their green beret. For many the predominant emotion is one of abject terror – anyone who doesn’t feel so is blissfully ignorant of what is to come. There are many, many would-be new recruits over the years, resplendent in freshly purchased suit and shiny shoes, who have had a change of heart and simply stayed on the train until it terminates at Exmouth a few miles and a few minutes later, their career as a Commando over before it had begun. That first step, that moment of opening the train carriage door, taking a deep breath, and stepping down onto the platform beneath the sign that reads ‘Lympstone Commando’, is – in its own way – the first test of many. And not all will pass.

• • •

On a pleasant spring day, I drive through the front gate and collect a pass from the guard room. It’s a Friday afternoon, and some of the permanent staff and trainees are winding down for the weekend, with a steady stream of vehicles heading out of the gate as I enter. Despite the casual atmosphere that heralds the start of the weekend, there’s still that slight personal unease for me, a primal fight or flight response to a place that challenged me – that challenges anyone – like no other. I might be a guest of the Commanding Officer, but there’s still that slither of historic concern, a shadow of many a midnight shout, a physiological reflex based on stumbling progress around assault courses with breath sawing and heart hammering.

‘Ha, yes, I know exactly what you mean,’ says Colonel Simon Chapman after I mention it to him, sipping a hot cup of tea in his office in the headquarters building, ‘and I’m in charge of the place! You never quite lose it, do you? The anticipation of an inbound bollocking.’

Chapman is a compact, lean figure, neat and precise. He is just getting ready to depart on a run when we meet, and looks nothing like his 53 years. We have history, Chapman and I, having joined up only a couple of years apart, and it is very good to see him again.

‘Oh, you know,’ he says, when I ask how he is. ‘Pretty good, all things considered. I did a charity event a short while back, and just trying to stay in good nick after that really.’

That event was in fact ten marathons in ten consecutive days. But Chapman brushes aside my congratulations.

‘It was nothing. A mobile mid-life crisis!’ He smiles, and we turn our attention to the matter in hand – his role overseeing the training of the Commandos of today. The position of Commandant suits him, leading, directing and overseeing as he does all training activities in the Corps, and I ask about the quality of the young men and women coming through the gate nowadays compared to our own distant experience.

‘Oh, they’re just as good,’ he says immediately. ‘They’re hewn from the same stone as ever, it’s just that society has changed around them. But I don’t accept that tired dictum that young people were harder, and indeed training was harder, back in the day.’

‘And what about the finished article, the trained commando walking out of the gate at the end?’

He thinks for a moment, then smiles at some inward moment of realisation.

‘You know what, Monty?’ he says. ‘I think they’re better than we were, I really do. They have to be so technically proficient nowadays, they have to master so much before we can allow them to join a unit.’

He begins to warm to his theme, leaning forward as he speaks.

‘We’ve revamped the syllabus, you see,’ he notes. ‘The idea now is that we’re preparing these young men and women to operate independently, or in small teams, for sustained periods without central support. It’s a return to the traditional Commando model as required by Future Commando Force.

‘Make no bones about it,’ says Chapman, ‘those basic qualities still loom large. They’ve still got to pass the tests, in the prerequisite times, carrying the same weight – those are fundamental requirements to get the beret. But there’s a lot more emphasis on things like weapon drills, communications, escape and evasion, survival skills, and a lot less on things like inspections and drill.’

‘What qualities do you need to pass, Si? What are the absolute bankers that’ll get you through?’

‘Yeah, we’ve given that quite a lot of thought over the last few years,’ Chapman notes. ‘As you came up the stairs, did you notice the banners on the walls? They’re the Commando values. They always existed, we just never really wrote them down. Well, we have now, and they are … ermm, hold on a second.’

He snorts with laughter, and rummages on a shelf.

‘Aha, here we go. This card is given to all recruits when they join, and flags the qualities of the Commandos. Just wanted to make sure I got them in exactly the right order!’

He turns the card towards me, and it reads: ‘Excellence. Integrity. Self-discipline. Humility.’

‘That’d do it,’ he says. ‘Stick to those values, show some Commando spirit and you’ll make it. Basically we are looking for fundamentally good people before good military operatives – the latter we can create, the former we cannot.’

And what will ensure you fail?

This takes him a little longer.

‘I think it’s belief actually. You have to – deep down – fundamentally believe you can do it. Because trust me there’ll be plenty of moments when the wheels will come off. Sometimes just a basic ability to keep going is all you have left.’

As I leave the headquarters building, one of the first things I see is an incongruous wooden hut on the opposite side of the road. This simple structure, dwarfed by the concrete and glass training and accommodation blocks around it, is a deliberate nod to the past. It is a reminder, writ large on the main thoroughfare through camp, that this is where it all began for the Royal Marine Commandos. In 1939, when the base was originally built as a training centre for reservists, this hut was part of the initial modest encampment. It grew swiftly, and although the original commando training for Royal Marines was conducted at Bickleigh, near Plymouth, in 1960 all initial and commando training moved here, as well as courses required for promotion and specialist roles.

The tests the modern Commandos have to pass bear little relation to those originally established in 1940. Then there was no 30 miler, now the most iconic of the modern tests. Instead there was a 36-hour challenge where recruits were required to patrol at speed to the top of Ben Nevis, go to ground overnight, then return to camp. The current 9 miler around the Devon lanes was an 18-mile trek over Scottish paths. Perhaps the test that bears the closest resemblance to the original is the Tarzan Assault Course, with the modern version based very much on the nets, toggle bridges, ropes and death slide set up by the Commando instructors of the Second World War era.

There is common ground in that the modern tests spring unequivocally from the founding DNA, they explore the same qualities, and even possess ritualistic significance. The 30-foot rope climb in full kit takes place on a green sward that abuts the estuary – the dreaded ‘Bottom Field’ – and is an absolute right of passage before the commando tests can be attempted. Dr Anthony White notes the sacred connection to the past lyrically in his 2004 study: ‘The ropes are a sacred symbol of the commando past, and when the trainees grasp the ropes on the bottom field, they are knowingly repeating the acts their ancestors performed.’

I’m visiting the base just after a pass out parade, and there is almost a relaxed air around the empty buildings and quiet thoroughfares. Members of the training team of the successful recruit troop walk past, immaculate in their ceremonial blues, their work completed, and give me a polite nod as they pass. I cross the main road from the guard room, leaving the headquarters building and the main square, dominated by the statue of two Second World War Commandos in action, heads up, weapons at the ready, charging onwards. I pass the parade ground, and walk towards a low grey wall that sits at its northern edge. Here is the memorial for all Royal Marines who have died on active service since 2000, and there are 73 names on simple brass plates, arrayed in a neat, parabolic row. I walk slowly along the wall, find Jason Ward’s name, and briefly reach up to give it a pat. There isn’t a Royal Marine who has served in the last 30 years who hasn’t known loss – the price the Commandos have paid since their formation for their role as the nation’s operational spearhead – and this is my personal custom every time I come to the base, visiting a grand old mucker at the wall to say hello.

My reverie is interrupted by an echoed shout from the green field beyond, and I glance up to see a troop of recruits forming up at the end of the Tarzan Assault Course. It strikes me how apt the placement of this memorial is: a group of fallen Marines keeping watch over the next generation, holding the ancestral line, guarding the standards, until the next global flashpoint calls for their descendants to be deployed.

• • •

It is several weeks since my last visit to the Commando Training Centre, and I have returned to witness the culmination of training – the commando tests themselves. The man standing before me appears precisely how you’d want someone who trains Royal Marines to look. WO1 Scott Ferguson (‘Fergie. Do NOT call me Scottie’) is a formidable presence. Powerfully built, with an outdoor complexion – ruddy, bordering on florid – and a direct gaze that demands attention. As the leader of 299 Troop, he has guided his young charges through seven months of training, and has emerged from the process with a remarkably high percentage of the recruits who started still present. Now he is overseeing the very final stage of their transition, the last examination of them as recruits and as men under his watch, as they prepare to take the commando tests, the final and ultimate hurdle before the beret is awarded.

Fergie is something of an anomaly at the Commando Training Centre, a physical manifestation of a bold experiment on the part of the Royal Marines. As a Regimental Sergeant Major, he is one of the first non-commissioned officers to lead a recruit troop through their entire training programme. Traditionally this role is held by an officer, working with a group of Corporals and Sergeants as section commanders. And of course this isn’t the only change being managed by Fergie in a sign of the rapidly evolving face of the Commandos in the modern world.

‘There’s the new programme as well, yeah,’ says Fergie, as we chat in his office. ‘One that’s adapted to reflect the demands of the modern world. So there’s a few tweaks in there. But the fundamentals are the same. Fancy a wet, by the way?’

He makes me a cup of tea, and places it on the desk in front of me before returning to his seat.

Initial impressions might be of a dour Scot, but as we talk it becomes rapidly apparent that Fergie is the ideal man to take the reins to deliver this new programme. In a career that spans two decades he’s served numerous tours in Northern Ireland, Kosovo, Sierra Leone and – latterly – Afghanistan. As such he’s seen young Commandos adapt and evolve in real time, and apply the lessons learned in the heat of battle. The problem with learning from experience, so the saying goes, is that you have the exam first and then the lesson second. Fergie has applied that vast personal experience to ensure that the recruits don’t face that particular dilemma.

I remark that he’s the perfect figure to create the Royal Marines of tomorrow. His face, already somewhat puce from endless hours out in the field and on the moor, darkens yet further, and for one terrible moment I brace myself for an inbound volley of abuse (something I suspect Fergie delivers with aplomb), but then I realise it is actually embarrassment at the naivety of the question.

‘It’s the team really,’ he says simply. ‘I’m really lucky in that I’ve got a superb team of NCOs delivering this training. I wouldn’t say it’s down to me at all.’

Just how ready is the end result, I wonder, the young man who puts the green beret on for the first time on completion of training.

His answer is immediate.

‘Oh, they’re totally ready. They might need some orientation training for a specific theatre of war or specialised task – and that’s the way it’s always been – but unequivocally the end product is ready to go to a unit, and indeed to fight for their country. They could go to war immediately if required.’

I ask him how it feels to be shaping the next generation of Commandos.

‘Well, Lympstone is where my career started of course. It’s the bearer of standards, isn’t it? Training here is totally different from any other unit or regiment. But on a personal level, it’s good to see people grow. When I see someone still here now we’re at the business end of training, not just hanging on but flourishing, it’s a good, good feeling to be honest.’

His young charges – 38 in number – are a day away from the tests commencing, from the end of life as recruits and the start of their life as Commandos.

‘They’re tired, really tired. Bear in mind that the pressure, the intensity, ramps up through the seven months they’ve been here, with particular emphasis on the last four weeks – the Commando Course phase. That’s included their final exercise, where they’ve had very little sleep and physically had to work extremely hard. So they’re knackered basically. But they’re ready.’

It is a view shared by the world of academia, who periodically become fixated on the Royal Marines – or so it seems to me anyway – due to the ‘right of passage’ nature of training, the tribal ethos of their culture, and the simple physical brutality of acquiring the green beret.

One study noted that over the 32 weeks of training, a recruit will require 4,200 Kcal per day – as such the rations supplied to the young men at Lympstone are substantially more than in other arms of the Armed Forces. The same study found that for a recruit to successfully complete training it would help greatly if they had a body mass of more than 65 kilos in the first place, allowing the body to be depleted but not to a critical degree.

In addition to the intensity of the physical training, there is the relentless nature of the schedule. A Royal Marines recruit will sleep for an average of only four to six hours per night for the entire duration of their time at Lympstone, a creeping tide of exhaustion that degrades will and undermines spirit. It is for this reason that recruits are known as ‘nods’ – constantly battling to stay awake, head heavy and lids drooping. It is not too surprising that – even having passed selection and gained a place in a recruit troop – the attrition rate is so high. This is way more than a simple physical challenge.

Fergie pauses for a moment.

‘Despite all the technology, all the new aspects of training, it’s still fundamentally the same as the original Commandos. I’ve got very little time for anyone who says standards have dropped. For me if they’ve completed the training, and they’ve passed the commando tests, then that is the measure.’

I’m aware that I’m taking up the time of a busy man, one who has to prepare for the week of unrivalled intensity that lies ahead. So I finish the dregs of my tea, and prepare to take my leave.

‘One last thing, Fergie,’ I say, as I stand to depart. ‘What will it mean to those young lads to receive the beret?’

‘It’ll be,’ he says, ‘one of the proudest moments of their lives. They’ll be proud, and their families will be proud. But there’s a way to go yet, so let’s not get ahead of ourselves just yet, eh?’

TEST ONE: THE ENDURANCE COURSE. 6.5 MILES. 70 MINUTES

Woodbury Common is a particularly beautiful patch of land four miles away from the Commando Training Centre. A mosaic of heathland, gorse, woodland, marsh and scrub, it is so ecologically diverse that in 1989 it was declared a Site of Special Scientific Interest. It draws 800,000 visitors a year, although it’s fair to say that several hundred of these (the ones wearing camouflage cream and boots) have mixed feelings about the flora and fauna, and in particular the deep, ankle-turning paths that create a venous network throughout.

First light on 25 March sees a group of these recruits standing in a huddle in the midst of a clearing on the common, at the head of a narrow, stony path that leads down into the base of a green valley. These are the young men of 299 Troop, at the end of a long journey that will culminate – hopefully – in the presentation of their green berets in four days’ time.

Although they are all young, one of their number in particular looks absurdly fresh-faced, a mere adolescent in an adult world. That is because, as of this moment, he is the youngest of any recruit going through Royal Marines training.

Dom Burger has only just turned 17, and – to his immense credit – is a 299 Troop original. He was 16 when he commenced training, a fact that emerges as we chat on the day before this first test.

From Hemel Hempstead, Burger decided he wanted to be a Commando as a young lad, the fundamental difference between him and others with similar aspirations being that three years later, as soon as legally permitted, he joined up. He explains the decision with admirable brevity.

‘Yeah, well, people might say I’m mature and stuff. But I wouldn’t see myself as different or more mature than any other 16-year-old. It’s just this is what I really wanted to do, so I’ve gone for it.’

And there is merit in his words, in the confidence and naivety of youth, in eyeing a great prize and simply setting out on the journey.

‘My dad said that if you want to be in the military, join the Royal Marines, join the best. And I was 15, sitting on my bed watching videos of training and I was just like, “You know what, I’m going to sign up straight away.” So I applied on 26 December 2019 when I was 15 and 9 months. I had to wait a bit before I could start, but then I got cracking when I was 16.’

Reflecting on his reasons, again a gloriously binary approach to life manifests itself in the answer.

‘I … ermmm … like being outside. And getting stuck in. I don’t want to be stuck in an office doing nothing with my life.’

‘Being outside’ has featured moderately strongly in young Burger’s life for the last few months, and will loom large once again over the next couple of hours. He stands near the front of the troop, looking impossibly youthful but entirely focused.

There is an elemental energy that emanates from the group as they shift from foot to foot, a feeling of potential explosive action, of coiled anticipation, of jangling nerves. There is already heat in the day, and a fine dust rises from their boots as they stamp and pace, creating a low ethereal mist which glows in the morning sun. The atmosphere is too much for one of their number, who steps aside from the group to vomit into the low scrub beside the path. His companions laugh, a low chuckle that breaks the silence of the morning.

‘Well, that’s woken us all up,’ says Fergie with a wry smile, standing at the edge of the group. He turns to address the ashen recruit. ‘Now, get back over here. If you want to vomit, do it in your own time.’

The clock ticks down, equipment is adjusted, final stretches are completed and repeated pointlessly, and wordless glances exchanged. What is particularly notable is the relationship between the training team – all experienced Commandos, hardened in battle – and the recruits. The latter are no longer fresh-faced boys. They have reached this stage, they stand on the start line, and what was once a relationship of instructor and trainee has now become one of mutual support for the challenge ahead. There is no Commando, serving or veteran, who does not remember that moment as the first test is about to begin. The atmosphere is one of invested effort by all concerned, of unity as an entire group, of being in this together.

‘Right, lads, let’s fucking crack on, shall we,’ says Fergie grimly.

The seconds tick away, and the first group of three recruits step forward to a line in the dust. The Physical Training Instructor checks his watch, an implacable, uncompromising measure of failure or success over the next four days, and shatters the quiet of a Woodbury morning.

‘Right, fellas! Three. Two. One. GO!’

The three recruits explode off the mark, charging down the hill in a tight little group, quickly assuming single file as the path narrows on either side. It is a headlong dash, a harum-scarum gallop towards an end goal that means the world to each of them.

Each carries 22 pounds of equipment and a rifle and SUSAT sight that adds a further 9 pounds. This is the bare minimum a Commando would take into battle, and is no random weight to increase the difficulty of the test. It is a product of 70 years of conflicts and raids, of close contact with the enemy, of the need to move quickly and efficiently with equipment over any distance, and do battle at the end. The original diktat of Commando operations created by Major General R.H. Dewing in 1940 stipulated each man fight in light order only, being ‘provided with no more than they could themselves carry and use’ in a role ‘strictly confined to raiding’. And that is the weight that sits on the shoulders and hips of these young men 80 years later, a nod to the DNA of the organisation which they aspire to enter. Of course, it is not enough simply to carry it, they must do so at speed, over any terrain. And ahead of these recruits – unequivocally – lies the most challenging of terrain.

The early stage of the endurance course could almost be described as a standard cross-country route, beloved of any fell runner or outdoor enthusiast, but very quickly some unique elements put in an appearance. The first is a tunnel that requires the recruits to drop to their hands and knees, and crawl at speed over rocks and pebbles to the distant glimmer of the exit. It is lined with corrugated iron, and is a stifling, claustrophobic cavern with several tight twists and angles to snag clothing and catch equipment.

Once out of the tunnel, the recruits sprint along the narrow path, each within a stride of the other. The amphibious nature of the Royal Marines also does not take long to manifest itself.

‘Peter’s Pool’ – named, it is thought, after a particularly verbose member of a training team back in the mists of time – is a deep, narrow pool about 50 metres in length, through which the path runs. It is unavoidable, and requires the recruits to instinctively lift their weapons high to avoid the silt and the cloying, dark water. Depending on the time of year, the pool can be four to five feet deep, allowing the ganglier potential Commandos to charge through at chest level, whilst those more vertically challenged have to bounce along the bottom. There is a rope – slimy, knotted and clammy – to act as a guide throughout the quagmire, which most use to heave themselves along. But there is no avoiding the final result – emerging from the water soaked to the skin, clothing doubled in weight, and boots squelching. Such in the inherent conditioning of the recruits by this stage, that all will do anything to keep their rifle out of the water, and that is the one thing to emerge dry and pristine. Maintaining the cleanliness of your weapon during the endurance course is highly desirable, as the final part of the test is to hit a small target six out of ten times. Fail to do so and the entire test, regardless of time, is null and void. However, whilst weapon cleanliness might be desirable for the entire course, it is also impossible, which becomes rapidly apparent as the recruits – now soaking wet, leaden of leg and heaving of chest – crest a rise and drop down into the Sheep Dip.

If there is one element of the commando tests that is more photographed and filmed than any other, it is this small section of concrete tunnel. In some ways it epitomises every element required to complete the tests, requiring as it does co-operation, complete trust, considerable nerve and absolute focus.

It’s now a warm March morning – a recruit would, by the way, much prefer a freezing cold day over a hot one to complete the tests, as heat exhaustion is a spectre that haunts instructors and would-be Commandos alike. But at least this short section might be described as ‘refreshing’. The first group of recruits, including young Burger, arrive at the Sheep Dip together, three young men shoulder to shoulder as they immediately leap into their designated positions – two at one end of a submerged concrete tunnel, one at the other. This tunnel is 70cm wide – almost exactly the width of a recruit with kit undertaking a commando test, strangely enough – and, exhilaratingly, 2 metres long. And it is entirely underwater.

The PTI in attendance looks on approvingly, then bellows: ‘Right, lads, no messing about. In position, and … GO!!! Now, now, now …’

Burger, laden with equipment, and already breathing hard, crouches into the foul swirling tank, inhales and plunges beneath the surface. The water – as dark and turgid as soup – closes over him as he does so. His companion pushes him into the pipe, a world of total darkness, and complete immobility. For a second, he is completely helpless, fully immersed, arms reaching forward, constrained by concrete above, below, and at each side. Then his hands are grasped by the recruit at the far end, fumbling in the gloom for that tell-tale touch, and he is hauled out gasping and sodden. He immediately turns into position, seizes his rescuer, and shoves him back through the tube, to be received on the other side. And then the cycle is repeated one final time. All three recruits have completed the obstacle – the epitome of trust and teamwork – in less than 40 seconds.

And now it is every man for himself, it’s a foot-race to beat an implacable enemy – the clock. There are two further tunnels – one of them, The Smartie Tube, is ludicrously narrow, 20 metres long, and requires a lopsided crawl, desperately trying to keep the weapon and (perhaps more significantly) the mouth above the fetid water that half fills the pipe and swills back and forth in evil-smelling waves. One last tunnel, and now it’s a run back to camp, four miles along track and road, kit now doubled in weight due to saturation, and every crevice and cranny of the body filled with grit, sand and silt.

But there is a final twist, one born of the exacting standards of the organisation as we know it today, yet rooted deep in its turbulent history. As – four miles and 30 minutes later – Recruit Burger shuffles the last few metres of the course, steps that take him to a range hut at the rear of a short section of gravel and sand within the Commando Training Centre, he has to face a final examination of his ability to proceed to the next stage towards the green beret. He must still his wildly beating heart, suppress adrenaline, ignore exhaustion, and apply immediate, total focus.

‘Good effort, Burger,’ says the instructor standing at the head of the range, his voice steady and clipped. ‘Now get your weapon sorted out. You’ve got lane 2.’

Burger quickly pulls through the barrel of the SA80, using a scrap of cloth and plenty of oil. He works the firing mechanism back and forth, once again adding several more drops of oil. Normally lubrication of a weapon is done as a light sheen, as the tell-tale puff of white smoke from excessive oil when firing can give away your position, but this is an exceptional circumstance and the instructor turns a blind eye.

As he takes his position behind the weapon – the same rifle he has desperately tried to keep dry and functional as he has been immersed in muddy water, crawled through dust and mud, and squeezed through impossibly tight concrete tunnels – he knows he has to get six out of ten shots on target in the moments ahead. A stoppage will be catastrophic, a malfunction disastrous, rendering the herculean efforts of the last 70 minutes pointless. He lays his cheek on the butt, and drops his eye to the SUSAT sight.

Once again seven months of training kick in, muscle memory combine with techniques passed down by a training team who have learned their own lessons in the heat of battle, and – as the first target appears 30 metres away – Burger exhales, and steadily squeezes the trigger. The weapon kicks on his shoulder, and a percussive crack signals the release of round number one.

Two minutes later there are eight small holes clustered on the target, each a killing shot.

‘Bit disappointed actually,’ he notes to a fellow recruit immediately afterwards, although he smiles as he says the words. ‘Not sure where those other two shots went …’

Test one completed, three more to go.

TEST TWO: THE 9 MILER. 9 MILES. 90 MINUTES

‘Okay, fellas. Stand by, prepare to break into quick time. Quick march!’

It is the following morning, high on Woodbury Common, and – as one impeccably synchronised unit – the 38 members of 299 Troop set off, their boots hitting the tarmac in a rhythmic beat that will be their metronome for the next hour and a half of collective effort. Around the squad, packed tightly together in the dawn light, members of the training team move alone, already checking their charges for any early signs of distress or weakness. At the head of the troop, to the right of the front rank, is Fergie.

‘Prepare to break into double time … double march!’

As one entity, the troop break into a synchronised jog, but there is nothing loose-limbed or relaxed about their collective movement. Every boot hits the tarmac in perfect time, and their shoulders swing in exact synchronicity. They move as a single living entity, its pulse the beat of boot on road.

Moving quickly over long distances as a group is a key commando skill. The assumption is – even in this hi-tech age – that vehicle transport will not be a viable option, that helicopters will fail (or end up at the bottom of the South Atlantic), and that to advance at speed will require utilisation of the oldest military tool of them all – feet on the ground. For Royal Marines this means speed marching – ten-minute-mile pace with rifle and kit – and the best way to do it outside a combat environment is shoulder to shoulder as a single squad.

This ability to move considerable distances at speed carrying enough kit to fight and survive for a limited period was one of the founding principles of the original Commandos in 1940. In the memorable words of Lord Lovat, who commanded No. 4 Commando at Dieppe, their work was an ‘in and out, smash and grab affair’. A 1954 operational pamphlet called Commandos in the Field defined their work as ‘generally seaborne operations on a small scale with a limited objective … concluded by re-embarkation’. In other words (Winston Churchill’s would seem to suffice) they are a ‘butcher and bolt’ force. But the ‘bolt’ part of that equation requires teamwork, cohesion, endurance and unflinching discipline.

Moving fast carrying weight comes at a physiological price. A 2017 study by the Orthopaedic Journal of Sports Medicine noted that at least 8 per cent of recruits passing through the system at the Commando Training Centre ‘presented with 1 SF during training’. SF stands for ‘stress fracture’, when the bones of the body themselves splinter and buckle under the loads placed upon them. The young men of 299 Troop have put their bodies through hell to be here, and now nine miles lie ahead of them, to be attacked as a unit and at speed.

In the centre of the troop is 21-year-old Connor Lucy. Hailing from Southport, just a few miles from Liverpool, he is a long way from home. And home for him means hustle and bustle.

‘I come from a big family – four brothers and two sisters. My mum loves kids, so she probably would have gone up to twenty if my dad hadn’t had the snip.’

Lucy joined the Marines for precisely that closeness, those bonds, that sense of fraternity. He is as good a man as any to be in the centre of the troop, surrounded by other young men who have become as close as brothers in the preceding seven months.

‘It’s probably the most important aspect of life, digging out for your family.’

The collective carrying the individual is what good speed marching is all about. It’s a strangely hypnotic way to progress, the regularity of the steps, the synchronised movements of people and equipment, means that one can almost enter a trance-like state as the miles pass beneath your boots.

But lose the sanctuary of the pack, drop off the rear of ‘the bus’, and there are very few who make it back. Suddenly you are alone, with no rhythm, no support, and the dawning realisation of how very, very tired you are. There is the added pain of watching the rest of the troop get further away with every step, and with them the chances of getting your green beret. You are treading water as your one chance of salvation steams relentlessly away.

At mile six, one of the recruits begins to slip back through the troop. He desperately tries to keep step, at each stage holding pace with the men alongside him for a few agonising minutes, before slipping back one further rank.

‘Get round that man,’ barks Fergie. ‘Keep him with you.’

But, try as they might, they cannot hold him within the troop. He carves a ragged, desperate line through the squad as they make their implacable progress onwards. And then – abruptly – he is alone. It is extraordinary how quickly he falls back from that point, like a cyclist who has lost the peloton and all the collective momentum that lies therein.

One of the instructors drops back with him.

‘Right, straight choice. Get back to the troop, or get in the wagon.’

‘The wagon’ is the safety vehicle that trails every speed march. To climb aboard is to acknowledge defeat.

‘Come on, for fuck’s sake, get it together.’

But he is gone, his body spent, co-ordination shot, and fortitude broken. The instructor peers at him closely, reaches out a hand, and grips his arm.

‘Right, that’s it, stop. Stop!’

The recruit comes to a standstill, mouth gaping, shoulders slumped, heart broken, test over.

‘Get this guy in the wagon,’ shouts the instructor to the driver of the van, now only metres behind, before wordlessly turning on his heel and sprinting to rejoin the squad. The desire amongst the training team to see every recruit pass is undeniable, but there is also the acknowledgement that individuals sometimes have to be sacrificed for the common good. It is a brutal process, and the recruit – utterly bereft – is bundled into the vehicle without ceremony.

But the remainder of the troop – Connor Lucy still in their midst – are going strong. They glide through mile after mile. The final sections of the course wend through the narrow lanes that lead to the main gate of the Commando Training Centre, passing the famous sign pinned to a tree trunk that dryly notes: ‘It’s Only Pain! 500 metres to go.’

The final few hundred metres of the nine miler changed two decades ago. Whereas previously there was no ceremony or pomp, just a simple shouted command and the recruits dispersing to prepare for the next test, now there is a nod to their achievement. They finish as they started, and march alongside one another into the Commando Training Centre as a squad, with a Royal Marines bandsman at their head, drumming a beat that alerts the camp to their presence. Those lining the main route through the camp stop and applaud, regardless of experience or rank. It is a mark of respect to their progress, an acknowledgement of their achievement. They are close now, very close.

TEST THREE: THE TARZAN ASSAULT COURSE. ¾ MILE. 13 MINUTES

Whereas the nine miler is a group effort, a monument to collective will and the momentum that comes with a shared goal, the Tarzan Assault Course is a uniquely individual affair. And there is one other key point of difference – whereas the other three tests can at times involve a measured output of effort, and even brief moments where a recruit can catch their breath and gather their thoughts, the Tarzan Assault by contrast is a full-on, explosive, high-octane 13 minutes of intense work. Every internal dial is in the red from start to finish, adrenaline courses through the veins, muscles scream and lungs heave. To have a chance of passing, it has to be an eye-popping, full-on physiological investment throughout. There is the very real chance of serious injury.

It is 27 March, and the recruits of 299 Troop are once again gathered as a group. They stand beneath the shadow of the first obstacle of the course, a tower 25 metres tall, from which runs a taught rope that slopes to the ground, touching down 100 metres away. This is the Death Slide, the feature that launches the recruit into the start of the course. There was an attempt several years ago to rename this obstacle the ‘Commando Slide’, as ‘Death’ seemed a tad politically incorrect. Such an attempt foundered on the rock of collective memory and embedded culture, and amongst the staff and recruits of the Commando Training Centre, the Death Slide it remains.

‘Right, lads,’ says Fergie, casting a gimlet gaze over the ranks of recruits before him, who immediately still as they hear his voice. ‘Test number three. This is a balls-out effort, don’t hold back, don’t worry about injury, and don’t hesitate. Just get it done. Jackson, you’re up first.’

It is a lonely climb to the top of the tower for Kane Jackson, another unique feature of this test amongst the others. The whole course is done entirely alone, with no assistance from those around you, no shoulder to hang on to, no footsteps to match, and no words to inspire. It is a test that requires technique, singularly determined focus on the next obstacle, and an ability to rally your own personal motivation to pass. If you let your head drop, if the cadence of your legs slows even for a moment as you heed the alarm bells ringing throughout your body, then you will fail.

Jackson reaches to the top of the tower, nestled in the high branches and green leaves that were the framework for the original course before scaffolding and planking took over, and is handed a canvas strop by the waiting instructor. This he throws over the rope, works his hand through the loops at each end, and grips the strop with white knuckles.

‘Ready?’ barks the instructor – less of a query, more of a demand. ‘Okay, three, two, one … GO!!!!’

He steps into space, immediately gathering speed as he hurtles down the rope towards the ground, whilst simultaneously the clock starts inexorably ticking.

The moment his downward slide is arrested – a violent enough halt to cause him to pendulum upwards to beyond 45 degrees – he releases his hands from the strops, drops to the floor, and sprints explosively towards the base of a metal ladder that leads into the tree tops. Climbing upwards, he recovers a rope that dangles before him and swings into a cargo net, immediately transferring his weight onto the net to scramble upwards, before hurling himself over the top. He instantly transfers to the next obstacle, an aerial ballet of momentum and precise movements honed over the preceding months of conditioning and targeted physical training.

As the name would suggest, there are two broad phases to this test. The ‘Tarzan’ element of the course – along which Jackson is making his rapid progress – consists of nine separate disciplines, requiring the recruit to crawl, balance and shuffle along ropes suspended high in the tree tops. The height of these obstacles varies, a spiderweb of lines and difficult transitions from one to the next, but all have one common characteristic – fall off and your commando tests are over. Indeed your ability to foxtrot, or indeed walk to the fridge, may also be somewhat compromised for a lengthy period. Never is this more apparent than when confronting the Chasm Jump, the end to this section of the course, and indeed the termination of many a recruit’s aspirations over the years.

The Chasm Jump requires a sprint along a narrow section of planking, five metres high and seven metres long, that ends in a cargo net through which the recruit must thrust an outstretched arm in order to hang suspended. The inconvenient factor with this arrangement is the two-metre gap between the end of the plank and the start of the net, which requires recruits to launch themselves into the air, weighed down with kit and rifle, and crash into the net at speed. It is invariably painful, and occasionally ruinous. Misjudge the gap, fail to fully commit, and you will fall into the net below, but there is every chance you’ll leave a substantial chunk of yourself behind, tangled in the knots or rope










TEST FOUR: THE 30 MILER. 30 MILES. 8 HOURS






























































[image: ]
Ben Hushon crosses the line at the end of the 30 miler, spotting his family as he does so. (© Monty Halls)
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Brent Hushon greets his son, one Commando to another, as mum Jane witnesses her lad win his green beret. (© Monty Halls)
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Colonel Simon Chapman, Commandant of the Commando Training Centre, enjoys a rare moment of calm in his office. (© Monty Halls)
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Clifford Coates, as proud a Commando today as he was in 1942. (© Monty Halls)
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Julian Thompson studies the original map of the Falklands campaign, each annotation hard won. (© Monty Halls)
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3 Commando Brigade Royal Marines conduct a commando amphibious raid demonstration onto the Albanian peninsular of Kepi i Palit. (MOD UK © Crown copyright)
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Jon White, now a world-class athlete, stands before the new tools of his trade. (© Monty Halls)
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Operations in the Helmand Province: Commanding Officer of 42 Commando Royal Marines Lieutenant Colonel Matt Holmes (front) and his Marines await pick up from Chinook CH-47 helicopters back to Camp Bastion. (MOD UK © Crown copyright)
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Matt Tomlinson, whose achievements according to one senior officer ‘bordered on the historic.’
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The area of operations for Matt Tomlinson and the USMC Small Unit Riverine Craft (SURC) team. (© Matt Tomlinson)
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Patrolling the Euphrates with the USMC, the high grass on either bank is a perfect screen for an ambush. (© Matt Tomlinson)
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Royal Marines from 539 Raiding Boat Squadron, 47 Commando use their expertise to enable the Royal Engineers from 24 Commando to successfully disable a suspicious vessel. (MOD UK © Crown copyright)
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Captain Rory East, who has come a long way – in every sense – since joining the Royal Marines as an 18-year-old New Zealander. (© Monty Halls)
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Members of RFA Argus ship’s company, 1700 Naval Air Squadron, United States Coastguard and Commandos of 539 Raiding Boat Squadron Royal Marines unloading narcotics onto the flight deck of RFA Argus during an interdiction in the Caribbean Sea. (MOD UK © Crown copyright)
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Mark Bowra, a man who embodies the Royal Marines’ ‘precise application of will’. (© Monty Halls)
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The Mountain and Arctic Warfare Cadre aboard RFA Resource, en route to the Falkland Islands. (© Rod Boswell)
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Shore Reconnaissance Team (SRT) from 30 Commando’s Surveillance and Reconnaissance Squadron (SRS) practise surveying beaches to identify appropriate landing points for follow-on forces during Winter Deployment 21 in the Arctic. (MOD UK © Crown copyright)
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Rod Boswell and the key to Top Malo House. The key to the outhouse remains at large. (© Monty Halls)
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The smouldering remains of Top Malo House after the battle. The snow on the slopes of Mount Simon in the background is an indication of the brutally arduous conditions in which the cadre excelled. (© Rod Boswell)
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A Royal Air Force CH-47 Chinook helicopter creates a dust storm during the re-supply of the men of 42 Commando Royal Marines at Patrol Base Delhi before Operation Glacier 4 in the Afghan district of Garmsir. (MOD UK © Crown copyright)
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Mark Hammond, a singularly uncompromising presence, but a good man to get you out of a tight spot. (© Monty Halls)
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Captain Danny Cousland RA, perhaps the epitome of unflappable. (© Danny Cousland)
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Major Stuart Lee RE, intense focus personified. (© Monty Halls)
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The dive team ferry the sniffer dog to the final rapid, a short journey in a single day after a long and fraught process of elimination over several weeks. (© Stuart Lee)
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Stuart Lee prepares for another dive. The yellow marker buoy is a clear indication of the current that rips past directly ahead over the dive site in the Murghab River. (© Stuart Lee)
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WO1 Lee Drinkwater, something of a force of nature, in an entirely uncharacteristic moment of rest. (© Monty Halls)
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Sarah Adkins holds a picture of her brother, her confidant and her friend, Matt Holmes. (© Monty Halls)
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The Mountain and Arctic Warfare Cadre Royal Marines aboard RFA Resource-Operation Corporate 1982
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