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About the Author

After an exemplary 16 years of exemplary service, including six in the Special Boat Service, Dean left the forces in 2011. For the next five years he worked in the private security sector, earning a reputation for taking on any job, no matter how dangerous. In 2016, Dean switched his determined focus to helping others – attempting to cycle the Pan-American Highway in record breaking time, raising money along the way for charities championed by his friend, HRH Prince Harry.


Praise for Relentless:

‘Dean’s journey from the Special Boat Service to intrepid adventurer is truly inspirational.’ Sir Ranulph Fiennes

‘An extraordinary tale of courage and adventure. Dean’s story is inspirational.’ Levison Wood

‘Dean’s relentless determination to help those who face many mental health battles is incredible and admirable – he’s a hero to many.’Bear Grylls


About the Book

Everybody has heard the SAS motto that who dares wins, but special forces warrior Dean Stott also lives his life by another powerful mantra – that of the relentless pursuit of excellence. In 16 years of service, Dean rose to the top of Britain’s fighting force, taking part of some of the most daring and dangerous operations in the war on terror, and then in the private security force, where missions included him singlehandedly evacuating the Canadian Embassy in Libya.

But then, following a horrific parachuting accident, Dean’s dream career was cut short, and his ethos was put to its toughest test. Just like the day when Dean’s dad said that he could never make it as a soldier, Dean’s doctors told him that he would never again perform at the elite level.

To put it mildly, Dean disagreed, but even those that knew him were staggered by the mission that he set himself – the man who didn’t own a bike would cycle the Pan-American Highway, a 14,000 mile route that stretches from Argentina to Alaska, passing through some of the most dangerous countries in the world. A passionate mental health campaigner, Dean decided to up the stakes further by setting himself the task of raising a million pounds for charity. With two world records also in his sights, the stage was set for Dean to rediscover the tenacity, bravery, and downright doggedness that saw him rise to the top of the Special Forces. The final curveball arrived in the shape of a wedding invitation from his old friend Prince Harry – would he make it back in time for the royal wedding, or at all?

Dean Stott is Relentless, and this is his story.


For my Brothers, who are continually stepping out the door into the darkness, making sacrifices and putting their families through it.

‘A true SF operator won’t care what the public’s opinion of them is; they only care that the public remain free to have that opinion.’
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‘The Unrelenting Pursuit of Excellence’

– Special Forces ethos

‘The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.’

– Edmund Burke


PROLOGUE

I’d made a mistake that was going to cost me my life.

I turned to the man beside me. He was a Yemeni, we called him H and he was the only passenger in the beat-up local car I was driving. The air around us was stiff with heat and tension, the vehicle almost rocking as the press of humanity outside began to shove towards me, pointing. I kept my eyes down, not out of fear but so that they didn’t get a good look at them through the dirty glass.

I knew exactly what had happened. How they’d spotted me. I was dressed head to toe as a local, from flip-flops to a turban. I had a dyed beard, my skin coloured so that I looked like that bloke from Bargain Hunt, but what I hadn’t added to my disguise was my brown contact lenses, and now my bright blue eyes were drawing the locals in to point and stare. I knew it was only a matter of minutes before the neighbourhood bad guys started slipping out of their hiding places, and tonight I could look forward to an orange boiler suit. The last thing the world would see of me was the image of a former Special Forces soldier about to meet his end courtesy of an enemy unfamiliar with the Geneva Convention.

Bollocks.

I wanted to talk to H. I wanted the local man’s opinion, but if the people outside saw my lips moving in a funny way, then we were truly fucked. And so instead I raised an eyebrow, and hoped that people would just think I was commenting on the traffic that had packed us into the bustling marketplace. H gave a shrug in reply, as if to say, ‘What can you do?’

What could I do? Get my head chopped off or go out fighting. Those seemed to be the choices. I knew which one I’d choose if it came down to it, but I couldn’t help but hear that voice in the back of my head. The voice that had told me: ‘You’ll never last two minutes in the army.’ Well, if this was the end, I’d show them how wrong they were there.

I’d been showing them for years.

This wasn’t my first covert mission as a civilian, and I hadn’t come into this job because I was anything less than the best. I had cut my teeth as a Special Forces soldier, and as such I’d had my mettle tested again and again. I tried to remember that as yet another local pointed at me and began waving towards my door. I pretended to be busy looking ahead at the traffic, and checked my mirror behind me.

No sign of our second car.

I wanted to rub at my eyes. Despite the danger I was knackered. Maybe that’s why I’d made the mistake. Maybe that was why I had to get on my radio, hidden away out of sight of the Yemenis who continued to walk by, peering in and pointing at me.

I kept my message short, trying to move my lips as little as possible. ‘I’ve been compromised.’

My mate Sam came on the net from the second vehicle. He was out of sight but I was sure that he couldn’t be more than a hundred metres away.

‘Are you compromised, over?’

I confirmed that I was.

‘Are you happy with the immediate action drill, over?’

I knew that drill off by heart – the key to Special Forces soldiering is that we train and drill relentlessly, putting in the repetitions just like a bodybuilder does in the gym, and I’d brought that ethos with me into the civilian world. The first part would involve me pulling a snub-nosed machine gun from beneath my seat and emptying a full magazine into the windscreen. This would send a very loud signal that it was a good idea for people to get away from me. It would buy me seconds to grab my wrapped-up assault rifle, wedged between the seat and the door, and exit the vehicle. Then me and my flip-flops would be racing for my nearest safe house.

Sam came back on the net. ‘Your call. Out.’

My call. When it comes down to it, the biggest moments in your life always are.

I thought about letting out a deep breath, but looking ice-cool in front of H was important to me. Fear is contagious, and so I put mine on a shelf until I’d got clear of the situation. Instead, I imagined everything that was about to happen in this shitstorm.

Bloody hell, I almost laughed to myself. All this over a pair of contact lenses.

I looked at H. Gave him the slightest of nods. He was probably sending up a prayer at that point. Maybe more than one. My own thoughts went to my wife and children. If someone wanted to stop me seeing them again, then I promised it would be a fight like no other.

And then, with the thought of my family pumping like fire through my veins, I reached below my seat and took hold of my weapon.


1. PAD BRAT

As you might imagine, it’s a long ride from my entry into the world as a baby to ending up in Yemen, seconds away from going full Jason Bourne in a busy market street, but maybe I had a shorter road than most people do into the military. In fact, I took my first breaths and screamed my lungs out for the first time at the hospital of RAF Wroughton, an air force base not far from Swindon.

The reason for that was my father. He was a career squaddie based in Tidworth, and like so many ‘pad brats’ – kids belonging to those in the service – my early childhood was a blur of packing and unpacking boxes, and various homes in the army’s drab versions of council estates as we relocated every few years. After Tidworth, it was Germany, but I was too young to remember much of that. Then came Bradford, and I do remember when the football stadium burnt down. Like a lot of kids, it was sport that got etched into my early memories, and little wonder – my dad was a player, manager and coach of the army’s football team. After Bradford, we were moved down to Aldershot, then a huge garrison town, and close by was 3 Royal School Mechanical Engineering, with whom my father was a squadron sergeant major at Gibraltar Barracks. Looking back on those days, I can remember him standing at the head of his formation of young soldiers, while I looked on with my hair close-cropped to my head like the rest of them. Queen Elizabeth Avenue ran through the heart of the garrison, and it was here that I watched my dad play football at the army’s ramshackle stadium, my eyes often drawn to the skies where the Paras tested the mettle of their recruits by making them jump from a hot-air balloon floating above the drop zone.

I loved being in that environment of soldiers, tanks and trucks – I suppose that most kids would – but not all my memories are pleasant. My mum and dad fought a lot. I never saw them physically hit each other, but their words cut. With my two sisters, I’d wait out the storms. I was the oldest and they looked to me for answers – what could I tell them at that age? I was as confused as they were. Confused and scared. Not for myself but for my family. There were a lot of kids with only one parent around the garrison. I didn’t want to be one of them, but life doesn’t always care about what we want.

It happened when I was seven years old. It was New Year’s Eve, which was also my dad’s birthday. They were going at it again, but this time the intensity was cranked up to a whole other level. Eventually the door slammed, my dad left, and finally our hearts slowed down and we slept. In the morning, Mum woke us, and I was instantly nervous. I’d never seen her so animated. So fidgety.

‘We’re moving to Manchester,’ she said simply. ‘I’m leaving your dad.’

She was our mum, and so we went.

Manchester was her home town, but she didn’t have a home there now. We were put into a bed-sit, sharing a building with a bunch of other families who seemed on edge and miserable. I didn’t realise it then, but it was a shelter for the homeless.

I try not to think too much about that time. Not because it was so terrible for me but because I try not to dwell on the down points in life. I’m a positive person. Looking back, I remember the dirt of the place. A damp smell that was eventually overpowered by the stink of burnt fat when one flat had a pan fire. The building wasn’t much to look at, or to smell, but there were good people there – people who had fallen on hard times, victims of harsh circumstances. Thinking about it now, I’m glad to have had that experience, as it taught me not to judge those less fortunate than myself. People often see somebody who’s homeless and they judge and criticise, but who knows what that person has been through? Who knows what horrible things might have happened in their life? What battles they have fought, or are still fighting?

Of course, I didn’t think that at the time.

I was too busy trying not to get the shit kicked out of me.

Our shelter was in Moss Side, which at the time was probably the roughest part of the UK. I was the only white kid, and I wasn’t even from Manchester, so you can imagine how I stuck out when I got to school. Like any big brother, I wanted to protect my sisters, and so there weren’t many days where I wasn’t coming home with bruised knees and skinned knuckles. You’re probably thinking that the guy who went on to be a Special Forces soldier was some kind of karate kid at a young age. If only. I threw my legs and fists around like the Tasmanian Devil but there was a lot of them and only one of me, and usually I needed the quick reaction of a teacher coming to pull me out of the melee before I got any permanent damage. I reckon I must have drunk a lot of milk as a kid, because despite all the batterings I didn’t ever have a broken bone.

It was a strange place, that school, and the neighbourhood. Later, working on operations, I’d feel that same vibe in the air as I had in Moss Side – a sense that something dangerous could occur at any time, for any reason. I remember one day I was in the playground, waiting for my next shoeing, when a kid threw something over the fence that hit a woman. I don’t even know what the object was, but in no time her son had arrived, a beard on his face and a knife in his hand. The headmaster, who looked like Gerry Adams, came out to try and quiet things down, but this was one peace process that wasn’t going to happen – the young lad grabbed the headmaster in a headlock and held the knife on to him until the police arrived.

That was Moss Side, but my weekends at that age couldn’t have been more different to my school days. On Fridays, my dad would make the four and a half hour drive to Manchester to collect me and my sisters, and then we’d head back down south to spend the weekend with him in Aldershot. It must have run up the clock on his car and then some, but I appreciated it. As the boy in the family, I felt closest to my dad, and I loved playing in the woods or playing football with my old friends – I’d got used to being the one taking the boot, so it was nice to be the one doing the kicking for a change!

I was a lot happier in Aldershot than I was in Manchester. It wasn’t so much that I preferred one parent over the other, but when the judge hearing our custody case asked me which one I’d like to live with, the choice was clear for me. I said my dad, and my days of being a punchbag were over.

Or so I thought.

My dad was a ‘tracksuit soldier’, meaning that he spent much of his time in the army doing sports, which of course is one of the perks of the military and a big draw for recruits. If you’re good at a particular sport or discipline, you can spend most of your time out of green kit, living a kind of semi-professional sporting lifestyle. Though my dad was a squadron sergeant major, he spent most of his time in Aldershot running and training the football team. He may have worn a tracksuit, but its creases were razor sharp – and he was as old school as you like when it came to my education.

‘You’re going to Wavell,’ he told me. It was a school outside Aldershot; none of my friends would be going there. I told him so.

‘There’s more to the world than Aldershot,’ he said, and it was only as I got older that I realised he wanted me to see beyond the pad, and the Paras and the parades. Though I was living in a sea of green, the army was not something that was about to be pushed on to me.

That first day of school was tough. Dad may not have been pushing the army on me, but he was certainly putting forth their standards. You could cut bread with the edges of my blazer’s sleeves, and my briefcase was spotless. I looked like that gimp from The Inbetweeners, and I got welcomed like him too. The other kids didn’t know anything about pad brats, and if my ‘uniform’ didn’t stand me out, then my close-cropped hair did. Yet again, the school yard was a battleground for me. After Moss Side, though, this was nothing, and before long it was me who was getting the upper hand. I thought that was a good thing, until I got suspended.

When Dad’s service ended, I was given a clean slate: we moved to a small village in the Surrey countryside. For once, nobody seemed interested in kicking the shit out of me. I had thought school was about watching my back and counting down the minutes until the end of the day, but now I got into the sports on offer, and I did OK in the classroom. I wasn’t about to be welcomed into the Premier League or Mensa, but I was a solid all-rounder.

‘What are you gonna do when you finish school?’ my dad asked me one day.

I’d had the answer for a while. ‘Fireman,’ I told him confidently. It looked like a job where you could stay fit, and the money was decent. Truth be told, I was thinking with the thing between my legs – what girl doesn’t like a firefighter?

My dad didn’t have much to say about my career choice. I think he was just relieved that I had my eyes on something and wasn’t about to start drifting when my formal education finished.

I enjoyed those final few years of school. I felt like my fighting days had been left behind me in Aldershot. I was well liked in this new environment, and the location suited me too. Being out in nature was where I felt at home. I had one friend who lived on a trout farm, and another who lived on a cattle farm, and I spent a lot of time with both of them, helping out, just for the fun of it. It was also in these years that I began to surf. It was my dad who took me; we’d catch waves either in Cornwall or the South of France. Even though the sea is a dangerous place and the power of the waves is not to be underestimated, there is a real tranquillity out on your board. It helps you realise your place. Clear your thoughts. Perhaps this is why I had chilled out a lot since the ‘playground’ of Moss Side.

I left school in 1993, and soon found that my dream of becoming a firefighter was just that – there were thousands of applicants for every one space. Not much chance of a seventeen-year-old sprog getting to the front of the line. I’d never really thought of an alternative, and so I did what a lot of young men do when they’re without a job and it’s summer – I went to the coast to chase women.

I chased waves too. Newquay was a hell of a spot, and as my mates spent their days on the piss, I spent mine in the swell. I didn’t want the dream to end, but even staying at hostels and eating cheap I was running out of money.

Then, one day as I was waiting to catch a wave, I began talking to a young Norwegian guy.

‘I’ve been here all summer,’ he told me.

‘How the hell do you afford that?’

‘Easy. Silver service. I wait at breakfast, then I get to eat for free. I surf all day, then go back and do the same at dinner. They pay me thirty pounds in cash a day, and it costs me ten to stay at a hostel.’

I wasn’t Archimedes, but even I could do that maths. ‘You eat for free, surf all day and you still get twenty quid in your hand?’ I couldn’t believe it. When he told me that he’d lend me a suit so that I could get started, I almost tap-danced on my board.

And so that was how I passed the summer. They were some of the best days of my life, and when my dad came to collect me and my friends, he found that I wasn’t there to go back with them. That was a bit of a selfish move on my part, but in my defence, the waters were warm and the women were warmer. I was living a dream, and I suppose that Dad felt it was his duty to be my alarm clock. Eventually, he came back out to get me. If you’ve ever been a young adult disagreeing with a parent, or vice versa, then you’ll know that it wasn’t a happy reunion.

‘You’ve thrown away your education!’ he told me in the car. ‘It’s too late for you to try and get into somewhere now. What will you do?’ We both knew that I had about as much chance of becoming a fireman as I did of winning Miss World.

And then, without even thinking, I said, ‘I’ll join the army.’

My dad scoffed. ‘The army? You wouldn’t last two minutes.’

And something in those words – something in his tone – hit my pride like a hammer, and I knew in that moment that I would prove him wrong.

I’d join the army.

I’d become a soldier.

And I’d be a great one.


2. BASIC TRAINING

My journey into the army began the next day.

It was a short walk to the Armed Forces Careers Office. The night before – still a little in shock that I planned to go ahead with what I had said – my dad had told me that I should get the most that I could out of the army, instead of them just getting the most out of me. No doubt expecting that I would bail on this new career path as soon as possible, he suggested that I join a corps where I could learn a trade that would help me on civvy street.

Instead I joined the Paras.

‘You’ve done what?’ My dad shook his head when I gave him the good news.

The Paras were a fixture in Aldershot, and I’d always fancied a crack at jumping out of their balloon. I was cocky, and I knew I had the bollocks. Surfing on the ocean gave me an amazing adrenaline rush. I figured jumping out of a plane would be more of the same. And I’d be getting paid for it.

My dad shook his head until I was worried it would fall off. ‘You’re not joining the Paras,’ he told me in that tone that a son knows not to argue with. ‘Listen,’ he went on, ‘there’s other places in the army where you can jump out of planes.’

Outside the sporting side, my dad had never really talked to me much about the military directly. As I said, I never had the army pushed on me, but now he outlined a few options where I could secure a trade and step out of a perfectly good aircraft.

‘Nine Para Squadron are here in Aldershot,’ he explained. ‘They’re part of the Royal Engineers. So are Five-nine Commando.’

‘Commando?’ I asked, suddenly interested. What young lad hasn’t pictured himself on daring raids behind enemy lines?

‘They’re Royal Engineers,’ he told me, ‘but they operate with Three Commando Brigade. You’d be working with the Marines. If you went to Five-nine, you could get your dagger as well as your wings.’

I liked the sound of that, and so I told my dad that I’d go back to the careers office to change my paperwork.

He stood up, taking no chances. ‘Not without me you won’t.’

A few weeks later, I went to the camp at Pirbright for my assessment. There was a lot of running around, lots of shouting instructors who were trying not to smile, and lots of rain. We talked to some of the recruits who were already undergoing their training, but they looked to the instructors before giving every answer. It was like those videos where the hostage says that the terrorists are treating him well, and I suppose the recruit would have been on the end of a beasting if he’d said, ‘It’s shit! Don’t come!’

At the end of that assessment we were called in by the staff who had been overseeing us and given a grade. I received an A, and I couldn’t wait to show it to my dad. I could see the pride in him, but more than that, I think he realised for the first time that I was actually serious about going ahead with this career. Looking back, maybe it was the first time that I realised it myself.

Having received my A-grade and passed some tests, I was good to go and free to choose any trade within the Engineers that I wanted. As a seventeen year old again thinking with his downstairs brain, I decided that bomb disposal would be the best way to woo the ladies.

It certainly didn’t woo Dad – ‘You silly sod!’ – and for the second time I was marched back to the careers office.

The choice of roles was broken down into A and B trades. A trades paid more, but B trades offered the better civvy qualifications, like plumbing. Hindsight is 20/20, and it would have been a good decision to take on one of those B roles, but I was young, keen and desperate to join the field army.

‘What’s the shortest course?’ I asked the careers officer. They all seemed bloody long to me, and I’d joined up to be a soldier, not a student.

‘This one’s six months,’ he told me. ‘Plant operator.’

I was shocked. ‘They have gardeners in the army?’

Once he’d stopped laughing, the recruiter told me that I’d be operating machinery like JCBs. It was good enough for me, and in no time I was at Bassingbourn for my basic training.

People might be surprised to hear that, like any government organisation, the army loves paperwork. I went through a bunch of the stuff during my recruiting process, and they sent me a load back in return.

‘These are your joining instructions,’ my dad explained. I’d see a lot of them in my military career. Every course, every exercise, every tour came with its own stack of papers. ‘It says you need to report to Bassingbourn between zero-eight-hundred and seventeen-hundred hours.’

‘Anytime between them?’ I asked.

‘That’s right.’

Brilliant, I thought. I can turn up about half-four and have the rest of the day to relax.

The night before I left, my dad made sure that I had a squared-away haircut and that my suit would be pristine. ‘First impressions count,’ he told me, helping me to pack my bag so that everything was properly folded. ‘The staff will judge you as soon as you arrive. Make a good first impression and the rest of training will be easier.’

He was talking from experience, and he was right. It was a lesson that stuck with me, and one that I live by to this day. No matter the client, no matter the meeting, no matter the place, first impressions count.

And my first impressions at basic training began at 0755.

‘Always be somewhere five minutes early,’ Dad said, teaching me an unofficial rule of the army.

Then, once my name had been ticked off the attendance sheet by an instructor, I learnt another one: hurry up and wait. I was the first recruit to arrive, and for the next nine hours I stood on parade in the rain, watching as the other recruits trickled in from across the country. I wasn’t impressed at being soaked to my skin, but then I noticed that the recruits who had made it in last were already being harried by the instructors and asked for their names – better to be wet than beasted, I realised quickly. Better to be cold than conspicuous.

There’s not much else to say about basic that hasn’t been said a thousand times already. It’s a universal experience, which is what makes it unifying between soldiers, regardless of country and regardless of race and religion. I enjoyed the physical training, and surprised myself by how competitive I was, both as an individual and in a team. If we lost and I didn’t think someone had been pulling their weight, then they’d know about it. Very quickly I was realising that not everyone who joined the army was self-motivated, and though there was a sense of satisfaction in pulling people through, I felt myself gravitating towards the company of those who were as motivated as I was and aspiring to win whatever was in front of us, be it marksmanship or cross country.

When it came to Phase Two training, I found myself in familiar territory, back in Gibraltar Barracks, where my dad had been a squadron sergeant major. It meant that I was close to home and could go there on weekends. I felt sorry for the poor buggers who lived too far away, in towns like Inverness and Aberdeen. ‘Why would anyone want to live up there?’ I’d laugh at them – karma would come back at me for that one!

Like Phase One, Phase Two training wasn’t anything that pushed me to my limits. It was enjoyable, and so was seeing my dad’s face every weekend when I told him that I was loving it. In my mind, I’d already lasted two minutes. ‘You’re not even out of training yet,’ the career soldier would chuckle to himself.

I didn’t have a driving licence, and so I was sent to Leconfield to complete my training in everything from a Ford Fiesta to an artic wagon. This probably wasn’t a good thing for a young man on a driving course to know, but I found out that the local town of Beverley had a large number of pubs, and so the course ended up being a lot of fun. At the end of it, I was now qualified for my position, and I called home to tell them about my first posting.

‘I’m going to Two-eight,’ I told my dad’s partner, meaning 28 Engineer Regiment, and couldn’t understand why she burst out crying.

My dad came on the line. ‘You’re going to Kuwait?’ he said incredulously.

‘Two-eight!’ I laughed. ‘Two-eight!’

The regiment was in Germany, and so I was now back in the same town that held hazy memories of my early life.

And just like in childhood, I found my days occupied with playing football. Two-eight were the army champions, and I had been sent here because I was Stotty’s son and it was assumed that I must be a half-decent player myself. I was good enough to make the team, and was soon finding myself in the ‘tracksuit soldier’ role that my father had had.

‘I’m hardly ever going to see you.’ My first sergeant major shook his head. ‘So I might as well send you on a PTI course.’

I almost laughed. The Physical Training Instructor course was conducted at Fox Lines in Aldershot. I felt like I had a bloody magnet in my forehead.

The course was a blast, though. Beastings. Assault courses. Sports. It was right up my street, and it was the first time in my army career where I was doing something that most other soldiers can’t or won’t do. I felt that I was proving that not only was I lasting more than two minutes in the army but I was excelling too.

The course completed and a set of crossed swords added to my uniform – the mark of a PTI – I returned to Germany and took up a position in the garrison gym. I took all five of the regiment’s squadrons for PT, and found myself beginning to long for more challenge; when the unit needed to qualify for its combat fitness test (CFT) – an 8-mile march in 2 hours carrying 55lbs – I’d lead the march for each squadron, sometimes doing five CFTs in two days. I loved it, and only wanted more.

I had seen my dad’s career as a tracksuit soldier, and I knew that I was a decent enough athlete and PTI that I could follow in his footsteps if I wanted to, but I kept thinking to myself that I had joined the army to wear assault boots, not football ones.

I called my dad. ‘Tell me again about Nine Para and Five-nine?’ I asked him, repeating the same question to the older, more experienced men in my regiment.

The more I heard, the more I became certain that I wanted to join one of the units that required an arduous selection process. I wanted challenge – no, I needed it – and I just wasn’t getting it where I was.

‘I can’t decide which one to go for,’ I confided in a friend, and so in the end I filled out the paperwork for both specialist units. ‘Hide them behind your back,’ I told him, and then I picked one of his hands and looked at the top line of the sheet of paper.

59 Commando

My unit were good to me and didn’t try and hold me back from moving on to a new squadron. Unfortunately, though, I nearly did that myself.

It was just before my assessment course for the Commando Engineers that it happened. One of the squadrons from our regiment had just got back from a tour of Northern Ireland, and the sappers were gathering with their families in the NAAFI for a welcome home party. We weren’t the only units on the base, however; and some infantry soldiers of the Fusiliers were visiting. I suppose that lads join the infantry to fight, and without an enemy to hand they’d taken this out on the local town, and so they were confined to camp. Now, full of lager, they wanted to make the NAAFI the next battlefield, and they started hurling insults at the wives of the returning sappers.

We may all have been part of the same army, but it was squadron first, then regiment, then corps. Our fellow Engineers were under attack and so we started throwing punches. I got some good licks in on the infantry before we were pulled apart and sent our separate ways. Fights were hardly uncommon in the garrison, and as I went to bed I didn’t think much more of it.

I certainly thought more about it when I woke up to find the military police standing by my bed.

I was taken down to the base’s cop shop. Apparently, a few of the Fusiliers were in hospital, and I’d been pinged as one of the people that had put them there. I tried to protest my innocence, but they weren’t having it: ‘They all recognised you from the gym.’

Bollocks.

‘There’s going to be a follow-up to this,’ the RMP promised me.

‘But can I go now?’ I asked. ‘My beat-up training starts next week.’ I tried not to smile at that – apparently I was already pretty skilled when it came to beat-ups, but this wasn’t a drunken fight in the NAAFI. It was four weeks of getting beasted up and down mountains in Devon and Wales in preparation for the All Arms Commando Course.

I could have kissed them in relief when they let me go. I flew through the beat-up training and loved the All Arms course at Lympstone. It was just the challenge that I’d wanted from the army, and I wore my green beret with pride. There were times during the course when I really had to dig in, and during those moments I would think of my dad’s words to me on that car journey: ‘You won’t last two minutes.’ And I pushed through. Was it healthy to draw inspiration from that? I don’t know, but it fucking worked and I walked away from Lympstone and its honking beastings on Bottom Field as a Commando.

I reported to Barnstaple, Devon, proudly wearing the dagger on my sleeve and my green beret. I felt ten foot tall and couldn’t wait to join my new unit.

But first there was shit to deal with at the old one.

‘The squadron’s going across the water,’ the OC told me, meaning Northern Ireland, and I couldn’t have been happier; an operational tour!

Maybe he saw my smile. ‘Not you,’ he said. ‘You’re going across the other water, to Germany. From there, because of your fight with the Fusiliers, you’re probably going to do a spell in Colchester.’

The words hit me like a blow to the stomach. I was gutted. I wanted to soldier, and instead I might be going to the army’s prison.

I was still feeling that way when I arrived in Germany and went in front of the CO. The Colonel looked me over and saw my regret. ‘Look, Sapper Stott, I was going to give you sixty days, but because you did so well on the Commando course I’m going to knock it down to fifty-six.’

My head raised a little then. I felt my spirit coming back. This officer had once been a member of 9 Squadron, and I just couldn’t help myself. ‘How many days off would I have got if I’d gone airborne, sir?’ I asked with a straight face.

Thankfully, the CO laughed and I didn’t feel a pace stick getting rammed up my arse by the regimental sergeant major behind me. Instead, the Regimental Police entered, and I was marched at double-quick time to the guard room, to await my transportation to military prison.

Having been a PTI with a good work ethic, I was well known and well liked in the regiment despite being only a junior soldier, and so I wasn’t surprised when one of the regimental PTIs asked me if I wanted to go for a run.

Captivity didn’t seem so bad as we ran through the town’s streets. It seemed even better when my squadron mates caught sight of me through a pub window and called me over.

‘I can’t drink,’ I told them. ‘I think I’m under arrest.’

Someone pushed a pint into my hand. ‘All the more reason then, yeah?’

I could hardly argue with that logic. Neither could I argue with the charges when I was found passed out in an Irish bar the next morning, still in my PT kit. At some point during the night I’d tried to lean out of a window to take a piss and lost my balance. Now my wrist was the size of an orange.

‘It’s broken,’ they told me at the hospital, and now the regimental staff had a dilemma – could I still be sent to Colchester with a broken wrist?

In the end they decided that I could, and so began my imprisonment at the pleasure of Her Majesty’s Armed Forces.

The impression that everyone has of Colchester’s military prison is that it’s all shouty-shouty and in your face. That’s certainly what it’s like when you first get there, but I think that’s just to make an impression on your escorts, who will carry the story back to your unit and put off other would-be naughty boys. I found the staff there to be respectful and pleasant. I even got a doughnut on my first evening.

Drink was a big problem in the Forces at that time – I’d be surprised if it isn’t still – and so when I was interviewed by the officer of the prison, I was grilled on my alcohol consumption.

‘You were drunk when you hit the other soldiers, correct?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘So you have a drinking problem?’

‘No, sir, I’d have hit them anyway.’

‘Hmm. What happened to your wrist?’

‘I fell out of a window, sir. Trying to urinate, sir.’

‘Were you drunk?’

‘Well . . . yes, sir.’

‘Hmm. So you have a drinking problem?’

I didn’t really know what to reply to that one. As far as I saw it, it was just part of army life. Part of being a squaddie. If I had a drinking problem, then maybe the whole army did. Personally, I felt it was just boys being boys. The officer dismissed me.

Strangely enough, I actually found that I enjoyed Colchester. Perhaps the dirty homeless shelter was the reason, but I was meticulous when it came to tidiness and cleanliness, and so I wasn’t bothered at all by the stringent inspections. If anything, I liked the fact that everyone had to have their locker squared away in exactly the same fashion. The prisoners with the cleanest and most tidy rooms were allowed a radio for two hours in the evening, and my competitive spirit came out – I wanted to win that radio each and every night, and I would be pissed off at myself if I didn’t.

There were different kinds of prisoners at Colchester. Many were like me, there because they’d done something stupid, and we were treated differently to the shitbags who showed no signs of remorse or redemption. They just wanted out of the army, and there was a separate wing for them. In my wing, it was split between those serving more than four weeks and those serving less time, and of course we looked down on the short-timers – I can get competitive about anything and I had flashbacks to the Christmas board games in my childhood. Those games nights were loaded with as much pressure as the Cuban Missile Crisis, no one wanting to back down or lose.

In the end, I got a third off my sentence because I was a good prisoner and tried my hardest. We had plenty of PT, plenty of military lectures, and I soaked it all up. If it hadn’t been for the fact that my pay was stopped while I was inside, I’d have been happy to stay longer.

But that wasn’t to be. I was on my way to 59 – and we were going to deploy.


3. COMMANDO

I couldn’t have asked for a better beginning to my time at 59. The admin officer took one look at my report from Colchester, seemed happy with what he saw and ripped it up.

‘Fresh start,’ he said.

But it was a lonely start. The rest of the squadron was in Northern Ireland, finishing the tour that I had missed out on due to my time in Collie. I was gutted not to be a part of that, but it ended up working in my favour.

‘We’re sending you on the diving aptitude course,’ the rear party sergeant major told me. ‘Usually guys have to wait years to get on this, so consider yourself lucky.’

I did. Surfing had made me a strong swimmer and I felt at home in the water, so taking that to a new level was an amazing experience for me. It was a highly sought-after course for a reason, and I loved the challenge of working in a new environment beneath the waves.

I was back in camp just in time for the squadron to get back from Ireland. Being new to a unit always gives you a bit of an uneasy feeling, like the first day in a new school, but when guys are coming back from a deployment you know that the testosterone’s going to be cranked up another level. To be honest, after putting lads into hospital and Colchester I was a bit full of myself too, but thankfully nothing got out of hand. There was the usual sniffing around each other, trying to establish the pecking orders that exist outside the army’s official chain of command, but no violence. At least, not until I volunteered to be part of the squadron’s boxing team.

There were a couple of reasons I did this. I thought it would be a good way to get accepted quickly by my new squadron mates – and it was – but there was also that itch inside me. That need to be constantly pushing myself. What better way to do that than to go up against someone who was trying to take my head off my shoulders? At least this time I wouldn’t be fighting in a blazer, with one hand on my Inbetweeners briefcase.

There was one fight in particular that cemented my reputation as a ‘good bloke’, one who was welcomed into his new unit. During the army’s boxing finals I put one lad on the canvas three times inside ninety seconds. That got the approval of the ‘old heads’, the sweats and veterans of the unit, and once you had them on your side you were sorted.

Five-nine turned out to be everything I’d been looking for. The physical challenge was there, and without meaning to disparage anyone I had worked with previously, the people around me seemed to mirror my desire to push myself and to be pushed by others. We were competitive, confident and cut around giving
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