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MY EARLY YEARS

I grew up surrounded by rugby league. My dad was an ex-professional player and by the time I was born, he was the strength and conditioning coach at Castleford Tigers RLFC – a top-flight team who competed in a league equivalent to football’s English Premiership. My mum and I would attend all the home games, and over the years I found myself surrounded by dedicated, full-time athletes, some of whom had achieved everything possible in the game. 

It was an environment that encapsulated the alpha male, and the rugby players often cultivated their stereotypical image with extreme language, vulgarity, and at times ridiculous, foolish behaviour. Yet such a bond off the field allowed them to maintain the integrity of professionalism on the field. 

I believe exposure to such an intense, professional environment embedded a belief system within me that forged an internal drive and a relentless desire to be successful, coupled with a striving to win my father’s admiration. My dad was a difficult man to please and my attempts were often met with criticism. He always spoke to me as if I was an adult, in a raw and very direct fashion, the same way that he and the other players spoke to one another.

Although my parents served in the military – my dad was a Royal Navy Physical Training Instructor (PTI) and diver, and my mum a Royal Navy Wren, I never gave the military a single thought.

Rugby was my calling. When I played my first game at eight years old, I visualised being an elite athlete every day without fail and would constantly strive for that elusive edge of perfection as I matured with age. Soon I had developed an obsessive relationship with rugby that was arguably underpinned by OCD. I played and trained hard to master the game and become the absolute best in my position. This personal campaign eventually got me selected for Wakefield District and Yorkshire Under 16s.

Being selected gave me a new drive. I would undertake extra training on the field with my dad to become better than my adversaries, and I would not leave the street or go in the house until I had hit the lamp-post on the opposite side of the road ten consecutive times with both left and right lateral passes. Once I found acknowledgement in rugby league, I was focused, determined, and unrelenting in my need to succeed.

After my time with Yorkshire, I went to play for Hunslet Hawks – a professional first division club in South Leeds. It was here I played my best rugby and had the time of my life. By this stage, my skills were outstanding and I couldn’t get enough of training. At the age of sixteen, I would do the academy training session, stay back and train with the Under 21s, then try to get something in with the first team – if I was allowed by the coaching staff.

Although I loved it at Hunslet, it wasn’t enough; I wanted to be the best and have my name on the back of a shirt in the Super League. So I went for a trial at Bradford Bulls, who were then an unstoppable force; but my experience at Bradford did not go to plan and I was handed my first significant taste of rejection in life. I felt like a burden there, rather than an asset, and I left the club due to a lack of a strong physical presence and, with all honesty, the killer speed required to play at Super League level. 

My final shot came at Leeds Rhinos, probably the best club in rugby league during that era, with an academy and youth development system that was arguably the best in the world. Our academy team had the likes of Danny McGuire, Ryan Bailey and Chev Walker, and had won the Championship for five consecutive years. It was an academy of future Super League greats.

I played in the academy under David Plange, who had come to Leeds as the academy head coach from Hunslet Hawks. Dave was a tough man and a very strict authoritarian, and I went from idolising him at Hunslet to not liking him one bit at Leeds. He was too harsh with us young lads and often singled out people for a good roasting, which was awful – the classic Alex Ferguson ‘hairdryer’ treatment.

At Leeds I really learnt my trade, training and playing among the future best players in the world, which was an absolute privilege. Yet something was not right; by the age of eighteen, I was training with the first team during pre-season, but I never felt part of the general set-up. I was offered a contract over four years, shortly before my nineteenth birthday, but the cash on offer was a complete joke and I would not accept it, despite fierce objection from my father.

During my early playing years as an amateur, my dad was always brutally honest about my performances, and such criticism and lack of belief from him were often extremely difficult to accept. However, once I started hitting the mark around the age of sixteen and beyond, I won him over, and after that he supported me like no other. He would take me to every session at Hunslet, Bradford, and Leeds, regardless of the often ‘fresh’ early morning timings, then pick me up after lunch and take me back in the evening. 

But in truth and retrospect, rugby league brought me nothing but misery, disappointment, and rejection once I was on the verge of becoming a full-time professional. Throughout my time playing at the very top level, I never felt wanted or valued as a player, apart from at Hunslet Hawks; but Hunslet wasn’t good enough for me – I wanted the big time – to be an elite athlete and sit at the top table.

Now my passion for rugby was deteriorating fast, and disillusionment began to creep in. The pro scene was not what I had expected: there was far too much pressure applied to performance, which prevented me from fully enjoying the game to which I had dedicated my life.

I left Leeds for two reasons. Firstly, over a contract dispute, but secondly, because the Under 21s coach was giving opportunities to a player who didn’t possess the same ability that I did, but whose dad was a friend of the coach. This was the final straw; I left the coach a voicemail, saying, ‘Thanks for the contract offer, but no thanks,’ and that was it – I was no longer a rugby league player.

As a result, I slipped into no-man’s-land. This was not in the script at all: I had brushed off school thinking that rugby was my calling – literally everything I had done for the last ten years had gone into turning pro. I had no plan B, because for me that had equated to self-doubt, and there was no place for that in my psychology.

Without the daily commitment of training, or weekend matches to worry about, I started going out. Weekends were now consumed by drinking excessive amounts of alcohol and experimenting in recreational drugs, along with the occasional overnight stay in a local police station.

My purpose had been taken away; I didn’t have a clue what I was going to do with my life, or even what interested me. I still craved the physical contact, however, and that is where the fighting came in. Drunken, drug-fuelled brawls became the norm most weekends – I was so completely lost without a purpose and desperately needed a mentor, as a prison sentence seemed almost inevitable. 

In fact, shortly before my eighteenth birthday, I was involved in an horrific fight outside a pub in Hemsworth and was arrested and charged with ABH and Affray and almost sent straight to prison. My only saving grace was that it was my first offence, although the CCTV footage looked terrible.

One thing was for certain, when I wasn’t pissed or creating social problems, I still had a ferocious desire to be highly successful; I loved money, nice clothes, and expensive cars. I just didn’t know how to bridge the gap between my thirst for success and how to find the correct avenue to get me there – and crucially, something that stimulated me.

I am not writing this to demonstrate my level of perceived masculinity, or how macho I was. My aim here is merely to emphasise the personality traits, experiences, and behaviour patterns that drew me towards the Royal Marines. I didn’t know who I was, basically, and I needed questions answering.

Thankfully, as I write this today, some sixteen years on, I know exactly who I am and understand my capabilities and limitations. I am a different person today, someone who thankfully no longer possesses such aggressive tendencies and displays a lack of empathy for others. Don’t get me wrong, I still love watching contact sports, especially the UFC, and taking part in all things physically demanding, but my days of seeking out conflict have long gone, since having my son and maturing naturally with age.

They say that timing is key. Indeed, it is. 

I started working for local employment agencies doing whatever job they threw at me – one was making garage doors, another was sweeping a woodwork factory in Featherstone – but they typically lasted for all of forty-eight hours, because of my attitude. Later, I got a longer appointment through my dad as a pool lifeguard at Lightwaves Leisure Centre in Wakefield, West Yorkshire. 

This period made me realise one thing – I was not the type of bloke who was happy plodding along. The normal and mundane 9–5 job did not excite me. I had to do something that was self-rewarding and fulfilling, a job that made me feel proud every day, which maximised the limits of my mental and physical self. I wanted to feel like I was heading somewhere positive – on a journey, you could say – every time I woke up. 

I knew during this time that I was different to most, if not all of my mates in the village. I wasn’t happy, in fact deeply depressed, earning a few quid and living for weekends, only to spend them getting wasted on booze and drugs. I knew I had the internal conviction to be who I wanted to be. Put another way, I wanted to reach levels of achievement that not everyone could attain. After a period of anarchy, I once again became hell-bent on success.

Without realising it, I was about to embark on the greatest adventure of my life … the Royal Marines Commando course.

One morning, still awake and heavily intoxicated from the night before, my best friend, Chris Snowden, and I were flicking through the TV channels when we stumbled across Sky News. They were showing coverage of British Royal Marines Commandos driving round Iraq during 2004, looking to capture or kill Uday and Qusay Hussein … the sons of Saddam Hussein.

THAT WAS IT!

The footage resonated with me, filling my young mind with intrigue, fascination and excitement, like nothing had in a very long time. Finally, I knew my direction of travel, although I was fully aware of how difficult this road would be, if not impossible.

To be honest, I knew I was a robust and mentally tough lad from my years of playing rugby, so I thought, OK, let’s see how I would fare in the Royal Marines. It is a rite of passage that is thirty-two weeks long – the longest and most gruelling basic military course in the world, and the absolute pinnacle of physical and mental fortitude and endurance.

I assumed it would be easier to join the Army, Navy, or RAF, but that was not good enough – not everyone could be a Royal Marines Commando. That was a whole different level of sheer greatness and total respect. My granddad had always said, ‘You need to go in them Royal Marines,’ but when I was younger, I never gave it a second thought. Now, at nineteen, approaching twenty, it was the only thing on my mind.

Filled with mixed feelings of excitement and trepidation, I went from Fitzwilliam, West Yorkshire, via train to the Armed Forces Careers Office in Leeds, only a few days after watching the Royal Marines cutting around Iraq.

Once inside I was confronted by three desks: Army, RAF, and Navy/Royal Marines. A Royal Marines Commando in there caught my eye immediately and I was awestruck by him. Embroidered onto the right shoulder of his uniform, I could see his Royal Marines Commando Flash and Parachute (Para) Wings situated just below and I thought, what kind of a bloke could possibly achieve such a feat?

He talked to me in-depth about the joining process, and about his own experiences of training, and it sounded horrendous. He had actually just broken his leg while completing the 30-miler – the final Commando Test – and was talking to me in a cast while brandishing crutches. He asked me why I wanted to join, and I told him that I wanted to get my Green Beret and walk around with ‘Royal Marines Commando’ on my shirt sleeve, go to war as soon as possible, kill the enemy, and get a medal. That was it – the most absolutely outrageous career requirements, looking back.

My first step was to do the Royal Navy’s Psychometric Test. This was a four-part, multiple-choice paper consisting of thirty questions in each section, and I had to score a minimum of 50 per cent correct answers in each of the four sections to be assured of a good pass. If I failed to meet this grade for the Royal Marines, I could have explored viable opportunities in the Navy, but that filled me with little to no excitement.

The test sections were: Reasoning, nine mins; Literacy, nine mins; Numeracy, sixteen mins; Mechanical Comprehension, ten mins. I failed my first test on the mathematics section – it wasn’t particularly hard, but you had to work fast. This failure meant I had to wait six to twelve months before I could undertake the resit.

I was absolutely gutted. In all fairness to myself, I didn’t revise – something I had never done – and for the next twelve months, I was back in no-man’s-land again with the thought of being a fully trained Royal Marines Commando burning ferociously inside me. 

During this period, I asked my boss and friend at the time, Steve Wood, who was a qualified maths teacher, to help me become sharper, and to mentor me with the type of questions that I had encountered. I started practising daily and it became an obsession. I would not be happy until I got 100 per cent every time, like when I was hitting the lamp-post with my rugby ball. 

I reapplied, but by this point the mental strength I’d developed playing rugby had slightly wavered, and doubt began to creep in. As a result, I chose to join the Royal Navy first, then if successful on the test resit, my plan was to transfer to Royal Marines at a later stage. However, it wasn’t what I really wanted, I was simply scared of failure.

One night I was sat at home with my dad watching TV, when we got talking about my future. I told him about my plan and route to the Marines.

He said, ‘Gareth, never in your life will you be as ready to go for the Marines as you are now.’

His endorsement and confidence in me changed everything that evening and altered the trajectory of my life. I immediately called my recruiting officer and told him of my intention.

He said, ‘To be honest with you, Gareth, out of the many people we’ve had come through here, you seem to have all the qualities to go for the Royal Marines. I’ve thought this from day one, so I have no problem in transferring you over.’

This was rare, because once you’ve put your name down for one force, that’s it. It’s all based on numbers and the recruitment officers need to hit their own recruitment targets.

Now it was game on and over the next six months I dedicated my life 100 per cent to joining the Royal Marines. My friend Craig Jones, my best friend Chris, and my dad were the only three people who took my new quest seriously and believed I had what it took to give the course a respectable shot, if not complete it. Literally everyone else thought I was a total joke and laughed at the notion of me even trying to become a Royal Marine. 

Craig introduced me to Dave Evans at a gym in Upton, West Yorkshire; he was an ex-Royal Marines Commando Physical Training Instructor (PTI) and physically represented my idea of what a Royal Marines Commando would look like. Dave became a mentor, calling me frequently, and would often massage my anxieties. John Riddle, another local lad who was serving at the time, was also fundamental along with Craig in supporting me during this pre-joining period. This phase would lay the foundation – preparing my mind and body for what would turn out to be the most harrowing challenge of my life. 

My conditioning regime consisted of high-intensity circuits two to three times a week at a sports centre in Wakefield. The sessions, which lasted one hour, included sprints of an indoor five-a-side football court, pad and bag work, and other all-bodyweight or lightweight exercise stations, such as burpees, press-ups, mountain climbers, squat thrusts and core stability stations. I also went running three times a week: 3-mile run best effort, 10k in around 60 minutes, and 8–10 miles steady state. 

In addition, I went to Roundhay Park in Leeds, or Pontefract Racecourse, and would do up to seven hill-sprints up humongous hills at both locations. This was also part of the Leeds Rhinos pre-season training, done at 07:00 every Saturday morning to condition the legs against Lactic Acid build-up – thus training the body to withstand the onset of fatigue. 

Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays were days where I would do double sessions; upper-body weights focusing on specific muscle groups, for example, chest (press-up strength), back (pull-up strength), and shoulders followed by a run or cardio in the evening. I also went to Minsthorpe Swimming Pool every Saturday and swam for forty-five minutes, alternating between one length breaststroke and one length front crawl. Finally, I would go to Minsthorpe School Gymnasium to train in jiu-jitsu, wrestling and boxing taken by Ian Jones – local professional MMA fighter and Craig’s brother. My routine was strict, disciplined and unwavering. 

The first step was to run three miles in under 22.30 minutes on a treadmill supervised by a personal trainer at Fitness First in Leeds. I came in at 18.40 minutes, which left the instructor completely astonished.

Next was the medical assessment, which had me slightly worried; I had ruptured the Anterior Cruciate Ligament (ACL) in my left knee playing rugby for a team in Pontefract, meaning on the odd occasion it would dislocate through exercise, or by something as simple as losing my footing on a wet tiled floor.

I needed an ACL reconstruction, but the NHS doctor said that sometimes it was possible to avoid having the major operation – if the other supporting ligaments were strong around the injured knee, and by doing quality leg strength work, to help stabilise the knee. So, this is what I decided to do, as an operation would have held me back a further twelve months and the Marines would not look at anyone post-operation.

During an arthroscopy, the surgeon confirmed that my knee was strong from playing rugby and I could avoid the operation, but I was embarking on the hardest and longest military training course in the world; I also had asthma and eczema. All three of which were complete showstoppers and the end to my dream, if the medical inspector should detect them.

In preparation for my medical, my thinking was that I would get into extreme physical condition so that when I took my clothes off for my full body examination, the doc would think, Bloody hell, this kid is in shape, and would pass me with minimal evaluation. My rationale worked. When I stripped off, he took one look at my body and said, ‘Oof, my boy, I don’t think you have a problem physically!’

He carried on with his examination and I lied and bluffed my way through it – passing eventually with great relief. My ACL left knee rupture, however, was still a massive concern to me and I remained fully aware that if discovered in future, the game would be over. I had set myself up for the possibility that it would dislocate in training and I would be sent to Hunter Company – the Marines’ rehabilitation troop. Yes, I would be pulled from regular training, but not thrown out completely, so I had to keep it secret.1

By this time, I hoped that the Marines would have seen my potential and would stick with me while my ACL was reconstructed, but I knew this was a massive gamble. The Royal Marines’ policy back then was that if an injury was sustained before Week 10, and full recovery was estimated to take around twelve or more months, then the Marines would discharge recruits from training. Anything under twelve months’ re-habilitation and you stood a chance of staying. This evaluation was based on several factors, like one’s attitude and aptitude to complete training, for example. 

I knew my ACL was a major injury and the operation plus rehabilitation potentially required would have taken around twelve months, if not more, so this gamble was playing on my mind immensely.

The next and by far most important phase of the recruitment process was the Potential Royal Marines Course (PRMC), which was a three-day pass or fail selection course in order to join and start training.

The three-day selection course run at the Commando Training Centre Royal Marines (CTCRM), Lympstone (replaced in 2020 by the Recruit Orientation Phase, or ROP), put all budding Commando wannabes through a gruelling series of tests that punished the mind and body. It was a physically and mentally demanding course, involving gymnasium tests, endurance and obstacle courses, and mind games designed to weed out all the misplaced individuals who possessed no fundamental aptitude. This culminated in an interview with a training course Corporal or Officer to assess one’s aptitude for training.

I received my train tickets to head down to CTCRM, and by this stage, I had undertaken six months of quality strength and conditioning training, while also abstaining from alcohol. I was given a joining pack from the Leeds careers office, which included tests and a basic programme of how to train for the PRMC, plus the standards required in order to pass the PRMC and instructions on how to get there and what to take. 

It took around five hours to reach CTCRM from Wakefield Westgate train station. Believe it or not, CTCRM has its own station called Lympstone Commando, which stops right outside the camp – at the base of the dreaded Bottom Field, an intense battlefield assault course that I would come to know very well over the next three days.

On arrival, I felt like a deer caught in the headlights: CTCRM is a harrowing and intimidating place – dark, depressing, and overwhelming. Around a dozen lads and I were met on the platform by a Royal Marine Drill Instructor, who herded us up like cattle and escorted us to the PRMC block, where we joined around forty-five other lads. The PRMC instructors then stood us all in three ranks (lines) outside the block and all seemed fairly relaxed, apart from a number of recruits, already in their training, who started hurling abuse down at us from their accommodation blocks.

‘Go home, lads, it’s wank!’

‘This will break you – look at that rat’s cunt!’

Once in the block, our weight and height were taken, and straightaway one lad was told not to bother unpacking but to go home, because he was underweight at 68kg – the bottom limit was 69kg. That night we were fed and then it was time to get our heads down and rest, ready to start Day One. 

I remember feeling a huge sense of accomplishment, even though at that stage I had absolutely no idea about the perilous mountain I had to climb for the next ten to twelve months. But I was also filled with a weird and unnerving sense of both shock and disbelief. Then and even now, I felt this was a make or break moment for me – a fork in the road, and the pressure to prove my doubters wrong was overwhelming.
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POTENTIAL ROYAL MARINES COURSE

PRMC Day One

Reality struck hard the following morning – the contrast in how we were treated the night before and now was both stark and frightening. On our arrival, we were treated well and now it seemed this was intentional, to lure us into a false sense of security; the shock of capture gripped us all.

At 05:00 on Day One, a Physical Training Instructor – PTI – nicknamed Scary McNairy, booted open the doors to each of the dormitory rooms. This bloke was a scary beast of a man with ginger hair and muscles in his ears. He screamed with pure rage.

‘Get up! Get out your fucking beds, you cunts – five minutes, get outside with boots on – 5, 4, 3, 2, 1! Get the fuck outside!’

He was physically ripping lads clean out of their beds and roughing us all up, while another Royal Marine Commando kicked open a locker, releasing a shit-load of old, battered boots.

The sense of panic was unbelievable. We were still half-asleep, scrambling around for our issued combats and numbered rugby shirts to put on.

‘Get those fucking boots on!’

We were so frightened and shell-shocked that we ended up with odd boots on. I recall having a size eight on one foot and a ten on the other; it was pure carnage – not ideal when the first test was a three-mile run for time in under twenty-three minutes.

We all failed to get out on time (obviously), so we received a physical roasting consisting of press-ups, squats, burpees, and stress positions for around forty minutes. This was our first taste of the hostility at CTCRM, and what was in store for us over the coming days. For some of the lads, the mistake of taking on this challenge was already apparent.

At 06:00, after our forty-minute thrashing, we started the three-mile run at the base of ‘Heartbreak Lane’.

Split into two parts, this consisted of a 1.5 mile run out to a checkpoint as a squad in under 12.5 minutes, followed by 1.5 miles back as an individual best effort in under 10.5 minutes. This first assessment was absolutely horrid and the safety wagon – a minibus following closely behind the pack of runners – was an enduring demonstration of failure, filling up fast with broken hopefuls who had quit, or been pulled off the assessment for running too slow. My boots were killing me and the size eight boot was stopping the circulation to my entire foot. However, I completed the run back to camp in 8.20 minutes and felt so relieved.

After stuffing my face with lunch, it was on to Gym Test 1.

The first assessment was the VO2 Max bleep test: to gain maximum points we had to reach level thirteen, but the pass mark was level eleven. This is arguably straightforward in isolation, but after our early morning thrashing and the three-mile run, we had another hammering gym warm-up prior to the start of the bleep test, which meant we were massively fatigued and under maximum pressure.

Second, was the Press-up Max Test, which immediately followed, where we had to achieve a minimum of sixty press-ups to an audio beep in under two minutes. The press-ups had to be executed in the strictest of form – arms fully locked out and shoulder-width apart – while a partner would lay on his chest putting his extended arm out with his fist on the floor facing away, counting one repetition for every time my chest touched his fist.

Royal Marine PTIs observed, making sure the assessment was carried out flawlessly, jumping on any poor form and screaming at lads who were struggling, not locking their arms out or making ‘fucking girly noises’, as they called them; it was such an intimidating and uncomfortable environment. Once your knee touched the floor, the assessment was over and those who hadn’t reached the target were told they were the worst human beings ever to be born.

The Sit-up Max Test followed, again to an audio beep. We had to achieve eighty in under two minutes, but another round of stress positions interrupted the start of the assessment. Once again my partner secured my feet to the floor. Our elbows had to touch the top of our knees (and stay there) and then the shoulders and elbows had to touch/slap the floor like wings when our backs fully hit the mat for a repetition to count. Knees had to remain together, or else reps were deducted under a hail of abuse and aggression.

After that was the Pull-up Max Test. A minimum of three were required to stay on the course, but we were told to aim for eight good pull-ups (full extension) and only do more if they were good form, i.e., eight good ones were better than ten poor ones. These were carried out to an audio beep again, which seemed to take ages, and they were executed by adopting an over-grasp – a hook-like grip on an old-school wooden beam – which, as you can imagine, was slippery with sweat after the first round of lads went through. 

We had to pull ourselves up and hold the position until the beep sounded, then extend back to hanging, and pull back up on another beep. Our chins had to pass over the top of the bar for one to count and on the way down our bodies had to be straight and ‘motionless’ until we were fully straight – hanging down from the beam. What’s more, our legs couldn’t cross. Chins that didn’t satisfactorily pass above the bar, or those who couldn’t keep up to the beep, were told to drop off or were physically removed.

What wasn’t stated in the Gym Test 1 programme was that you got an absolute thrashing by the PTIs beforehand and by the time you hit the bleep test, everyone was in a bad way; some lads had even put up their hand to withdraw voluntarily from the course, and others were throwing up or retching.

At the press-up test, you were asked by the PTIs to remove your T-shirt so they could see your chest hitting your partner’s fist. On my back, I have RM tattooed in memory of my grandad, Roger Monks, and I knew immediately that someone would think it was a Royal Marines tattoo. I was cringing, looking down like a child hoping nobody would see me, but it didn’t work, and the next fifteen minutes became absolute hell for me. 

Straightaway, two PTIs rushed over.

‘Who the fuck do you think you are? Having that tattooed on your back?’

‘You think you’re a Royal Marine already, do ya?’

I tried to explain, but they were having none of it, and I was hammered within an inch of my life, while they shouted at me, ‘We will guarantee you won’t fucking pass this course!’ After my special attention (and now subconsciously thinking they were going to fail me), we had two minutes to grab our water bottles and fall into three ranks outside the gymnasium, ready for our swimming assessment.

Once changed, again under extreme time pressure, we were led into the pool area. On the PTIs’ instruction, we had to jump off the diving board one by one, then swim the perimeter of the pool breaststroke unaided and exit without using the ladders. On our arrival back at the PRMC block, I felt a massive sense of accomplishment and my confidence was soaring as a result. I was, however, aware that I needed to remain realistic and grounded. 

What surprised me was how some of the lads displaying confidence the previous evening – saying how they would join the Special Boat Service (SBS) on completion of training – were now packing their bags and preparing to travel home, having failed or voluntarily withdrawn. I drew strength from this and quietly observed the behaviour of those who remained with intrigue and fascination. 

PRMC Day Two

The second day was a test of mental strength, physical endurance, stamina and determination, which took place on the Bottom Field. Both physical assessments were done wearing a combat jacket, combat trousers, a rugby shirt, and boots – which again didn’t fit correctly.

The first assessment of the day was the ‘death slide’ on the high obstacle course – also known as the Tarzan Assault course (the 3rd Commando Test). After all had been down, or in some cases refused and been withdrawn, we were gathered and herded down to the Bottom Field Assault Course, where we received a physical battering of shuttles, high knees, press-ups, fireman’s carries, and leopard crawling.

This provided an exit for even more of the lads, due to the sheer intensity and reinforcing instruction of the PTIs: ‘Lads, we can do this all day; we’ve got nowhere to go – you’ll be here all fucking day until you start putting the required effort in.’ 

For the ones that quit at this point, the unknown ending to this beasting and the fatigue from Day One became too much to bear.

After the beasting, we had to demonstrate confidence at height by completing the high-ropes obstacles, before being shown and practising how to complete obstacles on the Bottom Field Assault Course – two or three obstacles at a time. After an orientation, we were timed around the obstacle course and had to complete it in our best-effort attempt – i.e., as fast as physically possible – under a five-minute cut-off.

Throughout that morning, the expression, ‘You’re only as strong as your weakest man’, was the theme and it influenced the outcome of each segment of the assessments. This meant there were consequences for the entire squad if a few candi-dates did not do as they were told, or lacked the discipline to take control of their bodies and emotions, which was all the time on the PRMC. What’s more, if someone fell behind for any reason and the rest of the group failed to get them back in line, we were all punished.

After a gruelling morning and subsequently stuffing our faces with massive portions of military food, again under time pressure, the afternoon was spent in the gymnasium for Gym Test 2: press-ups and tuck jumps, sprints, fireman’s carries. It was by far the hardest hour of the course and the aim was clearly to get rid of all the hangers-on, leaving only the lads they wanted to start training. 

True grit, determination and an unrelenting desire to succeed were the ingredients required, whilst
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