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Nirmal ('Nims') Purja MBE was born in Nepal. He served as a
Gurkha and in the elite Special Boat Service (SBS) before leaving
to concentrate on his passion for mountaineering and exploration.
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1
Death or Glory

Dateline: 3 July 2019

he world slipped out from beneath me as I skidded headfirst across the side
of Nanga Parbat’s slushy, snowy face. Ten, twenty, thirty metres seemed to
rush by in a blur.

Was I tumbling to my death?

Only seconds earlier I’d felt secure, leaning hard into the steep slope and
buffeting winds with a fairly steady footing. Then my grip had sheared away,
the teeth of my crampons were unable to chew into the white as I plummeted
downwards, slowly at first, then quicker, much quicker, building speed with
every second, my brain calculating the moments until I’d sail away from the
mountain for ever, my body scattered across the jagged rocks somewhere
below, or smashed into a deep crevasse.

Brother, you don’t have long to un-fuck this.

If T died, there would be no one else to blame for such a bloody end. I’d
chosen to climb the world’s ninth highest mountain in brutal, whiteout
conditions. I’d decided to smash all fourteen ‘Death Zone’ mountains in only
seven months during a wild, record-breaking attempt; every climb peaking at
over 8,000 metres, an altitude where the air becomes so thin that the brain
and body wither and fail. And I’d decided to let go of a fixed rope during my
descent, in what was a friendly gesture to allow another climber to pass as he
made his way nervously down the mountain. But having taken one, two,
three steps forwards, the snow had jolted awkwardly, sloughing away,
collapsing in on itself and sucking me down with it.

I was out of control and the two rules I’d set previously for myself on
expeditions were being tested under extreme pressure. One: Hope was God.



Two: The little things counted most on the big mountains. By stepping away
from the rope, I’d already forgotten Rule Two, which was my mistake, my
problem.

So now I had only Rule One to fall back on.

Was I scared of dying in those brief seconds? No way. I’d have taken
death over cowardice any time, especially if it arrived in an attempt to push
myself beyond what was considered humanly achievable. Testing the limits
of physical endeavour was exactly my hope in 2018 after announcing a plan
to crush the previous best time for climbing the fourteen Death Zone peaks,
where the benchmark had been set by a Korean mountaineer, Kim Chang-ho,
in 2013 — he’d finished the job in seven years, ten months and six days. A
Polish climber called Jerzy Kukuczka had done the job in a similarly
impressive time of seven years, eleven months and fourteen days.

Aiming to shave away so much time seemed ballsy, even superhuman, but
I’d believed in myself enough to quit my position with the British military,
where I’d served as a Gurkha soldier for several years before joining the
Special Boat Service (SBS) — a wing of the Special Forces and an elite
collective of soldiers operating in some of the most lethal battlefields on
earth. Walking out on such a prestigious career had felt risky, but I was
prepared to gamble everything for my ambition.

Self-belief had shoved me forwards and I treated the challenge like a
military mission. During the planning phase, I’d even named my world-
record-breaking attempt ‘Project Possible’ and the title later came to feel like
a two-fingered salute towards the people that wouldn’t, or couldn’t, believe
in my dream. There were plenty of them; the doubters appeared from
everywhere, though even the more supportive voices sounded a little
sceptical at times. In 2019, the Red Bull website claimed my goal was
similar to ‘swimming to the moon’. I knew differently. I hadn’t been
delivered into this world for defeat. Quitting wasn’t in my blood, even in a
near-death crisis. I wasn’t a sheep waiting to be prodded by the shepherd; I
was a lion and I refused to walk and talk with the rest.

When judged against the expertise of a lot of high-altitude mountaineers, I
probably seemed fairly green. I’d started operating above 8,000 metres only
a few years previously, but I’d quickly become a beast at high altitude and
much of that, I believed, had to do with my freakish physiology. Once I"d
started climbing into the Death Zone, I found it relatively easy to move



quickly at great heights, taking seventy steps before pausing for breath,
whereas other mountaineers were only able to make four or five.

My powers of recovery were also impressive. I often descended from
peaks at speed, partying through the night in base camps and moving onto
my next expedition the following morning, hangover or no hangover. This
was mountaineering, Nims-style: the relentless pursuit of excellence under
brutal conditions. Nothing could hold me back, no matter the circumstances.

Apart from death or serious injury, that is.

Another thirty or forty metres had raced by. As I fell, I had to find focus.
Focus on my movement and increasing velocity; focus on the people fading
into the clouds above me as I slipped further and further away. And focus on
the techniques I needed to make an important self-arrest. Could I use my ice
axe, digging it into the mountain to slow my fall? Yanking my axe
underneath me, I held onto the head firmly, jamming the pick into the snow,
but the drifts beneath were too soft, so I pushed again. Nothing. No hold.

Any confidence I’d briefly felt in my ability to solve the problem was
diminishing fast. My descent had increased in pace and I’d lost all control,
when . . . there! Through the spray I’d spotted the fixed rope we’d been
using to descend moments earlier. If I could reach for it with enough
aggression, there was every chance I might be able to hang on. This was my
last hope, and so I twisted, sticking out my arm and making a grab for the
cord . . . Contact! Gripping hard, my palms burning, I pulled myself to a
stop.

The world seemed to suck in a deep, settling breath. Was I OK? By the
looks of it, yeah, though my legs were certainly wobbling with the
adrenaline. My heart was banging hard, too.

You’re good, bro, 1 thought. There’s no need to stress now.

Taking a second or two to reset, I rose to my feet and switched into a new
rhythm, finding a more cautious stride. ‘Bombproof these next few steps and
move carefully ...’

To the guys on the line above, I must have looked unflappable. It was as if
I’d already returned to a regular operational setting, working as though
nothing out of the ordinary was happening, but the fall had rattled me. My
confidence had taken a slight dent, so I gripped the rope tightly and double-
checked each and every footfall until my self-belief returned. There was now
a different mindset in play. As I planted my boots in the shifting snow, I told
myself that death was going to come for me at some point — maybe on a



mountain during Project Possible, maybe in old age, decades down the line —
but not on Nanga Parbat, and not within the next heartbeat.

Not today.

Not today.

But when?

And would I finish what I’d started?



2
Hope Is God

I’d been inspired to scale all fourteen of the world’s biggest peaks at a crazy
speed and hoped to top the Nepalese epics of Annapurna, Dhaulagiri,
Kanchenjunga, Everest, Lhotse, Makalu and Manaslu; to race up Nanga
Parbat, Gasherbrum I and II, K2 and Broad Peak in Pakistan; and finally, to
conquer Tibet’s intimidating 8,000-ers — Cho Oyu (which was also accessed
from Nepal) and Shishapangma. But why? These were some of the most
inhospitable places on the planet and a challenge of that kind, one with a
deadline of only half a year or so, might have sounded like madness to most
people. But to me it presented an opportunity to prove to the world that
everything, anything, was possible if an individual dedicated their heart and
mind to a plan.

Who cared how dangerous it was?

The adventure had first started with Mount Everest, the world’s tallest
peak and an epic Himalayan monument within my homeland. To people
outside the small, landlocked country of Nepal, Everest carries a near
mythical quality. But as a kid, it had felt like a distant entity. My family was
poor; the trek from where we lived to Everest and back was expensive, even
for locals, and the journey took around twelve days. It also required a
traveller to stay overnight in a series of teahouses — small hotels in the
villages that lined the route — and so I never experienced the adventure.

Once I moved to England in 2003, as a young Gurkha soldier serving with
the British Armed Forces, people always asked the same question: ‘So
what’s Everest like?” Mates unfamiliar with Nepal’s geography imagined
that the mountain had probably loomed majestically outside my back garden.
They looked unimpressed when I admitted I’d not even seen Base Camp, let
alone climbed above it. My strength as a fighter was questioned afterwards.



‘It’s on your doorstep, mate, and you haven’t bothered? And we thought
Gurkhas were tough . . .’

After ten years, the joking and sniping finally got to me.

OK. I’ll start climbing. It’s time.

I took my first steps towards the highest place on earth in December 2012,
when I made the trek to the foot of Everest’s intimidating peak at the age of
twenty-nine years old. By that point I had progressed from the Gurkha
regiment and into the military elite, and through a mate, I’d been connected
with the famous Nepalese mountaineer Dorje Khatri, who offered to guide
me to Base Camp on a trek that was set to last several days. Dorje had scaled
Everest several times and was a champion for the Sherpa™ guide: he
defended their rights and campaigned for better pay, but he was also a
climate-change activist and tried to alter the way everybody viewed the
Himalayas’ fragile ecosystem.

I couldn’t think of a better person with whom to make the journey. But
having stared up at Everest’s peak as it loomed 8,848 metres above us, I
decided that trekking wasn’t enough and I couldn’t care less about the risks.
It was time to go higher.

After a fair amount of persuasion, I convinced Dorje to teach me some of
the skills I'd need to climb an 8,000-er. At first, I begged him to let me
attempt Ama Dablam, a nearby peak that towered 6,812 metres above sea
level, but Dorje laughed off my idea.

‘Nims, that is a very technical mountain,” he said. ‘People who have
climbed Everest even struggle to get to the top.’

Instead we travelled to the nearby peak, Lobuche East, picking up some
rental equipment in a nearby village before trekking to the summit. The
work was slow, but steady, and under Dorje’s tutelage, I pulled on a pair of
crampons for the very first time, walking across a grass slope and feeling the
bite of their steel points in the turf. The sensation was weird, but it gave me
an idea of what I might experience during a proper mountain ascent and as
we slowly worked our way to the top, into the nipping cold and powerful
winds, I felt the expedition buzz for the very first time.

Each step caused me to pause and overthink — every now and then I’d
experience a surge of fear; sometimes falling to my death seemed like a very
real possibility. But having wasted so much energy stressing, I eventually
located the confidence to stride forward purposefully, without anxiety.



Once at the summit, I was blown away by the view around me: the jagged
Himalayan vista had been shrouded by a blanket of cloud, but here and
there, a peak poked through the grey mist. I felt my adrenaline soaring as
Dorje pointed to Everest, Lhotse and Makalu. A sense of pride washed over
me, but there was a feeling of anticipation as well. I’d already decided to
climb those three peaks in the distance, even though I could be considered a
late starter in high-altitude mountaineering terms.

I wanted more. Around that time, I’d caught wind of some exciting intel:
in 2015, the Brigade of Gurkhas — the collective term for Nepal’s Gurkha
fighting forces — were marking two centuries of service with the British
military in a celebration called the G200. A series of prestigious events were
being arranged, among them a memorial service at the Gurkha statue in
London, a reception at the Houses of Parliament and a Field of
Remembrance at the Royal Albert Hall. But buried within the packed
cultural programme was mention of an expedition to Everest.

The Gurkhas had previously built a reputation as being sturdy climbers,
but because of the high turnover of war and the regiment’s recent
deployments in Afghanistan and Irag, no serving Gurkha soldier had ever
made it to the top. (It was also really expensive for Nepalese people to climb
Everest, even with some of the discounts afforded to local residents.) That
was all set to change when an ambitious plan was announced to take a dozen
or so Gurkhas to Everest’s peak, via the South Col route, as part of the bi-
centennial celebrations.

The mission, called the G200 Expedition (G200E), was set to be both
challenging and history-making. Even better, as a serving Gurkha in the UK
Special Forces, I was eligible to climb. I was proud of the regiment, I’d do
anything to further their standing, and this felt like an honourable cause.

I sharpened my skills and increased my ambition. An advantage of being
part of the British military was that I had access to a variety of highly
specialised courses. I applied for one which taught soldiers the art of
extreme cold-weather warfare until I was able to become a part of that
unique cadre of mountain warfare specialists. Then I climbed Denali, the
highest peak in the USA and one of the Seven Summits, a group featuring
the highest mountain on each continent comprising Denali, plus Everest
(Asia), Elbrus (Europe), Kilimanjaro (Africa), Vinson (Antarctica),
Aconcagua (South America), and Carstensz Pyramid (Oceania).



A 6,190-metres climb, Denali was no joke. Isolated and brutally cold, the
temperatures there sometimes dropped to -50°C, which was a serious
problem for the novice climber like me, but Denali was also the perfect
training ground. I learned rope skills and put my Special Forces-forged
endurance to good use, dragging my sleigh through the thick snow for hours
on end, taking care not to fall into one of the many crevasses on the
mountain.

Then in 2014, I climbed my first Death Zone peak. Dhaulagiri was a
beast. Nicknamed the White Mountain, because of the deep powder
smothering its steep and intimidating inclines, it was also regarded as one of
the most dangerous expeditions in the world, thanks to a terrifying kill rate.
At the time, over eighty climbers had died there and its South Face was yet
to be scaled, even though the likes of Reinhold Messner, the first
mountaineer to climb Everest solo, had attempted what was an apparently
impenetrable route.

Its biggest danger was the risk of avalanches, which erupted from
nowhere, sucking everybody and everything away in their path. In 1969, five
Americans and two Sherpas were swiped from the mountain. Six years later,
six members of a Japanese expedition were killed when a wall of snow
buried them alive. Dhaulagiri wasn’t an adventure to be taken lightly,
especially for a climber with only eighteen months’ experience and limited
knowledge of the gnarly conditions found on extreme peaks. But eager to
improve my climbing skills whenever I was granted leave from fighting in
Afghanistan, I decided I was going up.

A brother from the Special Air Service (SAS), a wing of the British
Special Forces — let’s call him James for the purposes of secrecy —
accompanied me for the trip. Neither of us looked the part, having arrived in
Base Camp wearing flip-flops, shorts and Ray-Ban sunglasses. Our arrival
was also poorly timed. We were joining up with a larger expedition who had
been acclimatising to the conditions and thin air for a month. An avalanche
in the Khumbu Icefall had curtailed their trip to Everest and so they’d moved
across to Dhaulagiri to climb there instead.

The pair of us were behind schedule because of our limited leave with the
military, so there was no way for us to enjoy the usual procedures afforded to
mountaineers hoping to function at high altitude, such as acclimatisation
rotations.™ Meanwhile, our climbing buddies looked to be the real deal,
having already arrived in the region and settled in, and when we all set off



for the trek to Base Camp, we soon fell behind. James was really struggling
with the altitude. It took us three days longer than the others to complete the
journey.

‘What do you guys do?’ asked one bloke later. He’d taken an interest in
our appearance when we’d first arrived. I knew what he was thinking. Either
we were fearless mavericks, or loose cannons to be avoided at all costs
during a sketchy summit push.

I shrugged. There was no way either of us was about to reveal our full
military roles, especially as we were bound to certain levels of secrecy. Also,
both of us liked the idea of being judged on any mountaineering skills we
might have possessed, rather than our elite combat expertise.

‘Oh, we’re in the military,” I said eventually, hoping for an end to the
questions.

The climber raised an eyebrow quizzically. Our travelling kit looked fairly
piecemeal, although the climbing equipment James and I had brought along
was of high quality. Even so, our expedition mates wrote us off as clueless
tourists. I suppose the assumption was half-right, but I wasn’t going to let
anyone pick holes in my weaknesses, and at Base Camp we prepared
enthusiastically for our first acclimatisation rotations. Over the coming
week, our plan was to climb daily to Camps 1 and 2 of four outposts that
lined the route to the peak. We’d then sleep lower down the mountain, until
we felt ready for our summit push.

As soon as we’d kitted up and begun our first acclimatisation ascent, it
was clear that James didn’t possess the same physiology as me. It had first
become apparent on our base-camp trek, but once we started the serious
business of climbing on our first rotation to Camp 1, he was unable to
maintain the pace as I pushed ahead. Altitude sickness was breaking him up
and I realised he was struggling once we’d stopped to rest at Camp 1 during
our first rotation.

As I surged onwards the next day, James fell behind again, even though a
Sherpa was helping him with most of his equipment and I’d been lugging
around thirty kilos on my own. Not that I could afford to be cocky. Before
too long, I’d also blown myself out. In a rush of madness, I’d wanted to
show off my speed, but I pushed too far ahead, and as I rested at Camp 1 for
a couple of hours, brewing a cup of hot tea, my small party yet to arrive, a
horrible thought struck me.

Was James still alive?



As well as regularly trembling with avalanches, Dhaulagiri was known for
its deep crevasses. Unseen, there was every chance James and his Sherpa
might have tumbled into one. If that was the case, it was unlikely they’d be
discovered for days, if at all. In a slight panic, I packed up my pot and cup
and headed down towards Base Camp to find them. (I’d learned very early
on not to leave my kit anywhere on the mountain; it was best to keep
everything with me at all times, just in case.)

It didn’t take long. Two people were moving slowly below me. It soon
turned out to be my climbing party, but James was in a worse state than
before.

“This is a big mountain, brother,” I said, having greeted them. “You're
struggling with acclimatisation, let me take that backpack for you.’

I reached out to lighten his load, but James seemed hesitant. He didn’t
want to give in to pain, but I was insistent. When fighting through warzones
with the Special Forces, an attitude of that kind would have been considered
commendable. On a mountain as dangerous as Dhaulagiri, it was an act of
suicide.

‘Listen, forget your ego,’ I said. ‘If you want to summit, let me help you.’

James relented. Slowly but steadily, we worked our way back up to Camp
1, but the work had taken its toll on me, too. I’d overreached and the
mountains were delivering their first major lesson: Never burn yourself out
unnecessarily. From then on, I promised not to waste vital energy; I would
work hard only when I needed to. When the time arrived to make my first-
ever 8,000-metre summit push a few days later, I made sure to hang at the
back of the leading group as we snaked our way from Base Camp to the
peak of Dhaulagiri, partly out of respect for the several Sherpas leading us to
the top, but also because I’d never climbed such a huge mountain before and
I didn’t want to experience another energy slump.

That’s when I noticed the ever-changing work of the guides within an
expedition party. Every now and then, the leading Sherpa would take a break
from making a path through the waist-high drifts with his footsteps, allowing
one of his teammates to take over for a while. He would then fall to the back
of the line until it was his turn to head the charge once more, while the rest
of us matched his prints in the snow, which made for fairly easy work. This
was a technique I would come to know as trailblazing and with his selfless
industry, the lead Sherpa was helping the expedition party to follow a much
smoother route upwards. I respected the effort that every guide was making.



When it came to trailblazing, there were two techniques to learn.™ The
first was applicable to shin- to knee-deep snow: in those conditions a climber
had to make footfalls by lifting their knee to their chest with every step, then
planting their foot firmly. The second was for more extreme conditions when
the powder was thigh- or waist-high. In those cases, the leading individual
had to push forward with their hips, creating a pocket of space before lifting
their leg out and rolling the hip over in order to make the next step.

Suddenly, a bloke in front of me stepped out of the line and started his
way to the front of the pack to help.

I shouted up at him. ‘Hey, bro! What are you doing? The Sherpas aren’t
going to get upset, are they?’

He waved me away. ‘No man, I’'m doing my bit, helping the Sherpa
brothers . . .’

I’d assumed that leading the group in such a way was disrespectful to the
expedition guides; it looked as if someone else was trying to play the hero,
which I’d previously believed was a dangerous step on such a risky
mountain. It turned out I was wrong and another Sherpa soon put my mind at
rest.

‘Nims, the snow is so deep. If you have the energy and can help out up
front too, pleasedo . ..’

Encouraged, I later took the lead and drove forwards. My legs lifted and
pushed like pistons as I lifted my feet out of the powder. The work was huge,
but by regarding every forward step as a sign of significant progress, and
part of some greater team effort, I was able to move steadily. My thighs and
calves ached with the endeavour, but my lungs were light. The fatigue that
hindered even the most athletic individuals at altitude didn’t seem to be
striking me down. I was strong. Boom! Boom! Boom! Every step arrived
with power. When I turned back to see how far I'd come, I was shocked to
notice the rest of my climbing party. They were little black dots below.

Wow, this is my shit, I thought, admiring the deep footfalls I’d left for the
expedition. I’d been working without too much thought, operating in the
flow state that athletes mention whenever they break world records, or win
championships. I was in the zone.

Cautious not to overextend myself like before, I worked my way slowly to
the next ridgeline, waiting an hour until the remainder of the group had
caught up. When they later gathered around me, the lead Sherpa guide
shouted excitedly and slapped me on the back. Other blokes in the



expedition, climbers who had looked down on me a few days earlier having
written off my chances of summiting, were now shaking my hand.

Everyone seemed relieved that I’d put in some serious legwork and my
industry totally changed the attitude of everyone within the team. I wasn't a
tourist any more. My mindset had shifted, too. By the time I reached the
peak, having trailblazed over 70 per cent of the route, I was not only
surprised at what I’d achieved, but emboldened.

‘Brother,’ I thought. ‘You’re a badass at high altitude.’

* % ok

I hadn’t been primed genetically for any success in the Death Zone and
climbing certainly wasn’t a facet of my family life. When I was a kid, I
wanted to be one of two things. My first option: to serve as a Gurkha soldier,
like my dad, because around the world they were considered to be an utterly
fearless military force. As a fighting unit, they had been spread historically
between the Nepalese, British and Indian armies, as well as the Singapore
police; although everybody within their ranks originated in Nepal, and was
considered to be an elite fighter, big on heart and loyalty, with an
unswerving belief in Queen and country.

Enough history books have been written about their inception, should you
want to go there, but here’s the briefest of backstories. During the Anglo—
Nepalese War (1814-16) between Nepal, then known as the Gorkha
Kingdom, and the British East India Company (or EIC, a private army,
which was double the size of the regular British Army), the skills of the
Nepali fighters were so admired that any defectors turning to the EIC for
work following a treaty agreement were employed as ‘irregular forces’.

The Gurkhas later became a highly respected regiment in their own right,
and were deployed in the Second World War, as well as Iraq and
Afghanistan during the War on Terror. Two of my older brothers, Ganga and
Kamal, had followed the same path as Dad, and whenever they returned to
Nepal on leave, people looked at them in awe as if they were rock stars. The
Gurkha soldier was legendary and their motto, Better to Die Than to Be a
Coward, conjured up images of heroism. That was only enhanced by stories
of successful war missions and against-all-odds adventure.

My second career ambition was to be a government official — but I wanted
to be Nepal’s version of Robin Hood, stealing from the rich and giving to the
poor. The country I grew up in was very small and the man on the street had



been disenfranchised for too long; even as a kid I understood that the people
around me had very little and the poverty rates were incredibly high there.
Many Nepalese citizens were Hindus and despite their lack of wealth they
would often give their money to the temple whenever they visited.

Not me. If I ever had money, I was happier emptying my wallet to the
person in the street, the homeless, the blind and the disabled outside the
temple. I’d do the same on a bus, where buskers would often play, unable to
work because a terrible injury or a debilitating illness had left them
incapacitated.

Every donation arrived with a contract: This is for you, brother, but don't
spend it on alcohol. Make sure your family gets the food it needs. I’ve
always been that way. Money never attracted me, but as a kid, I dreamed of
taking a job in authority, one with a uniform. Not because I wanted power or
status, but because I liked the idea of draining money from Nepal’s super-
rich, especially those who were corrupt as fuck anyway, before handing the
spoils down to the people with nothing.

This attitude probably isn’t surprising, seeing as I was broke from the
beginning, born on 25 July 1983 in a village called Dana, in the Myagdi
district in western Nepal. The small outpost is positioned around 1,600
metres above sea level, so it wasn’t as if I’d been raised with crampons
attached to my feet and a physiological connection to high altitude.
Dhaulagiri was the biggest mountain in that region, but it was still a long
way from my front door and it would have required some serious effort to
get there.

There was a gap of around eighteen years between myself and my older
brothers, Ganga, Jit and Kamal and was followed by my younger sister,
Anita. We were a loving family; we didn’t have any money and the thought
of running a car was unimaginable, but I was a happy kid. It didn’t take a lot
to keep me amused.

By all accounts, Mum and Dad had been up against it from long before I
was born. Their problems first began after they married from different
castes, or classes. It wasn’t the done thing in Nepal and their families
became resentful of the union. They were soon cut adrift from their parents
and siblings, which meant they had to start their new lives together with next
to nothing.

Dad was serving with the Indian Gurkha regiment at the time, but his
salary alone wasn’t enough to support the family, so when Ganga, Jit and



Kamal were born, Mum started working on the village farm for money. Most
of the time, at least one of the kids was strapped to her back in a cloth. The
workload of caring for a young family while bringing money home through
hard labour must have been exhausting, but she didn’t quit, and a lot of my
work ethic came from my mother — she was a huge influence on me, as she
was for a lot of people who would go on to meet her.

Mum had not been educated, which must have annoyed her, because she
would develop a vision for how to help other women in the area and
eventually became an activist in Nepal, where she worked to change the
attitudes towards gender and education. This wasn’t the norm in Nepal back
then, but Mum fought for what she believed in and most weeks she earned
barely enough to put food on the table. The family still survived, though.
Later, once my brothers were old enough, they were put to work too, and it
would be their job to wake at 5 a.m., before walking for two hours to find
and cut grass for the family’s three buffaloes. They then travelled to school
for a full day of classes.

I had it a little easier. Our garden held several orange trees and once the
fruit had ripened in autumn, I’d climb into the branches and shake the limbs
until they were empty. The ground was soon covered in fruit and I’d eat my
way through the lot until I was full. The following day, I’d scoop up more
spoils and repeat the feast. But when I was four years old, the family moved
to another village in the jungle called Ramnagar, which was located in
Chitwan, 227 miles away from Dana, and set in the hottest and flattest part
of the country. My parents had become worried about the number of
landslides that threatened Dana, where several fast-flowing rivers had the
tendency to flood and wreak havoc.

Not that I cared about the relocation. With the jungle on our doorstep,
Mum would go into the undergrowth to grab wood for the fire, while I had
plenty of trouble to find: on the streets, in the woods, by the water — the
potential for exploration was huge.

From an early age I’d learned it was fairly easy for me to thrive
emotionally on the bare minimum, which might go some way to explaining
how I was later able to live most of my life within the chaos of combat, or in
a tent pinned to the side of a mountain. My mum was very strict, but on
weekends, when I wasn’t at school, she was happy for me to explore
Ramnagar alone. Most of the time I headed for the nearby river, hanging out
on the banks from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., killing hours by hunting for crabs and



prawns. I was happiest in nature; adventure seemed to be everywhere,
though Mum often turned her nose up whenever I proudly brought back my
catch for her to examine.

‘Why have you brought me insects?’ she’d complain.

Life would soon improve. When my brothers went off to join the Gurkhas,
they explained that it was their hope to help me towards a better life. Every
month, a chunk of their wages was sent home, a gift to fund my education at
Small Heaven Higher Secondary — an English-speaking boarding school in
Chitwan — and once I was around five years old, I was packed away. This
was a serious luxury, though it wasn’t finite, and Mum often mentioned the
temporary nature of my brothers’ generosity.

‘One day they are going to be married,” she would say. “They’ll have
families of their own to look after and they won’t be able to support your
education any more.’

But even as a young kid, I already had a plan in mind to support the
family. ‘Look, it’s fine,” I told Mum, attempting to shrug off any pressure.
‘’ll pass my exams when I’m older and then I’'ll become a teacher at the
school, or even a nursery. Then I’ll be able to look after you.’

But really, I wanted to be a Gurkha.

I certainly possessed the minerals to cut it in the military. Despite the fact
that I was only five years old when I first started at boarding school, the
rhythm of a life away from home seemed to suit me. Everybody slept in a
hostel, where the older kids held the power and the teachers beat the children
if they ever stepped out of line. It was my first challenge, I had to learn how
to survive in such a tough environment — and quickly.

As I grew older, negotiating the daily battle in the playground became a
tricky experience. Sure, I was tough for my age, but there were plenty of
older kids to deal with and if ever Mum came to visit and brought food or
supplies with her, one of the senior school bullies often came knocking once
she’d returned home. Sometimes my food was snatched away and there was
nothing I could do about it.

My first survival instinct was to run off, sprinting into the trees before
anyone had the chance to rob me. I was fast; I showed plenty of stamina and
enjoyed myself during track and field events in PE. But my second survival
instinct when dealing with the school bullies was to fight back. As I
developed and matured, I became stronger, much stronger, and once my
teens had arrived, I decided to take up kickboxing. I soon learned how to



defend myself, breaking down competitors until I made it to the status of
regional champ.

By the time I was entered into year nine at school, I’d suffered only one
defeat, to Nepal’s national champion, and he was several years older than
me. Whenever a school bully came for my food supplies, I stood up to the
threats, and then smashed him. Very few kids challenged me after that.
Kickboxing had been my first step towards becoming a man.

My next was to apply for the Gurkhas.



3

Better to Die Than to Be a Coward

I was the human antibiotic.

Around the age of ten I contracted tuberculosis, which was a serious and
worryingly common disease in Nepal, but I fought it off. Later on in life, I
was diagnosed with asthma. When the doctor explained some of the long-
term impacts it might cause, I thought, Yeah, no problem. Nothing was going
to stop me from living my life and I was able to shake it away, later running
through the woods and over long distances in school races for fun.

From an early age, I believed in the power of positive thinking; I didn’t
allow myself to become poleaxed by illnesses, or chronic ailments that
carried the potential to afflict other individuals for years. I felt like a human
antibiotic because I’d taught myself to think that way: I trusted myself to
heal. I believed. And the same attitude eventually powered me into the
British military, where I had next-level resilience under pressure. It
surrounded me like a force field and I soon learned that if a warrior had
relentless self-belief, anything was possible. I’d need every ounce of it once
installed into the Gurkhas.

The Selection process each candidate had to pass in order to join the
regiment was notoriously brutal and unforgiving from the very beginning,
and I’d heard all the stories from my brothers. Before anyone was even
entered into Gurkha training, every applicant between the ages of seventeen
and twenty-one years of age was pushed through a thorough physical and
mental assessment. For example, any kid with more than four fillings was
given the boot. False teeth, or even overly large gaps in the mouth, were
grounds for rejection, and brains were equally as important as physical
superiority.



I’d needed to pass my Nepalese School Leaving Certificate, which
educationally fell somewhere between GCSEs and A-levels in Britain,
though I managed that thanks to the schooling provided for me. When my
time came to try out for the regiment in 2001, a retired British Gurkha —
assessors were then known as Galla Wallahs — looked me over in the village.
My entire body was checked; any scars would have seen me rejected, though
fortunately I’d avoided picking up any nasty kickboxing injuries. But in the
end, I was failed. Why exactly, I’'m not sure — I passed all the physical and
education assessments — though my hunch is that the assessor had taken a bit
of a disliking to me.

While I was one of only eighteen applicants to have passed the physical
tests, the Galla Wallah ranked me in twenty-sixth place on the final
candidate list. Only twenty-five individuals were accepted into the next
phase of Gurkha Selection that year and the rejection was infuriating.
Demoralised, I railed against the unfairness of it all and for a little while I
considered giving up on my dream of joining the regiment.

In the end, I moved past my disappointment, though I was still grumpy
about it, and I was eventually successful on my second attempt a year later,
quickly moving on to the next stage, Regional Selection, where I grunted my
way through a series of push-ups, sit-ups and heaves before taking an
English and Maths test. I was then ushered into the third and final phase,
Central Selection, where the work was set to get much harder.

One of the more famous tests in the Gurkha’s Central Selection phase was
the Doko Race, in which applicants were ordered to carry bamboo baskets
on their head. At that time, each one was filled with thirty kilos of sand and
every potential Gurkha had to complete an uphill circuit of five kilometres in
under forty-eight minutes.

The running part I wasn’t so bothered about. My enthusiasm for track and
field had developed into something more serious: as a year seven student, I’d
helped teachers to organise a series of trials for the older kids who were
hoping to represent the boarding school in regional championships. All the
athletes involved were much older than me, probably by two or three years,
and it was my job to outline the track with a white marker, but when the 400
metres race started, I joined in for fun. At the first turn I was near the front
of the pack, but on the second I felt unstoppable and burst ahead of the
frontrunners, crossing the line in first place.



My teacher grabbed me by the arm. He imagined that somehow I’d joined
in mid-race as a prank.

‘Purja, where did you come from? Is this a joke?’

‘No, sir,” I said, nervously. ‘I started with the others . . . Ask them!’

When it was confirmed that, yeah, I’d raced the other kids, fair and
square, the school was left with very little choice. They’d have to thrust a
year-seven pupil into a regional competition usually dominated by boys from
year ten.

‘Despite your age, we’re putting you up,’ said my teacher.

I was unfazed by the pressure, but completely naive as to what was
expected of me, or how to prepare. Even so, when it came to the inter-
boarding-school championships, in which I was running the 4x400 metres
relay, 800 metres, 2,400 metres and 5,000 metres races, I felt ready. I’d
decided to race barefoot, because I believed that running shoes or spikes
might weigh me down, and my only tactical thought was to ‘hang back for
the first half of the race . . . then go!” But having stuck to that one idea, I
took first place in both the 800 metres and 2,400 metres events. I led my
school to victory in the 4x400 metres relay, too. What must have felt like a
major gamble on my school’s part had reaped rewards.

Because I was a more-than-capable athlete, that element of the Doko Race
wasn’t likely to be a problem, but the bamboo basket loaded up with sand
was a challenge to which I'd have to adapt, though I’d experienced some
background training at least. For some reason, I’d previously taken an
unorthodox approach to race preparation at school and would often sneak
away from the hostel at four a.m. to run through the nearby streets,
increasing the physical effort by slipping some metal rods I’d found lying
around the place into an elasticated support bandage, which I then strapped
to my legs. When the sun came up, I crept back to bed before anyone
noticed. Hopefully that hard work would now pay off.

I was also helped by the fact that both my brothers had endured the same
gruelling exam and knew what to expect. Kamal was on leave shortly before
my assessment, which was taking place again in Pokhara, while Ganga, who
had retired from the military in 2002, was also there. They joined me for a
couple of days and together we formulated a plan.

‘OK, Nirmal, we’re going to have to intensify your preparation,’ said
Kamal one afternoon, handing me a bamboo basket. He then dropped a



heavy rock into it. My arms buckled a little under the load. ‘Now, get used to
that weight for a bit and let’s run.’

We moved over the rough terrain of Pokhara, along the river and down
steep paths, the basket on my head feeling like a ten-ton weight. The pain bit
into my neck, back and calves. When we finally came to a stop, Kamal
looked down at his watch. A frown creased his brow.

‘An hour, Nirmal. You’re not going to pass with a performance like that.
We’ll go again tomorrow.’

The following day, I was faster, bringing my time down to fifty-five
minutes. A day later, I sped along the course, completing five kilometres in
just under the required time of forty-eight minutes. I was going to be fine.
But when I eventually joined a Doko Race that included a large group of
teens also hoping to pass through the same Central Selection as me, I looked
across the line and worried a little. By all accounts, a number of them had
paid a local athletics company to prepare their bodies with an intense
training programme. They seemed set for qualification, some of them even
had new trainers and fearsome military-style haircuts.

I needn’t have stressed. Finishing the race among the leading pack, I knew
I had it within me to join the bravest military force in the world.

* ok ok

All the push-ups during the final physical assessments couldn’t break me.
The trials involving pull-ups, sit-ups, sprints, cross-country runs or bleep
tests were passed with ease — I even came first in a race held over a mile and
a half. T was impervious to the mental stresses of an English or Maths test
until, finally, I had been accepted as a part of the British Army and soon
became a member of the Queen’s Gurkha Engineers. Within two weeks of
passing Central Selection, I flew to England where I joined with the Gurkha
Training Company at the Infantry Training Centre in Catterick, Yorkshire. I
had never been abroad, let alone as far away as England, but the thought of
integrating into such a different culture was sure to be a relatively
straightforward challenge, or so I assumed.

‘No bother,’ I thought. ‘I’'ve been to boarding school. My English is the
shit. I'll be fine.’

Upon arriving in January 2003, I was shocked. When our plane landed at
Heathrow, it was cold. I assumed that the coach would drive us through
central London on a mini sightseeing tour, where I might catch glimpses of



all the famous landmarks, such as Big Ben, St Paul’s Cathedral and
Buckingham Palace. Instead we hit the motorway and having reached the
north of England, via a scenic route comprising sheep, hills and the
occasional service station, my confidence at settling into the local culture
quickly dissipated.

Firstly, the weather was awful, and the wind and rain was so strong, it
seemed to be coming down sideways. Secondly, the language barrier proved
problematic and entire conversations with the local lads passed me by. Even
though my written English had been pretty good at school, I was absolutely
lost when it came to accents. Geordies, Mancunians, Cockneys. Every
dialect sounded totally alien. The very first person I met in England was
from Liverpool and when I shook his hand to say hello, he responded in a
thick Scouse accent. I freaked out.

I had no idea what he was saying.

My problem was that in Nepal I'd been educated purely by reading,
listening and talking, but nobody had warned me about the different regional
dialects. When I was thrown into real-life situations with British lads, I was
at a serious disadvantage. In the first few weeks, I often drifted through
conversations thinking, What the hell?

During my recruit training in Catterick, I also learned how to dress well:
one of the many rules we were forced to follow was the need to be suited
and booted at all times. On our first trip to the beach, my platoon even
walked across the sand in bare feet, with our suit trousers rolled up and our
jackets slung over our shoulders. We must have looked ridiculous to anyone
passing by.

By the time it came to the business of fighting, I was more than ready, but
it took me four years to get there. In a thirty-six-week Gurkha training
course, I learned about the core principles of the regiment; we worked
through modules on cultural training and infantry battlefield training. Once I
passed the recruit training, I joined the Gurkha Engineers and I was
instructed to make a trade selection, where I had to learn a skill from a list
that included carpentry and plumbing. I opted to work in building and
structural finishing, and for nine months I lived in Chatham, Kent, where I
was taught how to plaster walls, as well as the finer intricacies of painting
and decorating. The effort was dull but worthwhile, and I knew that if life
didn’t work out for me in the military, I’d have a handy profession to fall
back on.



Later, I learned all the skills required of a combat engineer and embarked
on a series of field exercises. Having eventually completed the thirteen-week
All Arms Commando Course at the Commando Training Centre Royal
Marines in Lympstone, Devon, I was deployed in Afghanistan in 2007 as
part of Operation Herrick — a twelve-year strategy in place to maintain a
military presence within the country, while keeping an eye on any terrorist
activities the Taliban might have been orchestrating. Helping the locals to
build a new government was also one of our briefs, but the work was hard-
core.

At times, it was my role to sweep vast areas of land for improvised
explosive devices (IEDs). On operations, the Royal Marines Commandos
would often go in first, and having detected a suspected trigger device, my
team was then tasked with clearing the area, pinpointing exactly where the
bomb had been positioned before dismantling it. Our unit was then able to
move forward safely as a whole. The work was always intense, because one
misstep might see me blown to pieces, and also there was a speed element to
everything we did. There was no time to dawdle in exposed land, as the
enemy might strike at any moment.

For the most part I was assigned to work with 40 Commando, the Royal
Marines’ battalion-sized ‘formation’. One of the joint operational tasks was
to move from door to door on patrols, checking for ammo and weapons, or
Taliban drug stashes. I was a very loyal soldier and proud of the Gurkhas’
reputation within the British military — I would have done anything to defend
it. I was also incredibly respectful to the Queen and the Crown — they meant
everything to me. But I wasn’t afraid of speaking my mind.

During one operation, I’d been charged with sweeping an enemy
compound for booby-traps and since my unit wasn’t standing out in the open
at the time, it seemed best to take extra care. I was eager not to miss a spot.
But over my shoulder, I sensed a commander watching me. His impatience
was building.

‘Purja, hurry up,’ he said. “‘What’s the problem?’

“Yeah, I could hurry up,’ I said. ‘Maybe, I could just skip this and say,
“Job done!” But the reason I’'m doing this properly is because I don’t want
the Gurkhas to be blamed for missing any IEDs. It’s not only about me . . .’

I also hadn’t appreciated my commander’s suggestion that something was
wrong. Was he insinuating that I’d been too scared to work quickly? The
reality, having walked around the room, aware a bomb might go off at any



second, was that, yeah, I’d been a little edgy — I wasn’t crazy. But fear didn’t
play a role in my world, even in Afghanistan.

“You think I’'m fucking frightened of this?’ I continued, dropping the
Vallon detector we used to locate bombs and mines, and walking around the
room, unfazed. ‘My life doesn’t mean anything here. But reputation does.
That’s why I’m doing this job properly.’

‘Oh .. ., said my commander. He seemed too taken aback to bollock me
for insubordination.

It didn’t take me long to develop a respect for the Royal Marine
Commandos during my time in Afghanistan. I loved their ethos. They were
super-soldiers, but they were humble too, which I appreciated. While I had
plenty of self-belief and confidence, I wasn’t a fan of the overpowering ego
— the Big I Am. Whenever we were caught up in gun battles together, there
was a respect between both groups.

Often in those situations it was the Gurkhas’ job to provide close combat
support and we’d be called in to attach L9 bar mines to the doors of enemy
compounds. Originally designed as an anti-tank land mine, these explosive
devices were also useful for removing obstacles; they could blow through
the thick walls so common in Afghanistan without too much trouble. My job
was to creep up to a door, fix the mine, run away and . . . BOOM! The unit
then pushed into the smoking hole to clear up any enemy fighters engaging
us from the other side.

On other occasions, I was deployed with a light machine gun (LMG). I’d
rise at 4 a.m., patrolling through open valleys in the desert to make our
presence known to anyone watching nearby; my unit would then wander
through the towns and villages in the baking heat, checking in with the
friendly locals, while taking pot shots from the not-so-friendly. The work
was stressful, but rewarding. When the weapons went off, the adrenaline
surged through me.

My day-to-day life was about the battle, and the risks were clearly
defined. Somebody had to die, which was unfortunate, and at some point
that person might be me, but I was ready for it. And I always wanted to go
above and beyond. At times I’d hear stories about operations that were going
on away from the realms of our deployment: hostage rescue jobs, hard
arrests on serious Taliban players and door-kicking raids, all of them
performed by the Special Air Service (SAS), or Special Boat Service (SBS).
These shadowy regiments made up the UK Special Forces and as far as 1



was concerned, their work represented a step up, even on the Gurkhas. When
I’d first learned about them at Catterick, I was impressed.

Wow. I want to be one of those guys.

I loved being a soldier, but I liked the idea of being top of the league even
more, and the Special Forces were very much the elite. So, towards the end
of 2008, I sized up my options, learning that the SBS was aligned to the
Royal Marines, and the SAS to the British Army. I initially registered my
interest in joining the SAS and looked into the squadron’s modus operandi
and application requirements. I was impressed. They operated across land,
sea and air. But then a mate gave me a little more intel on the SBS.
Apparently, they were even more badass.

“These guys do parachute jumps, they fight on land, and on the water,” he
said. ‘It’s everything the SAS does, but they dive and swim in combat, too.’

Having worked with the Royal Marines in Afghanistan, I knew I’d blend
in well, mentally at least, and shortly afterwards I attended an SBS briefing
course. My application to join UK Special Forces Selection, the intense, six-
month-long test that separated those soldiers with the minerals to join the
group from the ones without, was accepted in 2008. After six years with the
Gurkhas, I was moving on. My moment to join the military elite had arrived.



4

The Unrelenting Pursuit of Excellence

Nobody believed me when I stated that my mission was to join the Special
Boat Service, probably because no Gurkha had made it into their ranks
before, though I knew that several brothers had progressed into the SAS. But
the SBS was a little harder to crack, because every operator in the squadron
had to be able to swim and dive during combat, and Gurkhas come from a
landlocked country, so the odds seemed stacked against me from the off, and
everybody around me knew it.

Even if I had managed to make it through the Selection programme, I’d
then have to pass a series of specialist courses, in order to make it into the
SBS. Operating in the water was a whole new experience for me, but I was
happy to take on the challenge. Still, the doubting voices came at me from
within the Gurkha regiment.

You’re joking, man. You’re just saying it for the sake of it.

I ignored the comments and worked towards researching my ambition.

I understood that to become a Special Forces operator, it was important to
adapt, not only to the increased workload and intense style of fighting
behind enemy lines in dangerous warzones, but to the people around me. I
was from Nepal. Nobody else in the Squadron would be like me. So to
prepare for the culture shock, I decided to learn a portfolio of British jokes.
Dad jokes. Dirty jokes. Jokes from old sitcoms and stand-up shows. The
Nepalese sense of humour is very different to the kind found in the SBS, so I
memorised any half-decent gags or funny stories.

Why did the blonde stare at the orange juice bottle? Because the label
read: ‘Juice: concentrate’.

I was that eager to fit in.



There was another important reason for familiarising myself with British
culture in that way. When assessing who was capable of cutting it in the
Special Forces, the assessors, or Directing Staff (DS), were seeking out the
best of the best. Potential recruits also had to be able to fit into a squadron of
highly focused soldiers and when fighting within some of the world’s
sketchiest combat environments, team morale was a vital factor. If a
potential SBS operator wasn’t able to muck in with the jokes, or didn’t
understand the gallows humour in play, that was often marked against them.

It was imperative that I slipped comfortably into their world; it wasn’t an
excuse for me to say, ‘Oh, I’'ve come from the Gurkhas, so I don’t get it.” Or,
‘T wasn’t schooled in England, that one went right over my head.’ I needed
to be fit for purpose on every level.

To prepare myself physically, I put myself through hell in training. While
based at the Gurkha barracks in Maidstone, Kent, I’d work through my
military commitments during the day, but by the time 5 p.m. came around, I
would rush back to the house where I shovelled down a small dinner before
heading into the gym for a seventy-mile bike session.

Knowing that combat swimming would play a major part of my training —
and I wasn’t the greatest swimmer at that time — I then swam as many
kilometres as my body could handle. I blazed through freestyle length after
freestyle length in the pool, before blowing out after 2,500 metres. I rarely
made it to bed before midnight, where I’d collapse, exhausted, sometimes
getting up again at 2 a.m. to perform a seventy-five-pound load carry from
Maidstone barracks to Chatham.

On weekends, I’d work on my running, and jogging for hours at a time
became a regular part of my daily routine. I’d rise at 8 a.m. to haul my arse
around the streets with two or three Gurkha buddies, the group operating in a
relay system, where I was the only soldier prevented from taking a break.
One guy would accompany me for six miles, dragging me along with him at
a strong pace. Once his distance had been completed, another running
partner took over and together we’d complete six more miles. This went on
for hours and the work was both physically and psychologically rough.

Getting out of bed in the middle of the night with the rain hammering
down outside was a demoralising experience, but I pushed through. When
the snow swept in, I resisted any temptations to hit the snooze button.
Emotional control was only one of the many traits I’d need to possess in
order to become an elite soldier.



There was no rest. At other times I’d work alone, cracking on with a
backpack loaded down with seventy-five pounds of weight, which made the
six-hour sessions tougher still. I understood that when fighting with the
Special Forces, there would be no time to rest, so training as hard as I could
seemed the best way forward. All the way through I fought against doubt:
my teammates and senior officers in the Gurkhas assumed that elite military
service was beyond me and the self-inflicted programme of physical hell
was the toughest challenge of my life at that point. But none of them grasped
how dedicated I’d become, or how my mindset would help me to achieve
impossible feats in the years ahead. I had hope. And hope was God.

I wasn’t a religious person. While my parents were Hindus, I didn’t follow
one single higher power. Instead, I liked to celebrate everything. Sometimes
I went to church, other times I’d visit a Buddhist monastery, but I always
wanted to learn new ideas; I was open and human, I respected every religion
in the world, but I had faith in myself more than anything. As a kid,
becoming a Gurkha was my hope. It was my God. Joining the military elite
six years later was my next hope. That had become my God, too. And I
needed to believe in it. Without belief, a challenge the size of passing
through Selection was set to fail, so I needed a far higher level of
commitment than the mere aim of satisfaction, or bragging rights. Becoming
an SBS operator was more like a cause, and I gave everything to it.

When 1 finally made it on to Selection in 2009, every day was an
incredible test of physical and emotional fortitude. Held over six months,
Selection began with the Hills Phase, and included a series of timed runs
over the Brecon Beacons mountain range in South Wales. Undeterred by the
pressure upon me, I focused only on the twenty-four hours ahead, rather than
worrying about the succession of tests that were being lined up for my group
over the coming weeks.

“Today I will give 100 per cent and survive’, I thought at the beginning of
each day. ‘I’ll worry about tomorrow when tomorrow comes’.

Nothing was held back in reserve, because I knew that to give anything
less than my full effort would result in failure. I broke myself on the hills
every day, regrouping at night, where I’d summon the will to give the same
effort over the following twenty-four hours.

Almost immediately, I seemed to be operating on the back foot. One of
the key attributes of anyone operating within the British Special Forces was
their ability to become the Grey Man. In a military or surveillance capacity,



this process involved blending into the surroundings to avoid detection, or
unwanted scrutiny. Sometimes it helped to adopt the Grey Man tactic on
Selection, too. Potential operators that continually found themselves at the
front of the pack could expect some mental pressure from the DS. Any lads
unable to keep up with the heavy physical workload were often verbally
thrashed before being kicked off the course and sent back to their regiments.

Because of the colour my skin, I found it impossible to blend in, or to hide
in the middle of the group with the other lads. Though everybody screwed
up from time to time, my mistakes were usually spotted immediately by the
DS, and often from a distance. The yelling and jeering would start shortly
after, but I was able to maintain my concentration. Well, for the most part.
During one test march, I failed the course’s time requirements by barely a
minute. Immediately I felt the pressure. Every day in the process became
increasingly harder, and by failing one I knew the following twenty four
hours would become even more demanding. My ambitions were on the line.

The following morning was set to be a beast too: the penultimate day of
the Hills Phase was a speed march over almost thirty kilometres. This was
followed by the infamous final march — a test of endurance over more than
sixty kilometres to be completed while carrying a heavy Bergen rucksack,
weapon, water and supplies. The lot weighed around eighty pounds.

I’d been presented with a death-or-glory situation: finish the time trial and
the final march in the required time of twenty hours and I was still in with a
shot at making the cut; fail and I was heading home to the Gurkhas. Except
there was no way on earth I was returning to my old regiment. I’d decided
that if Selection was beyond me, it was time to quit the military for good.

‘Either do this, Nims, or go home,’ I thought, gathering my kit together
the following morning.

My mind was set, but the day caused me to stress a little. Not as a result of
the extreme endurance required to complete the course, but because when a
spot check was carried out on all the recruits’ equipment on the start line, it
was clear I’d put myself at a slight disadvantage.

‘What’s this, Purja?’ asked the DS, as he rummaged through the Bergen
still strapped to my back.

He was waving my water bottle around. My heart sank. Fuck, the
protective cap was missing. Even worse, some of the liquid had leaked out.

A key element of making it through Selection was the maintenance of
personal equipment — without high standards, an operator would likely fail in



conflict. Leaving behind something as small as a water bottle cap might be
the difference between a covert mission going well and being detected by the
enemy. Fatigue was no excuse either, and feeling tired during the Hills Phase
had affected my attention to detail, but I should have had enough in the tank
to cope. I was now about to face the consequences.

‘Looks like you’ll be carrying some extra weight today,” said the DS
smugly.

I felt my Bergen being opened. A rock was dropped inside, and my
strapping strained under the load, but weirdly, this setback only inspired me
even more.

As 1 set off on yet another leg-buckling yomp, I thought, ‘Well, Nims.
One way or another, you’re going to have to prove you’re one of the best
here, regardless of whether they can see you or not’.

Settling into the familiar sensation of pain first instilled in me by those
heavy training sessions for the Doko Race, I pressed ahead. The required
pace over the arduous terrain was unpleasant but within my reach and I
adjusted quickly. It hadn’t taken me long to realise that the Selection process
wasn’t about discovering the soldiers that were made of iron; the DS were
looking for men that were flexible and able to mould themselves into any
situation.

Mentally and physically, I was finding it within my grasp to adapt to the
toughest challenges the Hills Phase could drop on me. I felt strong as I
yomped up the steep inclines. The flats and downhill stretches were dealt
with at running pace, kilometre after kilometre, hour after hour, until after
nearly a full day of exertion, I crossed the finishing line, the fastest recruit of
the day.

In the face of my toughest challenge yet, I hadn’t cracked. I’d bent and
flexed. I was malleable.

3k kK

At times during my training, as I strived to become an elite operator, my
soldiering skills were tested to the limit, none more so than whenever I was
asked to operate in the jungle.

In military terms, the remote and top-secret rainforest locations I had to
work in were horror shows. The temperatures were incredibly hot and sticky,
and so my experience was always gloomy and wet. Everybody stunk. This
made the jungle an intense test of military skills. The vegetation was booby-



trapped with bugs and snakes, and the tropical conditions were an adversary
to be feared.

But whenever I was in there, often for weeks at a ti