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Around the RAF bases
Get your free copy on the bases

Since I wrote my last editorial, I had 
the pleasure of attending the RAF 
Sports Awards at Halton House 

Officers’ Mess and announced the winner 
of the RAF Active Article of the Year, the 
article chosen by our publishers, Katie 
and Kerry of Commercial & Military 
Publishing Ltd.  The winning article 
described GODZone, the Adventure Race 
in the unforgiving Fiordlands National 
Park. A course that delivered tests of 
individual courage for the team of four, 
as well as mental, physical and teamwork 
challenges that at times, they didn’t think they would overcome.  It wasn’t the competitive 
race they were expecting but it was an amazing and epic adventure which we are grateful 
that Penny Butterfield and Laura Frowen chose to share with us.  It would be amiss of me to 
not mention the runner up with her article ‘What’s You Gold Medal?’.  The author who is no 
longer defined by her diagnosis is Invictus, but she is, more importantly Jenny Collins.

The RAF Sports Awards recognise those people performing at the top of their game, and 
it never fails to amaze me just how exceptional people are.  Each nomination showcased 
the extraordinary achievements of so many athletes, officials, administrators and teams, but 
the Sportsman and Sportswoman categories were dominated by RAF Triathlon this year.  
Peter Ellis took home the RAF Sportsman trophy after his achievements in the World Series 
and Continental Championship (you can read more about his story on page 11).  While 
Hannah Dodwell picked up the RAF Sportswoman trophy for her breakthrough success 
last season, when she was crowned Double European Champion in her age-group for 
Aquathon and Sprint Triathlon, and selection to represent GB in 2020 Sprint Triathlon World 
Championships.

In the past few issues I have spoken 
about sport and physical activity, 
the difference between the two 
but more importantly the things 
that they share.  In the article by 
Sarah Thomson on page 8, she 
mentions that ‘the power of sport 
if unbeatable’ and I think she is 
right!  It can bring people together 
despite cultural differences and 
language barriers, impressive no 
matter which way you look at it.  
It can also strengthen the bonds 

within a group or team.  As ever, 
we are able to showcase the extraordinary adventures that people embark upon and the 
positive impact physical activity can have on each of us.  In this issue you can read about 
exploring Europe’s toughest trail, Grande Randonnee in Corsica, running across Malawi with 
Kelly Holmes, the benefits that martial arts can have on mental health and see that perfect 
sporting moment captured on camera. 

I recently had the privilege of visiting the National Sports Centre at Lilleshall Hall to take 
part in the Multi Activities Course.  A week to focus on recovery (my own) thanks to the 
Royal British Legion who sponsor and run the Battle Back Centre as part of the Personnel 
Recovery Units.  They use activities such as wheelchair basketball, shooting and climbing 
(to name just a few) to help remind people of the things they can do, rather than those 
they can’t.  This is all done within the same grounds as the GB gymnasts, GB wheelchair 
basketball and wheelchair rugby teams train.  A fantastic, inspirational place to find that 
new motivation. So regardless of the level of activity or the type of activity, if it’s getting you 
active that is what matters.  Whatever it is you are up to, we want to hear about it, so get in 
touch on social media or email us at rafactivemag@gmail.com.

Rachael Lee
Editor-in-Chief  
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It was 28 Aug 2004, I was 
11 years old. An avid cross-
country runner sat wide eyed 
in front of the television at my 
Gran’s house. Athletics at the 
Athens Olympics, and I was 
about to watch my biggest 
hero run the 1500m.

As Dame Kelly Holmes, now Honorary 
Colonel of the Royal Armoured Corps 
Training Regiment (RACTR), passed the 
finish line for a second Gold Medal of the 
games, I jumped up and down screaming 
with joy. I immediately grabbed my muddy 
cross-country trainers as I waved goodbye 
to my Gran. I put them on and flew into the 
nearby woods, running as fast as I could. 

I drew an imaginary finish line 
on the ground and repeated 
the incredible scenes I had just 
witnessed, wishing that one day 
I would know what that felt like.

I didn’t just love Kelly Holmes 
for her victories, it was her story 
of persistence, overcoming what 
seemed to be an endless stream 
of setbacks. She had taught the 
world a valuable lesson of never 
giving up, staying focussed on 
achieving your dreams, and 
being open in her struggles 
along the way, she had hit home 
with so many people.

Fast forward to 5 Oct 2019 and I had 
touched down in Malawi, East Africa. As I 
walked through the gate into the waiting 
area, I was welcomed by a small huddle 
of smiley and excited athletes. I heard a 

voice, a voice I recognised from the radio 
or television, ‘Ah, here she is. G.I Jane. I’ve 
already given you a nickname.’ That was 
one of those moments that you think only 
dreams are made of. 

Colonel Dame Kelly Holmes welcomed 

RUNNING ACROSS MALAWI WITH COLONEL DAME KELLY HOLMES

All photos © Venetia Norrington
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me into the team that would be running 
across Malawi, delivering ‘Sport with a 
Purpose’ and visiting some of the incredible 
projects set up with Orbis Expeditions, 
with the main fundraising efforts focussed 
towards the ‘Open Arms’ project. Open 
Arms believe that every child has the right 
to survival and development. They provide 
essential care for Malawi’s orphaned and 
abandoned children, giving them the 
chance to achieve their potential within the 
love and security of a home.

Just a few hours of sleep and we were up. 
0500 and time to run up Mount Mulanje, 
Malawi’s highest peak. After climbing 1,500 
metres in the first hour, we were grateful 
for the early start. We had to beat the heat. 
We were lucky enough to be joined by 
some local runners each day, they knew 
the trails well, and boy were these runners 
fast! A lot of the locals ran bare foot, and 
a lot of the women ran in dresses, as they 
don’t have anything else to wear. The team 
had travelled out with around 100 pairs 
of trainers so that each local who helped 
guide us was able to choose 2 pairs to 
keep. At the end of each day we did a 
presentation ceremony of sorts, gifting the 
2 pairs of trainers they had chosen to show 
our gratitude. It was an incredibly uplifting 
part of the day and the local runners were 
extremely grateful.  

The next day will probably remain one of 
the best days of my life. We bounced down 
the dirt track roads into a rural community, 
and were welcomed by around 600 smiling, 
dancing and singing children from the 
school. I instantly had 6 of them hanging off 
one arm, one on my shoulders and another 

beautiful little girl in the other. She was just 
5 years old but was already telling me of her 
dreams to become a nurse. They were so 
excited to see us, and the sight of blonde 
hair was drawing more kids closer. 

As we set off on the run from the school 
to the main Youth for Development and 

Productivity 
community 
centre (YODEP) 
all 600+ kids ran 
beside us and 
I couldn’t hold 
back tears of 
overwhelming 
happiness. As 
we arrived, we 

RUNNING ACROSS MALAWI WITH COLONEL DAME KELLY HOLMES

sat in the shade listening to the amazing 
work that YODEP are doing to support 
the youth of Malawi, with a big focus on 
nutritional Maize meals for children who 
are malnourished. Another main project 
was based around building increased 
awareness of aids prevention, one of Africa’s 
biggest causes for premature death. This 
was followed by an incredible performance 
of traditional music where we danced 
amongst the rising dust and dirt, the kids 
giggled and cackled at us trying to learn the 
words of the traditional songs.

The following morning we visited one 
of the Open Arms Project houses. Here 
we had the chance to talk to the kids 
about how the project has helped them; 

‘The next day will probably remain one of the best days of my 
life. We bounced down the dirt track roads into a rural community, 
and were welcomed by around 600, smiling, dancing, and singing 

children from the school.’ 

by Sarah Thomson
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offering them a house to 
live in, food to eat and an 
education that wouldn’t have 
been accessible to them 
otherwise.

Netball is a very popular 
sport in Malawi, so we 
headed to the local school 
and joined a Netball 
tournament. We visited a 
larger school and played 
hours of football, and of 
course more netball! Dame 
Kelly delivered a lump in 
the throat speech about 
grabbing every opportunity, 
working hard and never 
giving up. The sea of faces 
listened intently. You could 
hear a pin drop. I love everything about 
sport. It showed us exactly what we 
all believed, that the power of sport is 
unbeatable. The team spirit, the laughter 
and comradery. It didn’t matter that we 
couldn’t speak the same language. We were 
united by a love of moving and cheering 
each other on.

There were so many highlights whilst 
running. The incredible views of the 
Zomba Plateau Forest and the sheer heat 

and uplifting company of running along 
the shores of Lake Malawi. The many 
community projects and even more 
incredible people that I cannot fit into 
this article. The beauty of seeing herds 
of elephant drinking on the banks of The 
Shire River, crocodiles lurking and hippos 
wallowing in the waters. I got to run endless 
miles under the hot African sun, swim in 
the crystal waters on one of the continents 
great lakes, and I got to laugh with great 
company every hour of every day.

Strip all that away, and 
what I will remember the 
most is running beside 
someone that helped embed 
the values of fighting spirit 
into the 11-year-old me, 
when I soaked up that world-
famous, eye-ball popping 
moment on 28 Aug 2004. 
All the while witnessing a 
thousand smiles, hugs and 
hands held by the people of 
the rural communities that 
we had the honour of sharing 
our time with.

I will be hosting a series of 
events across RAF Stations 
in early 2020 to help raise 
money for the projects I have 

seen change the lives of so many people. 
I will also begin collecting trainers and 
running kit donations that will be shipped, 
for free from the UK to the local projects 
in Malawi where the kit will be distributed 
to where it is most needed. If you or your 
station would like to be a part of this, or 
believe you can help in any way, then 
please contact me on: Sarah.Thomson129@
mod.gov.uk

Edited by  Rachael Lee
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by Peter ‘Oz’ Ellis cont overleaf

Race number 2 for the World Champs

Standing on the start line 
of a Senior Elite World 
Championships, the most 
iconic race of your sport, 
representing your country, 
wearing race number 2 to 
match your current world 
ranking. This should be an 
incredibly proud moment, 
and it is, but the overriding 
emotion isn’t pride, it’s of 
nervous tension and the 
apprehension of what could 
unfold over the seven hours 
of racing ahead.  Trying 
to forget all the aspects 
out of your control; the 
bike mechanics, the risk 
of crashing, the world 
class competition you are 
standing shoulder-to-
shoulder with and limited 
knowledge as to who is on 
form.  You focus instead 
on the hours and hours 
of training in the bag, the 
sessions in the rain and 
wind, the early starts and 
late finishes, dragging 
yourself out for ‘just an easy 
10k’ when your legs haven’t 
nearly recovered from 
the 160km bike ride from 
yesterday.  That training is 
in the bank now and you 
are as ready as you can be.  
However, nearly missing the 
athlete introductions prior 
to starting doesn’t reduce 
that building adrenaline, 
and then being introduced 
as the world number 2 and 
winner of two series races 
followed by the sound of 
the starter’s gun takes it to 
a new high.  But this story 
doesn’t start here, it started 
years, in fact more like 
decades ago.
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PLAYING THE LONG GAME
I remember my final primary school 
sports day, I chose to enter the maximum 
number of events I could - five. A sprint, 
long distance event, team relay and the 
classic sack and egg-and-spoon races.  I 
put maximum effort into each one to try 
and claim that week’s playground bragging 
rights, and finished each race in the same 
position, last!  Bragging rights were not 
achieved, and the parent races didn’t do 
me any favours either.  I wasn’t from a 
sporty family and the odds were not in my 
favour, but that didn’t stop me getting back 
up and trying my hardest in each race.  I 
was awarded the ‘good sport’ award for 
determination at the end of year assembly 
for the whole school (only a small village 
country school but the whole school none-
the-less).  Now that was a proud moment 
but also rather embarrassing for a shy 
young boy.  As I went through the rest of 
my school years sport wasn’t really my thing.

So, what changed?  Well, when I applied 
to join the RAF, I was told I needed to get 
fit to be able to pass recruit training.  They 
provided a basic training program to follow, 
which I did and eventually began to enjoy 
seeing the progress I was making especially 
in my run times of a lap around the village 
before arriving at the pearly gates of RAF 
Halton.  The first ‘phys’ session was a cross-
country run with my new 9 flight family 
and the rest of our intake, our nemeses – 10 
flight!  Expecting everyone else to be fitter 
and faster, especially whilst sleep deprived 
after an exciting evening of ironing and 
sewing, I set off at a steady pace letting 
those ahead race away.  I slowly started 
picking my way through the field passing all 
but one of 10 flight, Chris.  On finishing, one 
of the instructors spoke to the first few of us 
and suggested we joined the cross-country 
teams at our next unit.  I didn’t really think 
much more of it, but thankfully Chris ended 
up on my trade training course at Cosford.  

He convinced me to join him and go 
along to the lunch time training sessions; 
Dave O’Loughlin and the group would run 
efforts around the back of Fulton Block.  
The thought of joining a group of SNCOs 
and officers was daunting, but along we 
went and were made to feel very welcome 
by everyone.  I made good progress and 
found out I could race for the station in 
local races.  As one of only a few under-20s 
racing, I found I could place highly in the 
junior category and won the Command 
Championships gaining selection for the 
RAF junior team to compete at the Inter 
Services (IS) in Aldershot.  Going through 
training at the time, I worked hard to make 
sure I was ahead of the academic game 
so I could be released to compete.  What 
an experience it was!  The competition 
was well out of my league but the lessons 
I learnt about sport and wider service 
life along with the team ethos outside of 
the training environment from the more 
experienced runners and coaches were 
truly valuable to a young AC.

I continued to train and race at station 
level as I moved on from Cosford, but it 
wasn’t until I arrived at Benson that I found 
a group that took me to the next level.  
Marcus, the athletics and cross country OIC, 
introduced me to civilian training groups, 
the RAF Athletics Association training 
camps and racing on the track, road and 
cross-country in the UK and overseas.  
Five years after my junior RAF debut, I 
made the senior RAF IS team. We won for 
the first time after a long period of Army 
dominance.  With support from the RAF 
Sports lottery (to train and compete) I have 
competed in over 20 IS championships 
across various disciplines and most of my 
best performances over the years have 
come from racing in these events.  The 
team spirit, support, banter and pride both 
within the team and with the other services 
is something that just cannot be recreated 
even at international level. 

After years of making progress, my new 
goal of representing my country was still 
a distant dream.  I had tried most running 
disciplines, from steeplechasing on the 
track to marathon running and even ultra-
running to achieve it, but I was still not 
good enough to make that step.  My closest 
event to realising this dream was a seventh-
place finish at the English 50km Champs, 
but with only four slots available on the 
English team it wasn’t close enough.  Not 
knowing what to try next and struggling 
to identify where my true strengths lay, I 
sought advice and was influenced by my 
fellow 9 flighter and RAF athletics teammate 
Stu after his impressive move to bobsleigh 
from sprinting.  He suggested I tried to 
put my cardiovascular strength into use 
in other ways, and Shelley (now my wife) 
suggested investigating duathlon after I 
won a local sprint triathlon despite my lack 
of swimming prowess. I decided to look 
into the sport that I had heard little of.  Run 
- Bike - run. Just like a triathlon but replacing 
the swim with another run; I could do that.  
I used to ride an old mountain bike as a 

Primary school 
good sport

AG World Championships 2013

Negotiating the coble
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means of transport as a teenager and could 
run so why not give it a go.  

Coming under the multisport banner 
like triathlon, duathlon is split into 
two competing classifications: elite 
(professional) for those at the very top, and 
age group (AG) (amateur).  I looked through 
the AG regulations and competitions, 
bought a second-hand time trial bike from 
eBay and set out to train specifically for 
the following Spring season which was six 
months away.  There is a lot to learn when 
taking up multisport; what to wear, how 
to transition and training plans for two 
different disciplines.  The first race I entered 
provided considerable insight as I watched 
others gain so much time especially over 
the transitions, however my speed over the 
two runs and a surprisingly good bike split 
was enough to finish inside the top four of 
my age group (30-34 as I turned 30 later the 
same year). This qualified me to represent 
the British AG team at the European 
Championships in the Netherlands a few 
months later.  With each race I improved 
my knowledge and approach to racing.  I 
also joined the RAF Triathlon Association 
who provided training weekends and a 
supportive network of multisport athletes.  
These experiences combined enabled me 
to make significant progress.  Travelling 
overseas to races brought a whole new 
set of challenges from transporting a bike, 
to understanding the stricter rules for 
international racing.  Receiving my GB kit 
prior to the European Championships gave 
me extra motivation to train even harder 
for the biggest race of my life, and I felt 
like I was ready to race well.  The race itself 
didn’t quite go to plan.  I was in a top three 
position and I crashed on the bike section. 
I hadn’t fully tightened some bolts when 
rebuilding my bike after flying (another 
key lesson to learn) and ended up in fifth 
in my age group.  Over the next few years I 
grew in the sport and success followed, as 
I went on to win all four AG titles available: 
the English, British, European and World 
Championships.

Where do you go from being an AG World 
Champion?  

Well the only place left 
is the step up to elite 
(professional) racing and 
that is a big step!  It is 
one that I needed to at 
least attempt.  Having 
self-coached with some 
guidance from single sport 
coaches and attending 
coaching courses myself 
up to this point, I decided 
to hire a pro in the hope of 
taking me to this new level.  
Looking into the selection 
policies, we agreed to target 
the longer middle-distance 
duathlon of 10km run, 60km 
bike and 10km run.  To qualify for the British 
team and in order to compete at European 
or World Championships I needed to prove 
to the selectors that I was competitive at 
this level.  Entering races in the Powerman 
Elite World Series was the way to do this.  
Finishing 5th and 9th in the Norwegian 
and Spanish races was enough to convince 
them to give me a chance. I was offered 
the opportunity to represent Great Britain 
at a senior elite European Championships 
in Copenhagen.  The RAF offer some 
excellent opportunities for high level 
athletes including Elite Athlete Status (EAS 
– full time athlete) and High Performing 
Athlete (HPA – additional leave to train and 
compete).  Having qualified to represent GB 
I met the criteria to apply for HPA status and 
had extra leave to train and compete at the 
elite level alongside my primary duty as an 
instructor at RAF Cosford.  I’ve been really 
lucky with the support from the Station, 
local management and colleagues, who 
have been amazing in doing all they can 
to help me.  The extra leave enabled me to 
focus on training especially over the longer 
distances and the time to travel to race 
destinations in every corner of the World.  
The past few years I have had varied success 
in World Series races from finishing outside 
the top 20 to podiums in Malaysia, Sweden, 
Panama and Michigan and finished the 
World Series in 23rd (2016), 7th (2017) and 
11th (2018).

2019, back to self-coaching, it has all 
started to come together.  I have raced 
Powerman World Series races across the 

globe in Arizona, Malaysia, 
Hawaii, Michigan, Denmark 
and twice in Switzerland.  Race 
wins in Hawaii and Michigan, 
along with three top five 
finishes and an 11th place in 
the European Championships 
put me in second place in the 
World Series going into the 
final race of the year.  This was 
the ITU (International Triathlon 
Union) World Championships 
over the long distance (10km 
run, 150km bike, 30km run) 
in the Swiss hills of Zofingen.  

This race is the toughest and most iconic 
duathlon in the World and certainly lives up 
to its reputation.  With forecasts of heavy 
showers, and temperatures around 10 
degrees, the weather was going to have 
a part to play, especially on some of the 
technical fast descents of the 150km bike 
leg.  Arm warmers and carrying gloves to 
put on before getting on the bike was my 
final decision after deliberating my options.  

After the nervous tension of the start line 
(described above), the gun went and we 
were straight into a brutal mile long steep 
ascent into the forest.  Keeping up with the 
pro leaders full of adrenaline and sprinting 
away from the line for any length of time 
on the first run would have destroyed my 
legs too early, so I played the long game 
and entered transition 1 (T1) in 18th.  Onto 
the bike, which has surprisingly become 
my stronger discipline despite my running 
background, and this was my chance to 
make some time back.  The rain mostly held 
off until the third and final lap. I was glad 
of the gloves, but my hands still struggled 
to control picking up water bottles on 
the fly.  Luckily there was more than one 
opportunity and I managed to top up my 
fluids and stick to my pre-race plan.  Playing 
the long game started to pay off as I was 
reeling others in, reaching T2 in 12th and 
only a few minutes behind 10th.  The final 
run of 30km was tough; I was unable to 
make or lose time to my closest competitor 
and one of the riders I had passed flew 
past me.  With no other position changes, 
I finished a pleasing 13th in under seven 
hours.  Thirty minutes and ten places higher 
than two years ago at the same event. 

Even more pleasing was that this was 
enough to finish the 2019 Powerman World 
Series in second place. Behind only Daan 
De Groot (NED), the European Champion 
and World bronze medallist, with Diego 
Van Looy (BEL) the newly crowned World 
Champion in third. To top off this great 
season of racing I was awarded the RAF 
sportsman of the year by Chief of the Air 
Staff, Air Chief Marshall Mike Wigston at the 
RAF sports awards held at Halton House.  
All-in-all an amazing and unbelievable way 
to end my best season yet!

Edited by Andy Knaggs

Where do you go from being 
an AG World Champion?  

RAF Sportsman of the year. RAF Halton Photography

Zofingen World Championship start
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Corsica’s infamous GR20 
trail takes mountaineers 
the length of the island 
in just over two weeks 
if they can conquer the 
terrain and cope with 
basic mountain survival.

There are several ways to react when a 
colleague is planning Adventurous Training 
and suggests you take on something 
described as ‘Europe’s hardest long-distance 
trail’ – a straightforward refusal, or a valiant 
pledge to give it a try. It takes a particular 
mix of ignorance and bravado to instead 

Europe’s toughest trail: 

Corsica’s GR20 
shrug a shoulder and casually ask: ‘How bad 
can it really be?’

In June, five RAF Regiment personnel 
from Force Protection Training Flight at 
RAF Northolt undertook an international 
Expedition ‘Corsican Rock’. The expedition 
was devised to complete the Grande 
Randonnee (GR20) mountaineering route in 
Corsica. The GR20 is an extremely challenging 
trail that traverses the rugged mountains of 
Corsica. The whole route is roughly 200km 
in distance, 27,000 metres of ascent and 
descent and usually takes around 17 days to 
complete. The GR20 is usually considered as 
two sections: the tougher northern sector 
and the easier southern sector. It is widely 
known as one of the best and one of the 
toughest trails in the World. It is arguably the 
toughest trail in Europe.

Pointe des Eboulis (2607m). 
Photo: Adam O’Neill

Bocca Piccaia (1950m). Photo: Adam O’Neill
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Corsica’s GR20 
Not only had we arrived in Corsica 

to take on Europe’s toughest trail, 
but we had arrived at the start of a 
heatwave. The day before we were 
due to start the trail, Corsica had 
recorded its hottest ever temperature 
at over 40˚c. Having set off at 
sunrise, we hauled ourselves up the 
equivalent of one and a half Ben 
Nevis’s. By the end of the first day 
the route became very technical and 
we started to realise just how tough 
our journey would be. We were now 
all a lot quieter compared to the 
over-excitement of the morning and 
cramp was starting to kick in amongst 
a few of us. In the valley below we 
could now see fellow mountaineers, 

strung out plodding upwards slowly like 
pack donkeys. We were hugely relieved 
when we finally reached the campsite at 
the first refuge. This was however, not a 
campsite but literally a tiny space perched 
on the side of a cliff. You were lucky if you 
could find a space big enough to pitch your 
tent!

Two days in and although our spirits were 
high, we were starting to realise what we 
had let ourselves in for. After 48 hours of 
toil, we had yet to encounter a section of 
flat path that stretched for more than 10 
meters. Only rarely had we encountered a 
path at all. Instead, the red and white daubs 
of paint that serve as trail markers had 
sent us scrambling up nightmare boulder 
fields, sliding down extremely steep slopes 
covered in small loose stones and inching 
across precipitous rock faces. Walk? There 
isn’t the opportunity. This is rock-climbing 
without ropes. There are astounding 
panoramas if you dare to look down, 
however we’re too busy not tumbling into 
them to appreciate it all.

By the end of the third day we had finally 
reached a very small ski village, this gave us 
an opportunity to appreciate some of the 
finer items that civilisation has to offer. A 
porcelain toilet and fresh water, to name a 
few. We knew that the next day was going 
to be the hardest and we weren’t let down. 
It was tough as we climbed up to the 
highest point on the GR20. It started with 
a short walk through a wooded area, easy 
on the legs and a nice warm up - this was 
the first time we had followed anything that 
even resembled a path. This was somewhat 
misleading given the challenge ahead. 

We started the gruelling ascent. By far the 

steepest, longest, most technical and most 
relentless climb so far and arguably the 
hardest of the GR20. The climb would take 
us to the highest point, a pass on Monte 
Cinto. On the route up when we weren’t 
scrambling, the ground was very loose 
under foot, making it even more difficult. 
Near the top we were trudging through 
snow that was somehow still surviving the 
high temperatures. If we thought that the 
day couldn’t get any worse, we were wrong; 
unbelievably the descent was just as bad, 
if not worse than the ascent. It was the 
hottest part of the day with temperatures 
of over 40˚c. The route down was through 
a bowl of rock that held in the heat like 

by Adam O’Neill

Dafydd Digby, Adam O’Neill, Jake Lovatt, Jeffrey Aston 
and Alex Hall overlooking Lac de Capitellu

Jake Lovatt, Adam O’Neill and Dafydd Digby using a 
chain to climb a rock face. Photo: Alex Hall
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a furnace. This really was like being on 
another planet. 

By the time we had got to day 6 the 
ascents and descents were getting shorter, 
but the distances were getting longer. We 
were now starting to see more greenery 
and cattle along the route. The previous 
day donkeys nearly destroyed our kit whilst 
trying to eat our food, and now we had 
to try and fend off a herd of bulls that just 
happened to live at our refuge. This was 
probably the most difficult night to get 
some sleep purely through fear of been 
trampled on at any moment. 

As the days went on we would 
encounter the odd path which made the 
walking a little easier, however just when 
you think the GR20 is getting easier it has 
a funny way of slapping you straight back 
in the face with another 1000m scramble 
back up and over a pass, some still covered 
by snow. 

We finally reached a village called 
Vizzavona on day 9. It marked the end of 
the Northern section and the start of the 
Southern section, depending on which way 
you choose to travel the GR20. At this point 
we had a decision to make! We had roughly 
8 days left of walking but only 5 days until 
our flight home - this meant we would 
have to double up each day, allowing no 

time for any delays! We had checked the 
weather and found out another heatwave 
was inbound, reaching up to 45˚C. If 
we were to carry on there would be no 
egress points from the mountain until the 
very end. Taking all the safety factors into 
account, with no reliable sources of water, 
we had to make the unfortunate decision 
to stop.

Overall, we completed the Northern 

section of the GR20 in just under 9 days, 
totally self-sufficient throughout, carrying 
rucksacks weighing on average of 25kg 
each. The total distance covered was 
130.68km, we ascended 8385 meters and 
descended 7813 meters. The GR20 was 
extremely challenging, but it was well worth 
the effort and really served its purpose in 
fulfilling all aspects of adventurous training.

Edited by Leigh Posthumus

Alex Hall enjoying a 5 min break, overlooking Lac du Ninu. 
Photo: Alex Hall

Refuge de Petra Piana (1842m). Photo: Adam O’Neill

Dafydd Digby’s bedspace for the evening. 
Photo: Dafydd Digby

Alex Hall, Jeffrey Aston and Jake Lovatt. 
Photo: Dafydd Digby

Pointe des Eboulis (2607m). Photo: Jake Lovatt
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‘At RAFBA, we 
are a welcoming 
community that 
offer the opportunity 
to participate in the sport 
whether new, improver or 
seasoned player.’ 

18181818
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There are a number of disciplines: singles, 
where you play an opponent on your own; 
level doubles, where you play with another 
player of the same gender against another 
pairing of the same gender; and mixed 
doubles, where you partner a player of the 
opposite gender against another male/
female pairing. Each discipline has the 
same end goal – win 21 points before your 
opponents, but the different team set-ups 
lead to diverse playing styles and dynamics 
on court. For example, singles requires 
incredible endurance, consistency and 
patience, whereas level doubles requires 
teamwork, communication, power, and 
anticipation.

At RAFBA, we are a welcoming 
community that offer the opportunity 
to participate in the sport whether new, 
improver or seasoned player. Three internal 
RAF badminton events are arranged 
annually:
- Challenge Event - sets a tournament 
format that levels the playing field and 
gives less experienced players a fair playing 
experience against established players, 
which is excellent for improvement.
- Inter-Station Team Event - allows you to 
compete for your Station.
- RAF Open Championship is an open 
tournament to find the best players in the 
RAF that year.

THE SHUTTLECOCK

MYSTERY
Badminton has been a victim of misconception. To the unindoctrinated, badminton consists of hitting an 
odd shaped projectile with an even odder name over a net in the back garden on a sunny day, before losing the 
projectile to a gust of wind over Mrs Scoggins’ fence. However, played at club level and higher, badminton is one 
of the fastest sports with shuttlecock speeds reaching 300mph over a small court area. Competitive badminton 
is played indoors on a court, which is about half the size of a tennis court. 

RAFBA arrange competitions, overseas 
visits, matches, training and can provide 
a wealth of knowledge about local clubs 
within our community of players. These are 
played around the UK annually against a 
diverse range of clubs and counties and the 
overseas visits have previously travelled to 
Germany, South Africa, India, Thailand and 
New Zealand. Accomplished players may 
also get the opportunity to play the Royal 
Navy and British Army at the annual Armed 
Forces Championships and ultimately 

by Rich Green

represent the Combined Services Team in 
matches, in a team that represents the best 
badminton players of the UK MOD.

For the beginner, very little equipment 
is required: basic sportswear and trainers 
– we can provide rackets if required.  So, if 
you’re interested in participating for the first 
time, or improving, please get in touch at 
air-rafbadminton@mod.gov.uk, or through 
https://www.rafsportsfederation.uk/sports/
raf-badminton-association/. See you on 
court!

 Edited by Chris McNarry 
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A Picture Paints 
A Thousand Words

Each year, RAF Photographers 
submit their best images to the 
‘Sporting Category’ of the RAF 
Photographic Competition. We 
at RAF Active, recognise how 
important a photograph can be, 
and know that they can bring as 
much, if not more, to an article 
as the text itself. We are proud to 
bring you a few of our favourites 
entries, and the winners, from 
this year’s competition. 

Spike, by Alexa Thompson

Just Ride, by Ian Forshaw
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Third Place – On The Ball, by Megan Woodhouse

First Place – Right in the Kisser, by Rob Travis

Blue Wake, by Rachel Malthouse

Just Ride, by Ian Forshaw

Highly Commended – Perfectly Timed, 
by Kitty Barratt
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Flying into the weekend, by Matty Smith

Shredding the gnar, by Amy Lupton 

A Picture Paints 
A Thousand Words

In a Spin, by Blake Carruthers
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Flying into the weekend, by Matty Smith

Second Place – Fencer, by Ciaran McFalls

Spray, by Rachel MalthouseIn a Spin, by Blake Carruthers

Snowblind, by Nicholas Egan
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RAF SPORT
HITS THE SCREEN

by Adam Harridence - RAF Sports Federation

Sport in the Royal Air Force is incredible. Thousands of personnel go above and beyond, pushing themselves 
to train and compete in over 80 different sports - come rain or shine! There are also hundreds of volunteers and 
staff that help sport in the Service happen, whether it’s the RAF Directorate of Sport (DRS)and the RAF Central 
Fund, trustees of sports associations or my colleagues at the RAF Sports Federation.

Whether it’s a dentist, pilot or engineer, a 
healthy body and mind prepares you for the 
challenges you face as service personnel. 
Helping you to be the best you can be. To 
increase awareness of that competitive 
spirit and team ethic among stakeholders 
and potential sponsors, we (the RAF Sports 
Federation) have made a short film trailer to 
be screened across the country.

Capturing the qualities 
of sport in the RAF

In this film we didn’t want to focus on 
lifting trophies or scoring goals. We wanted 
to highlight how players and volunteers 
learn through sport, preparing them for 
work in the RAF. A fundamental reason 
for sport in the Service.  For just a minute-
long film, we spent three days filming. For 
the sportsmen and women taking part, 
it meant very long days and absolute 

each day of filming there were many 
examples of passion and dedication, both 
from participants and our production 
company Clearhead. 

dedication to the vision and a willingness to 
take part. The extremely patient volunteers 
(or perhaps victims) from RAF Hang Gliding 
and Paragliding, RAF Triathlon, RAF Archery 
and RAF Rowing were amazing. During 

We wanted to 
highlight how players 
and volunteers learn 

through sport, preparing 
them for work in the RAF. 

A fundamental reason 
for sport in the Service. 

‘

’
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In rain and shine 
(…and wind…and cold)

Filming started on a truly beautiful day 
in the Welsh hills with the Hang Gliding 
and Paragliding Association. We captured 
personnel setting up, taking flight and 
witnessing such stunning views, and as you 
will see from the images, they will transform 
the film.  It was important to capture the 
safety culture of these participants, an 
essential element that mitigates the risk 
of injury and increases the enjoyment and 
personal development. The footage tells its 
own story.

From Wales we travelled to Brize Norton 
to film in the Hercules trainer, on the 
runway and in the swimming pool with 
the Archery and Triathlon associations. It is 

safe to say that the pool was a little warmer 
than the runway. Tom Barber broke from his 
usual routine to help us film his amazing 
talents. He was, the next day, flying to the 
Far East for the British Team training camp, 
so we were grateful for his participation. It’s 
great to see that, at the time of writing, he is 
in the GB team for 2019/2020. Needless to 
say, he could hit the bullseye on cue.

We spent the next few hours in the pool 
repeating dive after dive, the Triathlon 
team of Sam, Dickie and Daymian went 
above and beyond in a very long day as 
filming moved to the runway.  Spending 
seven hours on a runway in the Spring is 
pushing it when it is your job and you’re 
dressed for it. For Sam and Daymian, that 
meant seven hours on a bike, in Lycra riding 
up and down the runway being filmed, 

but their determination and commitment 
to freeze and repeat shot after shot paid 
dividends with some stunning footage. For 
the unknown pilots in the Hercules - thanks 
for the awesome shots and for not running 
over the crew when taxiing.

With an early wake up for the camera 
crew, the rowers at Danesfield, near Henley 
on Thames, allowed us to film them in the 
misty morning.  Rachel, Annabel, Alex and 
Hannah pushed (and pulled) hard to give 
us the shots we needed. Importantly, it 
also allowed us to represent another key 
element within RAF Sport: the coaching. 
During the session some of the RAF Rowing 
Association coached rowing to local 
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residents. It’s a widely under-
represented aspect of RAF 
Sport but incredibly important 
to the impact we all make on 
our wider communities. Special 
thanks also go to 22 Group and 
RAF Central Fund for helping us to 
film at Danesfield.

Why have we made the film?
The RAF Sports Federation is working with its colleagues 

in DRS and RAF Central Fund to develop a new sponsorship 
programme. Its focus is to bring more resources into RAF Sport, 
increasing opportunities for participation and increasing levels 
of provision. This film is very much the start of that process 
which will develop, in unison with sports associations, in the 
coming months.

Sport and physical activity helps personnel to prepare for life 
in the many difficult circumstances they may face, as well as 
their general health and mental wellbeing. So, it was extremely 
important we captured that in a way we could share with those 

who can increase support for the 
sports associations.  It is an exciting 
time in RAF Sport and we hope, 
when you see it, this film captures 
what’s special about sport and as 
importantly, those that make it 
happen.

The film will be soon be available 
(if not already) on the RAF Sports 
Federation website, Twitter and 
Facebook. 

Edited by Rachael Lee
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SAFETY,TRAINING  RESCUE
ELITE&

TRAINING•RESCUE•CONSULTING
CONFINED SPACE • TUNNELLING 

WORK AT HEIGHT • ON-SITE RESCUE 
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Email: info@EliteSTR.co.uk
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Delivering Quality Services to Safety Critical Environments

Proud to offer discounts to our Armed Forces



28282828

G’day mate!  The 5th 
December 2018, a day 
everybody involved with RAF 
Netball had been counting 
down to all year, had 
finally arrived.  After many 
fundraising tournaments, 
personal contributions and 
sponsorship deals, we were 
flying to Sydney, Australia for 
our international tour!

The squad met at RAF Halton to travel 
to Heathrow together.  The girls and 
Gwynn (our lovely physio) gathered 
in the entrance hall of Heathrow 
to exchange kit, goodies and hello 
hugs.  Nerves were jangling before 
a ball had even been thrown thanks 
to a check-in drama, however all was 
sorted swiftly by Alice and Jo and we 
were ready to fly.  We were so excited 

Keep calm and play netball - 

by Symone Bromley
DOWN UNDER

Team huddle 
before a 
game.

Alex, Assistant Coach for the tour, gives a half time talk.
Photo: Jessica Sibley
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Keep calm and play netball - 

by Symone Bromley

to meet our fellow military netballers, and 
our coaching team, on the other side of the 
planet. 

We arrived in Sydney on the 7th Dec 
having lost 24 hours in flight and 12 hours 
to Australian time.  We were greeted by a 
very tall, very tanned blonde player called 
Tilly from the New South Wales team.  You 
could make the presumption that she 
fitted the typical stereotype of an Australian 
netballer and she certainly had us all feeling 
slightly vertically challenged; she did 
however, made us feel extremely welcome!

Our first 24 hours was spent at 
Holsworthy Barracks, South-West Sydney, 
which was essentially a holding place 
for us until our more permanent home 
of Randwick Barracks became available. 
Holsworthy was a rural base.  Rainbow 
lorikeets screeching outside our windows 
were used as a natural alarm clock for us.  
We also got a glimpse of some kangaroos 
roaming the base, which pleased many of 
the girls who had never seen the animal 
in the wild before.  Chloe was tasked with 
daily weather updates, Millie with Aussie 
slang facts, Kayleigh with Australian historic 
facts and Harriet with a daily joke, each 
whom reported back at our daily meetings.

We relocated to Randwick Barracks and 
made ourselves at home in our 8-man 
rooms.  Luckily for him, Gwynn managed 
to escape us and had a room to himself, 
which I’m sure he was extremely grateful 
for throughout.  Coaches Julie and Vikki 
managed to escape us on another level, 
staying near Coogee beach in a hotel, 
roughly 5-10 mins from Randwick.  Our first 
day at Randwick was supposed to consist 
of a beach trip, however Julie and Vikki had 
other ideas and had organised a training 
day at the local outside netball courts (we 
were soon to be grateful for their advice 
and coaching in preparation for the Aussie 
opponents).  We swiftly remembered where 
we were upon training outside in the 
30-degree heat.  Factor 50 became a must 
and the water bottles were refilled many 

DOWN UNDER

times.  Even Gwynn 
stepped in for a spot 
of defending when we 
were a player short.

No one expected the 
trip to be leisurely or 
easy, we had entered/ 
been invited to a 
tournament organised 
by the Australian 
Defence Force (ADF).  
Due to the size of 
the country and the 
distances teams must 
travel (4 to 5-hour 
flights for some) the 
ADF organise their 
Inter-Services slightly 
differently.  Territories 
play against each other 
in a large tournament, 
during which their Army/
Navy/Air Force team are 
selected, playing against 
each other at the end.  
We were due to play 
all the territory teams, 
and then also compete 
in their Inter-Service 
tournament.  This was 
always going to be 
a difficult challenge 
for us.  The standard 
of netball in Australia is second to none, 
and the territory teams alone were full of 
highly skilled players who trained together 
regularly.  The ADF also contain mixed and 
men’s netball teams which all the territories 
provided, something the RAF might look at 
venturing towards in the future.

The tournament was held at the Genea 

Netball Centre, Sydney Olympic Park – the 
venue for the Invictus Games 2018.  Upon 
arriving at the venue, none of us could 
believe the quality of the facilities, it was 
amazing!  A centre dedicated exclusively to 
netball. 

The first few days of the tournament 
saw us playing Western Australia, North 
Queensland and Northern Territory.  All of 
these were challenging games for us but 
we played well and were extremely proud 
of the performances we gave, especially 
after coming agonisingly close to victory 
against Western Australia.  The next few 
days saw us play New South Wales, South 
East Queensland and Victoria.  The first 
two games were against very experienced 
teams with some incredible players and 
despite our best efforts, we lost both 
games.  Victoria however provided a much 
more equal game for us.  With superb 
performances from all players, notably 
Hannah, Emily and Hana, we bagged a 
win.  Victoria were great sportswomen and 
congratulated us on the win, many of the 
other territory teams also commented on 
how much sportsmanship we had shown 
during our games, which is always nice to 
hear. 

‘The ADF also contain mixed and men’s netball 
teams which all the territories provided, something the 

RAF might look at venturing towards in the future.’

Harriet dives into a defence leap against Victoria
Photo: Jessica Sibley
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Throughout the games 
we unfortunately lost Alice 
from the tournament. She 
played through exhaustion 
but had a head on collision 
with the floor, resulting in 
a hospital trip and some 
concerned teammates.  We 
also lost Hannah, who ended 
up on crutches due to an 
ankle injury, which she didn’t 
mention once … promise.

During the Inter-Service 
tournament, we played 
against very experienced 
Army and Navy sides but 
did come close again with 
the Australian Air Force.  At 
this point in the tournament 
we were exhausted.  Jet lag, 
the intense heat and playing 
hours (10+ by this point) 
were beginning to take their 
toll.  Taking all of this into 

consideration, we were proud of our 
performances throughout.  

During our limited down time 
before leaving, we managed to fit in 
a beach trip to Bondi which included 
me spending hours body boarding 
in the sea whilst the other girls 
sunbathed, followed by walking the 
Bondi-Coogee coastline, a trip to the 
Three Sisters in the Blue Mountains, 
a city shopping trip and an animal 
sanctuary visit. 

This rounded off our trip, which 
unfortunately seemed to end all 
too soon.  We were all gutted to 
be leaving, having had an amazing 
time playing against some incredible 
people, bonding together as a squad 
and creating some memories to last 
us a lifetime.  Final thanks extend to 
Julie and Vikki for travelling out with 
us, Gwynn for his fantastic physio 
support as always and Alex, who 
despite not being able to play, still 
came along as an assistant coach 
for the entire trip.  Thank you also 
to Thales, the RAF Charitable Trust 
and Aviation Info Tech for their 
sponsorship on tour. 

Edited by Andrew Belfield

Some of the team take in the magnificent view along the Bondi-Coogee coastal walk. Photo: Jessica Sibley

Some of the girls on some down time, taking 
in the sights. Photo: Flt Lt Jessica Sibley

Our first full day, training on the outside courts.
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August witnessed the much-
anticipated UK Armed Forces 
Fencing Championships. An 

annual event that celebrates and 
allows the best fencers in the UK 
Military to showcase their efforts. As 
always, the Royal Air Force Fencing 
Union (RAFFU) supplied individuals 
for all three weapon disciplines- foil, 
epee, and sabre, the differences 
being varying target areas, weapon 
styles, bout timings and match-play 
restrictions. 

HMS Temereire played host to the first three 
days of the competition that witnessed 
over sixty competitors battle it out; with 
the RAFFU team looking stronger than ever 
providing contestants from over seven 
stations. The UKAF Fencing Inter-Service 
Championships is a calendar highlight 
for the association. It’s an amalgamation 
of a year’s hard work for competitors 
whose constant training has meant they 
have been hand selected, impressing 
the team captains with their attitude and 
performances at the Junior and Senior 
Championships and RAF Open competition, 
that take place at RAF Cosford through the 
year.

The RAFFU clearly intended to fill 
their trophy cabinets. The team made an 
excellent start in the sabre, bringing home 
eight medals. In the men’s tournament, 
RAFFU wiped the board with our very 
own Training Manager Tim Green securing 
himself the gold in the Plate. In addition, 
Niall Dowse prospered over Will Germany to 
take home the gold and silver and Warwick 
Mitchell-Gough the bronze. Whilst in the 
women’s, Elsa Philipson bagged a hard-
contested silver. Meanwhile RAF Cosford’s 

by Matt Ives

FENCERS WIN BIG AT
CENTENARY CHAMPS

seemingly unstoppable three-man team 
took their precious gold, that consisted 
of Will Germany and Dan Mackay and 
captained by the notorious Dave Neve. 

We continued to steamroll with RAFFU 
taking home eleven out of a possible 
sixteen medals on day two. This was the 
day of the ever-difficult foil contest with 

the Army always putting out a strong 
team. Will Germany put up an incredible 
effort to take the silver, whilst up and 
coming Ed Campion went from strength 
to strength, with a seventh place. His talent 
was recognised, and he had the chance to 
earn his colours on the Saturday and his 
UKAF colours on the Sunday. He will go on 

to represent the 
UKAF in Canada in 
November. 

In the women’s, 
Captain Alex Mailey 
was equally pleased 
to find out that her 
team had bagged a 
silver and a bronze. 
Furthermore, this 
was the only day 
that witnessed an 
Inter-Services’ six-
man competition. 
With RAF Cosford of 

Hilton and Ives watch on as their team mate Campion battles against the Navy

Matt Ives during a particularly fierce foil match. The Mens foil team celebrating the RAF win with the 
champagne trophy. All by RAFFU fencers, no credit required
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course adding to their collection by taking 
home the gold. 

Next was the final individual tournament 
and discipline- epee. By midday, after the 
poules (which is a group of five to seven 
competitors from all three services and 
abilities to determine a seeding position 
for the direct eliminations) RAFFU went 
into these with four out of the top six 
swordsmen still in the running. The 
overpowering Chris Greensides retained his 
Epee championship with his team mates 
following closely behind to secure an RAF 
first, second and third. A repeat of last year!

The weekend’s festivities began with a 
move to the prestigious grounds of the 
Honourable Artillery Company in London. 
Following our successful week so far and 
with the motivation and pressure that 
came from fighting at this incredible 
venue, RAFFU were given a realistic chance 
to challenge the Inter-Service Cup. This 
second half of the contest is a triangular 
event, whereby each service provides a 
team of the 3 best fencers for each weapon, 
whom then fence the other two services 
in a rolling forty-five-point competition. 
The women’s RAF team won three out of 
six of their fights finishing them third. So, 
with some making up to do and the RAFFU 
President, AVM Tamara Jennings and former 
Union member AVM Bob Peters looking on 
with bated breath the teams put in their 
all on the pistes. With plenty of crowd’s 
encouragement, the men’s team won five 
of their six fights, making them the 2019 
Inter-service and Centenary champions. 

So, after five long days of sporting 
professionalism and excellence, a well-

earned dinner was awarded. As the 
pictures show, this took place in the Old 
Officer’s Dining Room. A fantastic dinner 
that included a concoction of traditions 
from all three services. Graced with the 
presence of British Fencing Veterans, 
Olympians and Dignitary’s, friends, families, 
guests, honoured dignitaries and team 

mates. Not forgetting a 
stirring speech, by UKAF 
Fencing Chairman Dicky 
Barton. UKAF Fencing 
President Cdre Matt 
Clarke and prize giving, 
awarded by British 
Fencing Director, Clare 
Halstead. 

After some totting 
up across the board 
from all three weapons, 

indicators and medals and trophy points, 
news reached us that the RAF were the 
overall Champions. Therefore, much 
celebrating took place for the remainder 
of the evening in celebration of a fantastic 
championships, in appreciation of one 
hundred years of the sport between the 
services and most importantly a big win for 
the Royal Air Force. 

A big thank you must go out to the UKAF 
Fencing Committee for the organisation of 
the event and all those who played a part in 
pulling it off, and a special thank you to the 
Honourable Artillery Company for hosting 
us for our Triangular Team Event. 

For further information about RAF 
Fencing or if you would like to get involved 
then contact either your local PEd Flt or 
fencing.enquiries@rafsportsfederation.uk or 
follow us on social media.

Edited by Andrew Jackson

The entire RAF Fencing team on the steps of the Honourable Artillery Company

Two competitors fight out a sabre match. 

Wide shot of the fencing hall during the individual matches

Foil Captain Luke beats back an attack. Ed Campion faces down the Army’s best foilist, Hussain Sadiq. 
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WHAT’S ON?
by Chris McNarry RAFActiveMag+whatson@gmail.com

RAFMA has modernised! Meet sign up is now on 
Eventbrite https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/o/rafma-
meets-21753830284 - check it out for latest meet 
dates! The forum will be phased out soon.

At this time of year, RAF Mountaineers will be seeking 
snow and ice or desperately gripping gritstone for winter 
rock climbing. There will also be copious indoor climbing 
and bouldering, training for which has been underway 
thanks to the support of the Royal British Legion. RAF 
Climbers have been privileged to train with the legendary 
climber Steve McClure, helping them with technique 
and route reading. Not only will this help their individual 
skill, but they can teach others back at their units and in 
RAFMA. In this way teamwork and strength is built for RAF 
personnel. 

The British Services Mountaineering Expedition for 
2020 is being led by RAFMA stalwart Wg Cdr Percival and 
you can follow their progress on social media. In July they 
trained in the Alps to get new winter skills that will be 
required in Pakistan. The main team is aiming to reach over 
8000m on Broad Peak with other teams taking on other 
challenges.

RAFMA meets generally happen at weekends, although 
there are some week-long events and expeditions. These 
events are open to all RAFMA members. There are a variety 
of activities that you can take part in – walking, climbing, 
scrambling and cheese-tasting. With a great variety of 
ranks, trades and units involved it’s a brilliant chance to 
meet new likeminded people.

As the days get shorter and colder, I find my 
motivation for outdoor exercise starting 
to wane.  After a day at work, do you 

really want to put your kit on and go for a run 
or cycle in the dark?  A better idea is to find an 
activity that lends itself to the Winter months 
by being indoors or on snow.  One such activity 
is showcased in this edition of “What’s On…”, 
namely Alpine Skiing.  Just have a look at the 
various training camp and competition venues 
that are planned for the coming months, all of 
which represent opportunities for adventure, 
excitement and to see parts of the world you 
normally wouldn’t.

The RAF has over 50 sporting and Adventurous 
Training associations which are currently active 
and looking for new members.  Whichever 
activity you would like to have a go at, you 
will find all the information you need on 
the RAF Sports Federation Website at: www.
rafsportsfederation.uk or alternatively, you can 
search on the internet and social media.  So, 
what are you waiting for……get out there and try 
something different.

RAF MountaineeringWinter has come!
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RAF Alpine Skiing
What? For those who love recreational skiing, racing is an exciting and competitive 
alternative. Racing comprises 4 disciplines, the Slalom with short rapid turns, Giant 
Slalom with more open turns, Super G with long skis and long turns and finally the 
Down Hill where you travel as fast as possible down an exhilarating course at speeds 
of up to 70mph.
 
When? The RAF Ski Development Squad holds several training sessions and annual 
camps around the world, including:
• Monthly Indoor Training Sessions.  An excellent introduction to ski racing for all new 
development squad members. The relaxed, friendly sessions are held at Milton Keynes 
SnowZone every month with a dedicated coach. 

• Inter Services Championships (1 – 8 Feb 20). Competition against the British Army, 
Royal Navy & visiting Defence Forces.
• Camp in Tignes – 10 days in Apr 2020 (finalised dates tbc). An excellent introduction 
for those trying ski racing for the very first time.
• Speed Training in Chile – 2-3 weeks in Chile in Aug/Sep 2020 (finalised dates tbc). 
A camp focussed purely on the Super G and DownHill disciplines. Due to the challenging 
nature of these events, the speed camps are only for more experienced ski racers.
 • Indoor Championships & Trg Weekend – 3 days at end of Sep 2020 (finalised dates 
tbc). Slalom racing at the Indoor Championships on the Friday followed by a weekend of 
sports specific circuits/physical conditioning, performance coaching and ski preparation 
lessons. A great way to meet the team and a gentle introduction to ski racing.

Who? The RAF Ski Race Development Squad is designed to introduce you to ski racing 
and develop racing skills. 
No racing experience is 
necessary to join and all 
we ask is that you can ski in 
parallel on a red run.

Want to find out more?  
Contact a Team Captain for 
details:
Claire.Nixon510@mod.gov.
uk or 
Barnaby.Rudge186@mod.
gov.uk joining

If you have any questions 
about RAFMA please email the 
Publicity Team, Sophie and Matt, 
RAFMA.Publicity@gmail.com 
and follow us on social media @
RAFMountaineer to see what we 
are up to! Climb strong, be safe.

Feb 20             RAFMA meet TBC

12 Feb 20       Armed Forces 
         Bouldering League

Mar 20             RAFMA meet TBC
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RAF Target Shooting

The premier Target Rifle event is the Imperial Meeting at Bisley in 
July, while major smallbore events happen at Bisley, Scotland and 
the Isle of Man. Club members also regularly tour overseas with 
destinations including South Africa, California and the Caribbean. 
A TR Introductory Course will run 20-24 Apr 2020 and a SB course 
in Sep. Visit www.raftrc.org and contact matthew.fray176@mod.
gov.uk.

2020 fixtures:
TR Club Weekends: 4/5 Apr, 25/26 Apr, 16/17 May, 6/7 Jun, 20/21 
Jun, 5/6 Sep, 26/27 Sep.
TR Newcomers & Intermediate Courses: 20-24 Apr.
TR NRA Imperial: 17-25 Jul.
SB RAF Matches: 6/7 Mar, 2/3 May, 5/6 Sep.
SB Newcomer & Intermediate Courses: 1-4 Sep.
SB Isle of Man: 9-13 Apr.
SB NSRA Meeting: 15-22 Aug.

The Target Rifle (TR) Club and Smallbore (SB) Section are the clubs 
running target shooting within the RAF.  The clubs run a series of 
matches at the home of shooting at Bisley and enter major civilian 
meetings using civilian rules – no military kit or rundowns required! 
Shooting takes place between 10m and 1,000 yards with single shot iron 
sighted air rifles, .22 smallbore rifles and 7.62mm Target Rifles.

www.candmpublishing.co.uk
Email: info@candmpublishing.co.uk
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P U B L I S H I N G  L T D

BLACK BELT TELLS ALL!

by Becky Winstanley

BRAZILIAN JIU JITSU

Elite athlete Jon Maflin,  black belt in 
Brazilian Jiu Jitsu, switches his time 
between competing across the world 
to referring at RAF and Tri-Service 
events. He has watched the RAF team 
go from strength to strength. He shares 
a little about the sport and how you can 
get involved.
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Claire Kelly
Skiing? In summer? That’s not a thing! Or 
so I thought, until I found myself alongside 
13 other members of the RAF in Tignes, 
high up in the French Alps, to participate 
in the RAF Alpine Summer Camp 2019. This 
camp saw us develop from leisurely holiday 
skiers to potential Slalom and Giant Slalom 
racers, under the direction of our fantastic 
coaches – BASI Level 4 Instructor Eilidh 
McLeod and RAF Ski Team member Caitlin 
Wroe. The camp is run every year and is an 
introduction to ski racing, perfect for those 
looking to develop skills learnt through 
other mediums. It is one of many events 
held by the ski team throughout the year 
designed to improve racing technique.

After the issue of kit and our extremely 
tight fitting suits, the team began the 
week with an introduction to the aims of 
the camp and lessons on ski preparation. 
We started by revisiting the basics – snow 
plough turns, plough parallels, body 
positions and one-legged skiing – all 
surprisingly tiring in the high altitude 
and heat. We practised these drills every 
morning as a warmup to hone our 
technique before moving on to the more 

ALPINE SKIING SUMMER CAMP
 - AN ATHLETE’S PERSPECTIVE
by Claire Kelly and Matt Hobday

Claire Kelly and Matt Hobday joined the RAF Ski Race Development Squad for 
the first time on the 2019 Summer Training Camp in Tignes. They have shared 
their experiences below.
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advanced lessons. The next days were spent 
Slalom training, progressing from simple, 
rhythmic courses made up of small brushes 
in the snow, to slightly more dynamic 
courses marked by gates. With excellent 
instruction, the team improved immensely 
as the days went on. 

The days started early and we were on 
the first lift at 0620 every morning. The 
summer heat meant the snow deteriorated 
to slush quickly, so getting the first few 
runs in was crucial. By 1300 we were back 
in resort for lessons and group activities; 
including yoga. In true British fashion, we 
ended a brilliant training camp with a BBQ 
in the rain. The development of our skiing 
skill was evident on the last day thanks 
to the constant and individually tailored 
coaching tips from our instructors. We 
all started the camp with varying skiing 
abilities, but by the end everyone had 
improved with a few emerging as potential 
members of the RAF Ski Team. 

Matt Hobday
Having been fortunate enough to 
undertake Joint Service Adventurous 
Training (JSAT) Ski Touring and 
Mountaineering, Alpine Racing offered a 
unique experience to that available within 
the JSAT Scheme.  The introductory ski 
techniques, navigation and mountain 
safety skills that characterise formal military 

skiing were quickly replaced with a healthy 
sense of competition, the drive to generate 
downhill speed and the quick assimilation 
of race-specific coaching.  Unlike JSAT skiing 
where the objective lies less on hard skills 
and primarily on interdependence, racing 
instead demanded a short but maximal 
focus period whereby a momentary lack of 
skill or judgement would result in missing a 
gate and overall task failure.

The perception of me attending 
the Summer Camp before leaving was 
definitely one of being out on a ‘jolly’.  
However, I can confidently testify Alpine 
Racing’s significant value; bridging the gaps 
in JSAT Skiing as a medium for challenging 
an individual’s ability to quickly hone new 
skills and to perform under notable task, 

social and environmental pressures 
– skills that many will agree are 
essential for contemporary service 
life.

The team loves to welcomes 
new members, so if you want to 
find out more about our fantastic 
opportunities please contact one of 
our team captains. 
Claire Nixon: clairevicnixon@
hotmail.co.uk or claire.nixon510@
mod.gov.uk 
Barnaby Rudge: Barnaby.
Rudge186@mod.gov.uk

      Edited by  Chris McNarry 
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How martial arts can support mental health

‘The glue that holds 

it all together’
by Becky Winstanley

It’s no secret that service life can pose unique stresses. High-demand jobs and being away from 
loved ones are just some examples of challenges that can cause personal strains. And although 
there are RAF-wide initiatives which promote mental wellbeing, many who feel the weight of 
these issues remain reluctant to seek help – be it out of stigma, fear, or feeling the pressure to 
‘tough it out’. 

There is this self-imposed idea that if you moan or whinge 

about being depressed then you are considered a 
burden, weak, and maybe even a danger to yourself or 

others. 

Remaining calm during exposure to stress and 
discomfort. Photo: Gordy Elias
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Because of this, it’s arguably more 
important than ever for service personnel to 
showcase support networks and empower 
coping strategies wherever they are 
available – including coping strategies that 
may be found in unexpected places. 

With this in mind, I set out to take a closer 
look at how martial arts – and one type in 
particular - can bring relief to those who 
need it. 

Brazilian Jiu Jitsu (BJJ for short) is a 
submission-focused martial art with origins 
in Judo, where fighters grapple to achieve a 
hold – in the form of a choke, or a joint lock 
- which forces your opponent to give up, or 
risk injury. I have been training in the sport 
for over two years now, and after speaking 
with my teammates in depth about this 
topic, I wanted to bring to light what I 
think is one of the greatest hidden gems 
of the sport – the widespread benefits that 
Brazilian Jiu Jitsu can bring to your mental 
health and wellbeing. 

Shoring, another RAF Regt JNCO, saw how 
desperate I was after a marriage collapse, 
spiralling debts beyond my control, 
personal betrayals and the demons that I 
was facing. He took me to a small gym in 
Aylesbury called the Roger Gracie Academy, 
ran by black belt and Army veteran 
Kevin Capel. That day I was almost fed to 
blue belts, picked apart by purple belts, 
manhandled by a brown belt and then 
enlightened by a black belt - and I never felt 
so alive as I did at that point. I wanted more, 
and I went and got it! 

‘Six years on and now part of the RAF BJJ 
squad, through training with some of the 
world’s best I have found a different family 
on the mats. They work, play, smile, cry, and 
struggle, but overcome those struggles by 
applying the simple but effective concepts 
they learn through Jiu Jitsu. The concepts 
of respect, humility, and patience, and the 
clear understanding that if you can feel 
the choke of the outside world working its 
way in, then clear your thoughts, defend 
yourself, make a plan and work your way 
out of it.

‘I use these concepts in my job today. 
Whether that be a recruit that hasn’t filled 
their water bottle up, or a one-up that 
needs something doing yesterday, what I 
have learnt on the mats really has brought 
my world together. When it all gets a bit 
noisy, and you can’t control the chaos, then 
focus on what’s constant - it has made me 
a better father, brother, son, gunner, friend 
and colleague. Jiu Jitsu, it is the glue that 
holds it all together and I have never looked 
back. 

‘Roger Gracie says that Jiu Jitsu is simple 
- you’ve just got to do it right. I think that 
this is the best way to look at life. It’s simple, 
you’ve just got to do it right.’

Why exactly does Jiu 
Jitsu help?
According to the NHS, exercise can widely 
reduce risks of common mental illnesses 
such as depression and anxiety through 
the release of endorphins – and any type 
is good, if you do it consistently. So, what 
exactly is it that makes combat sports like 
BJJ stand out, compared to doing a quick 
blast on the elliptical?

To answer this question, I spoke to Dr 
Matt Rowett, BJJ blue belt and consultant 
psychiatrist at RAF Leeming’s Department 
of Community Mental Health. ‘I have 
been thinking about the positive effect 
that martial arts, and in particular BJJ, can 
have on mental health. I have seen this 
effect both in myself and others I have 
trained with - I believe it goes beyond 
the established evidence that exercise 
benefits mental health through the release 
of endorphins, or the catharsis of choking 
someone when you’ve had a difficult day.’ 

Mental Health, Brazilian 
Jiu Jitsu and the RAF 
Regiment

As a RAF Regiment Gunner of twenty 
years, RAF Halton’s Pete Ashmore is no 
stranger to the stresses that military life 
can bring. Here Pete shares his experience 
of how being introduced to martial arts 
helped him to navigate through difficult 
times. 

‘There is this self-imposed idea that if you 
moan or whinge about being depressed 
then you are considered a burden, weak, 
and maybe even a danger to yourself or 
others. And while this is not true, it is often 
difficult to shake off the stigma of having a 
mental health issue - especially in the RAF 
Regiment where you are the considered the 
hard faced, battle ready brotherhood,’ says 
Pete. 

Now a blue belt of six years, Pete was 
introduced to BJJ through a supportive 
friend and colleague.  ‘My best mate Mark 

Brazilian Jiu Jitsu competitors grapple to achieve 
chokes or joint locks. Photo: Gordy Elias
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Matt highlighted that the answer may 
lie in three key areas:

Exposure to 
Stress
Training in martial arts can build resilience 
– the stress of combat can include 
uncomfortable pressure, rapid and 
evolving situations, and in the case of 
submission-based sports being forced to 
admit defeat or risk severe injury. ‘Much 
of the philosophy of BJJ overlaps with 
strategies from psychological therapies 
such as Dialectical Behavioural Therapy and 
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy’, says Matt. 
‘For example - learning to grow through 
adversity, tolerate distress and discomfort, 
and to control and regulate your emotions 
to remain calm in a stressful situation.’

Being part 
     of a team

Humans are social animals by nature and 
having a sense of belonging within a 
community can offset social isolation and 
loneliness – an important benefit for service 
personnel, who often live and work away 
from loved ones. Matt notes that ‘despite 
social media, social isolation is common 
and is a major cause of depression. As BJJ 
is a sport with a strong community, with 
an emphasis on supporting team-mates to 
achieve their goals and develop, it can help 
to address this dislocation from friends and 
family.’

What else can we do?
Pete’s experiences highlight the difference that having support in the 
right time and the right place can make. Whether martial arts are your 
thing, or whether you don’t know your kimuras from your katas, small 
gestures from all of us can go a long way:

- Keep it visible. Promote the local welfare services in your work area, 
such as SSAFA, the station padre, or medical services, and be supportive 
of colleagues seeking assistance.

- Get involved with fundraising. You have probably seen your fair share 
of dodgy tache’s this season. But charity drives like Movember do much 
for both reducing stigma and raising money for men’s mental health 
services, whereas the charity ReOrg specifically supports veterans with 
PTSD through martial arts. Donate where you can, and make sure to 
support friends and colleagues who are raising funds by sharing on 
social media.

- Take time for yourself - and encourage others to do the same. Last year 
the RAF Benevolent Fund launched free online mindfulness training for 
serving personnel, via Headspace, a ‘gym membership for your mind’. 
Contact headspace@rafbf.org.uk to find out more.

Find ‘RAF Martial Arts’ on Facebook to find out more and get involved.
Edited by Andrew Jackson

Mindfulness
Mindfulness is the practice of noticing 

the present moment – pausing to be aware 
of what’s going on in your mind, body, and 
surroundings, without judgement. Though 
it has origins in Buddhism and meditation, 
you don’t need to be spiritual to try it out 
or feel the benefits - according to leading 
mental health charity Mind, practicing 
mindfulness helps you to feel calmer, cope 
with difficult thoughts, and feel more in 
control of your thoughts and feelings.

Studies show that mindfulness can help 
to manage stress, anxiety and depression, 
and training that combines exercise with 
mindfulness principles can also carry these 
benefits. ‘Brazilian Jiu Jitsu is a very mindful 
experience’ says Matt. ‘It is important to 
be aware of the position of your body, the 
feeling of pressure and the control of your 
breathing. With such intense concentration 
on the experience of grappling comes an 
escape from the distractions of everyday life.’

‘Defend yourself and make a plan’ Photo: Pete AshmorePete Ashmore with Army veteran and RAF team 
coach Kev Capel. Photo: Pete Ashmore
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