
www.mates4mates.org

ISSUE 03, 2016

MEET A MATE:
DAVE NEAGLE

 JOSH 
MCGUIRE

REDISCOVERING MY COURAGE: 

TREKKING 
KOKODA

MATES4MATES 
MEETS:

Photo courtesy of 1233 ABC 
Newcastle, Robert Virtue.



www.mates4mates.org

CEO
Update

WHAT a busy period for Mates4Mates, with great 
attendance at all three Family Recovery Centres and 
a bustling National Activities program. 

Since my last update we have had a group of 
Mates commence a Diploma in Management and 
Leadership courtesy of Churchill Education, and 
secured employment for a number of Mates through 
Ironside Recruitment. We have also introduced 
opportunities for apprenticeship training through 
MRAEL and Certificate III, IV and Diploma in Fitness 
through In and Out Fitness.  

In April, the Mates4Mates Board of Directors held 
its first Board meeting in Hobart, which provided a 
great opportunity for the Board to get a first-hand 
understanding of the fantastic work Dan Vautin and 
the team are doing down there. This culminated with 
a meet and greet barbecue for staff, Mates, family, 
supporters and local officials. Well done  
team Tasmania! 

May is ‘Mates Month’, with this year’s focus on 
a social media campaign encouraging support of 
Mates4Mates. If you are on Facebook, make sure you 
like the Mates4Mates page – it’s a great way to keep 
up to date with everything that is going on. 

Congratulations to all those who competed in the 
Invictus Games in Orlando in May. Special mentions 
go to Mates4Mates Liaison Officer Paul Warren, who 
was Team Co-Captain, and Mates Mark Urquhart, 
Darlene Brown and Curtis McGrath, who all medalled. 

In June, the Board of Directors will meet in 
Townsville after the RSL (Queensland Branch) AGM; 
a great opportunity for both Boards to get together 
and for the Mates4Mates Board to meet the 
Townsville team and our Mates up north. 

Finally, Mates4Mates in Brisbane is moving to a 
new home. The Albion Family Recovery Centre has 
served us well over the past three years. However, 
the reality is that we are now bursting at the seams. 
Thus, I am very pleased to advise that on June 27 
we move to 27 Douglas St, Milton. This move  
will allow us to provide better support to those  
in need.  
Simon Sauer AM, CSC
Chief Executive Officer, Mates4Mates M4M

MAY was Mates Month! This 
year, Mate Dave Neagle, 38, 
agreed to share his story of 
recovery with Mates4Mates 
to encourage other wounded, 
injured or ill ADF personnel 
to access our services, and 
also to appeal to the wider 
community to donate.

Dave, a fourth-generation 
officer veteran of the 
Australian Army, experienced 
a panic attack while on 
deployment. 

“It was something I’ve never experienced before, and 
it was really quite frightening to experience that so far 
away from home,” Dave said.

After being medically discharged following operations in 
East Timor, Dave found out about Mates4Mates through 
his dad, but it took him two attempts to get through the 
doors of the Brisbane Family Recovery Centre. 

“The first time I came here I didn’t even walk through 
the doors, I just wanted to see where it was, such was 
the anxiety and apprehension I held about coming here.” 

Now, looking back, Dave wishes he’d made  
contact sooner. 

“That’s probably my biggest regret, that it took me  
so long to get here.” 

After he was selected to participate in the Big 
Battlefield Bike Ride rehabilitative adventure challenge 
with Mates4Mates, Dave turned a corner. Training 
became the thing that got him out of bed in the 
morning, and over time his mental health started  
to improve. 

“When you’re on a bike you forget about the drama in 
your life. You’re only thinking about getting up the hill 
or making it to the end of the ride... You break your day 
into tiny, manageable pieces to get through one second 
at a time and it makes everything easier to manage 
– not just on the bike, but in your everyday life too. I 
wouldn’t have learned that if it wasn’t for Mates4Mates.”

Now Dave volunteers at Mates4Mates. 
“I’ve seen the difference it makes in people’s lives  

– in my life too. If I can help just one Mate access their 
services and see their lives change, I’m happy.”
You can read Dave’s full story at matesmonth.org  
and watch interview snippets with him on our  
Facebook page. M4M
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AFTER my discharge, I would have some days where 
everything went great. But a usual day for me included 
getting up around 1-2am, because I was sick of fighting 
myself to get some sleep. I would fake a smile, trying 
hard not to snap at the tiniest things my kids did or 
said. I would go to the supermarket to get groceries 
and spend three hours in the car fighting my anxiety 
before leaving with no groceries. At night I fell into a 
heap on the couch with wine to try and relax and get 
my brain to stop, before lying in bed afraid of what my 
head was going to go through again that night. I needed 
something: I didn’t know what it was or how to get it, 
but I needed help. 

I had contacted some local Ex-Service Organisations 
and was left longing for support that just wasn’t there. 
I then found the Women Veterans Network Australia 
(WVNA) and began linking with other female veterans 
in my local area. I actually left the house, not afraid of 
what was going to happen, because I knew if I had a 
panic attack these women would understand. We all 
spoke about how hard it was to find things that we, as 
women, could be a part of that would help us on our 
journey, which is when I found out about Mates4Mates 

Rediscovering my courage: 

Trekking Kokoda
Following her discharge  
from the Army, Pennie Looker 
battled insomnia, anxiety 
and self-doubt. But, with the 
help of like-minded Mates, 
she rediscovered her strength 
and courage deep in the PNG 
jungle. Here, Pennie shares  
her story.

Words by Pennie Looker
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“Right in that 
moment, I felt 
indestructible. 
I’d conquered 
something I 
would never 

have even given 
a go, something 
I would have 

run from.”

and the activities they offered. I submitted my 
application, but still had fears of all the “what ifs”; what 
if I have to tell them everything I have been through, 
what if they judge me because some days I just don’t 
cope, what if I’m too damaged, what if I’m not  
damaged enough. 

Then I saw the Kokoda Trek. I wasn’t sure what 
trekking across the Kokoda Track could possibly do to 
help me, but I read more and more and thought it was 
worth a try. I applied and was accepted and began 
training as much as I could. Physically, I was as prepared 
as I was ever going to be considering my injuries. 
Mentally, I don’t think anything could really prepare me.

I remember arriving in Brisbane and attending the 
farewell barbecue at Mates4Mates. So many people 
were there. My anxiety was really getting to me and I 
began thinking I couldn’t do it and should pull out right 
there, but I pushed the fears away. I was sharing a room 
in the hotel in Port Moresby the night before the trek 
began with another female veteran, who was also a 
mother of two veteran sons. This particular trekker I had 
only met briefly at the farewell barbecue, but we had 
the chance to talk in the hotel and she shared so much 
of her story with me. I felt an instant bond, something I 
hadn’t felt for so long. 

Each night of the trek, three of us would take a turn 
to talk about ourselves and why we were there. As 
soon as I heard about this, I felt myself sink into the 
background and hope that I might be forgotten. Listening 
to the stories each night, I heard of pain and suffering, 
of beautiful families supporting their loved ones, I heard 

ABOVE: A moment to reflect in the jungle.

people, our veterans, struggling with daily life just like 
me. Slowly, I began to feel a little less alone.

Each day of the trek I would sing to calm my mind. 
I am terrified of heights and bridges and I’m a terrible 
swimmer, so this trek was making me face so much 
more than just my mental-health demons. There were 
bridges made completely of vines and branches that 
stretched metres and metres high across fast-flowing 
white water. It was terrifying. My porter, Ivan, would 
take my hand and guide me across, my anxiety would 
spike and I would find myself chanting words in my 
head to get myself across, tears flowing. Each time I 
made it to the other side that moment in time ended 
and a new moment began.

There were challenges every step of the way. I would 
look at the people in my group and just feel amazed 
and inspired that they too were completing this; one 
in particular, a 69-year-old Navy veteran, who so many 
times thought it was too much, but just kept 
going. He was such an inspiration. Without 
saying a word or possibly even knowing he was 
doing it, he was pushing me not to give up. 

There was a moment not too long after we 
left a village called Alola when I slipped and my 
legs went over the edge of the cliff. Ivan lifted 
me by my bag and held on to me. He always 
knew when I was struggling, whether it be to 
get up or down part of the track or struggling 
in my head. Sometimes I would feel my bag get 
lighter and my feet just glide over the ground as 
he lifted to protect me from falling. I would feel 
his hand reach for my hand ever so gently as he 
guided me through areas where he knew I’d be 
afraid. Sometimes I would hear him softly singing 
behind me, calming my nervous mind. I am so 
thankful that I had him by my side. He was my own 
Fuzzy Wuzzy Angel.

A poignant moment in the trek for me was late one 
night sitting by the fire listening to the raging waterfall 
beside us. I hadn’t spoken to many people, anyone really, 
about how I was feeling or what I had been through. 
Another veteran came and sat by me and spoke to 
me about some of his experiences. He spoke about 
coming to a point where he stopped caring what others 
thought and started caring more about what he needed. 
I remember sitting and talking and saying things that I 
had wanted to say, but just hadn’t had the courage to 
put out there. I know I was only talking to one person, 
but to me, that was a lot. As I spoke I could feel tears 
rolling down my face. It was a massive step for me.

My turn to talk came on the second last night. I was 
the last to talk and I could feel the anxiety building. 
I had planned in my head what I was going to say a 
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million times, yet nothing I had rehearsed came out. 
I’m not entirely sure what I said, but I was fighting 
back tears the whole time. I was lucky enough to have 
another veteran beside me who just put his hand on 
my shoulder to let me know I wasn’t alone, and at 
that moment, it was just enough. I remember telling 
everyone my reason for coming to Kokoda was to find 
my courage again. After everything I had been through 
I was so defeated and didn’t feel I had the courage to 
continue to fight. Through my experiences along the 
Kokoda Track I have found my courage.

This became clear on the last day of our trek. We 
got up at 3am to start trekking at 3:30am, so it was 
dark and slippery. It had rained most of the night; not 
an Australian rain, but a PNG rain. The clay mud was so 
slippery and everything was wet. We trekked through 
the thick, muddy wetlands until we came to the Brown 
River. The storms during the night had been so fierce 
that the makeshift bridge of broken trees had been 
swept downstream. It was still dark, the water was deep 
and the current was very strong.

The first half we walked across a slippery fallen tree 
holding onto a rope the porters had tied up for us. 
Then we stepped from the tree to other broken logs 
beneath the water that we could not see. If you were 
tall enough, you could reach the bottom and just hold 
on to the rope with the porters keeping you there. 
One missed step or slip and the current takes you. 
Although I felt some nerves prior to stepping off, I 
actually felt myself smile as I walked carefully across 

ABOVE: The moment Pennie found her courage, crossing 
the Brown River on the last day of the trek.
RIGHT: Having made it to the end, feeling “indestructible”.

the first section. I was 
doing it and I wasn’t 
panicking. I got a little 
over halfway when my 
foot slipped. The current 
quickly swept my legs 
from under me and I was 
hanging on to that rope 
so tightly. I felt the porters’ hands grip over the top of 
mine and I felt safe. I felt safe. 

I kicked my legs as hard as I could, with just my little 
head popping out of the water. The porters pulled me 
up and I remember saying to them, “Don’t let me fall”. 
They didn’t. I got to the other side with a smile on 
my face. Right in that moment I felt indestructible. I’d 
conquered something I would never have even given a 
go, something I would have run from. I’d found courage.

We made our way up the steep, winding hill to the 
end at Owers’ Corner. The pride I felt in the team and in 
myself was unbelievable. I walked behind as I watched 
two veterans I admire carry the PNG and Australian 
flags the final stretch, then shed a tear, a happy tear, as 
I walked beneath the arches to the beautiful sounds of 
our PNG brothers singing, our own Fuzzy Wuzzy Angels 
carrying on the tradition.

Many people have made comments or asked what on 
earth trekking Kokoda is meant to do to help someone 
like me. Without this trek and the experiences I had 
out there I would never have found the courage I was 
looking for and needed so much. M4M
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“MY dad’s been in the army since he was 16, so that’s 
all we knew as kids,” Josh said. “I remember growing up 
going on base with Dad, when they had their mess do’s; 
it was always something special when you got to go 
into the barracks with your old man.” 

MATES4MATES MEETS:
JOSH MCGUIRE

ABOVE: Josh, third from left, at the ANZAC weekend Broncos v. Rabbitohs game. (c/o of NRMA Insurance Broncos).

And Josh, the eldest of six boys, couldn’t have been 
more proud of his father’s position in the military. 

“I was always the kid at school that wanted 
to tell everyone what my dad did for a living. 
Some people got to say that their dads were 
bankers and some people said their dads were 
landscapers, you know, my dad was an Army man 
and that’s something I was super proud of. He 
was my superhero.” 

It was only as a teenager that Josh started to 
realise what being in the Army really meant. 

“Dad was in Afghanistan at the time and we’d 
go some weeks without talking to him; I’d Skype 
him as much as I could, but you’d say “I love you” 
and “talk to you later” even though you never 
knew if you would talk to him later – that was 
the hardest part.” 

Looking back now, the Brisbane prop realises 
he was affected more by his father’s deployment than 
he thought at the time. 

Mates4Mates Ambassador 
Josh McGuire is a force to 
be reckoned with. A Brisbane 
Broncos player since 2009 
and now part of the Kangaroos 
squad making his debut at the 
2016 ANZAC Test against New 
Zealand, football has always 
been in his life, and so has  
the military. 

“I get this 
beautiful 

opportunity 
to play footy 

because of what 
they’ve done in 
the past and 

are doing at the 
moment, and I 
never take that 
for granted.”
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ABOVE: Paying a visit to one of our 
Family Recovery Centres.
RIGHT: Josh is vocal about his support 
of Mates4Mates on social media.

“It was a tough period I guess; trying to make a career 
for myself and trying to help support my mum and five 
brothers when Dad was on deployment.” 

When Adam McGuire left the Army and the 
opportunity arose for Josh to get involved with 
Mates4Mates, he jumped at the chance. 

“I think the most un-Australian thing is not to be 
supportive of anything to do with our military! I get this 
beautiful opportunity to play footy because of what 
they’ve done in the past and are doing at the moment, 
and I never take that for granted.” 

The Friday before ANZAC Day, Mates4Mates was 
Charity of Choice at the Broncos v. Rabbitohs game. 
With a stadium crowd of 40,275, current and ex-serving 
Mates were at the forefront of everyone’s minds as Josh 
expressed his support for Mates4Mates in a special  

pre-recorded video message at half-time. 
“I just wanted to help really. If you’re going to try 

and make a difference, you should do something that 
you believe in and that you can connect with, and 
Mates4Mates fits that for me. I really like the fact that it 
is about the soldier and the ex-service veteran, but it’s 
also about their families, because although they return 
from war and fighting, the next fight starts when they 
get back and that involves the families. Mates4Mates 
is very accommodating to the kids and the wives and 
the brothers and the mothers; that’s something that I’ve 
noticed. I think if you’re trying to be something, you’re  
a lot stronger with your family around you than  
being separated.”

So it was an extra special win for 
the Broncos and for Josh as they 
thrashed their opponents 30 to 8 in 
front of a combined TV audience of 
over a million people. 

“I love the ANZAC Day weekend 
game; you find something a little bit 
extra inside yourself I guess. The 
national anthem, The Last Post… 
it gives me goose bumps when 
I think about it to be honest. It’s 
something very special, and I’ve had 
the opportunity to do it now for a 
couple of years in front of my dad.” 

Despite how close they are, Josh 
doesn’t talk to his dad about what 
he’s been through.

“That’s his thing and I haven’t been 
there, I haven’t done it. But there 
are guys out there who have gone 
through it, who’ve been in the same 
places and who’ve come out the 

other end – you see them all the time 
at Mates4Mates – that are happy to help and to talk 
about it. That’s the hardest part for anyone, just talking 
about it, especially in Australia; we have such a macho 
culture of ‘being a man’ and not needing help. I know 
it sounds cliché, but I think you’re more of a man for 
asking for help than sitting there and dealing with it  
by yourself.” 

So, what’s next for Josh and Mates4Mates? 
“The biggest thing for any charity is making the 

public aware of what’s happening. I don’t think people 
are informed enough on PTSD or even just what our 
veterans have to go through on a daily basis. Hopefully 
I can help in any way possible. I’m very happy and proud 
to be on board with Mates4Mates, it’s something very 
close to my heart, and I’m looking forward to the years 
to come.”  M4M

“I was always 
the kid at 
school that 

wanted to tell 
everyone what 
my dad did 
for a living. 
My dad was 
an Army man 

and that’s 
something 

I was super 
proud of. 

He was my 
superhero.” 
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