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TAKING MATESHIP      TO ANOTHER LEVEL

tattooed on their mind and it’s going to 
be difficult for them to forget.

“The most upsetting thing is those 
were the guys that are the reason  
I’m here.

“They chose,” he says, pausing, “to 
live with that ...”

After breakfast this morning Thom-
linson headed to North Bondi RSL to 
address the Dawn Service.

And from there he was heading to 
Channel 10 for a morning show and to 
provide commentary on the Anzac  
Day parade. He was also going to find 
time for a game of two-up.

Life tastes different now.
He has only recently come out of a 

fresh stint in hospital after his elbow 
again got infected. The infections 
being God’s way of saying he needs to 
monitor his health, and that he might 
be running himself down.

Such setbacks are part of his life 
now, and yet he wouldn’t have it any 

other way. “That’s the best thing that 
ever happened to me,” he says of the 
explosion.

“There’s no reason to be saying  
‘Why me?’

“It taught me lessons in life. I have a 
different perspective on what bothers 
me, how important people are to me. 
What’s important ...”

He flew to Germany after being 
stabilised. Most of his regiment still 
thought he would die, and from his 
regiment Pvt Scott Palmer called his 
dad Ray in Darwin and told him he 
didn’t think Iceman, as they called 
Thomlinson, was going to make it.

Pvt Palmer was not only Thomlin-
son’s best mate, but the soldier working 
over him that night.

Sitting in hospital, Thomlinson 
looked down at his body and imagined 
what it must have been like the night 
his mates were trying to hold  
it together.

He knew they were still in the dust 
and turmoil of Afghanistan, and that 
what they needed more than anything 
was good news. They were coming 
home in 12 weeks.

He vowed to be standing at the air-
port when they walked off the plane.

“That was the thing that mattered 
the most,” he says.

“My main inspiration was to stand 
and get walking again. To push through 
whatever pain because they had been 
out serving in the dirt while I was in a 
comfortable hospital bed.

“I wanted them to know they didn’t 
lose me that day.”

When the 2nd Commando Regi-
ment returned to Sydney, Thomlinson 
was standing at the gate.

It is a homecoming that has a  
tragic twist.

In 2010 a chopper went down in 
Afghanistan, and when Thomlinson 
heard three commandos were killed,  

ice ran through his veins. The  
commandos were a small unit. He had 
no doubt he would know them.

One of those killed was Pvt Palmer.
His death is something Thomlinson 

will acknowledge today, and toast.
The memory of a mate.
Then later, sometime after 3pm and 

after he hopefully gets in his game of 
two-up, Thomlinson will walk into 
Allianz Stadium.

He won’t go into the grandstand but 
straight into the dressing room.

Around him the players will be get-
ting ready, and when their boots are on 
and they are nearly ready to play, coach 
Trent Robinson will call in Thomlinson.

He will then deliver a speech that 
will come to a head in those mo-
ments before the Roosters take on the 
Dragons, a speech that has been in the 
writing since his legs were blown off in 
a far off land, when his mates came to 
his side.

My main inspiration 
was to stand and get 

walking again. To push 
through whatever pain 

because they had  
been out serving in the 

dirt while I was in 
a comfortable 

hospital 
bed.

SOMETIME this morning, still in 
darkness, Damien Thomlinson swung 
what was left of his legs over the side 
of the bed.

Waiting there beside him were  
carbon fibre legs, and Thomlinson 
stepped into them and started dressing 
for what is not only going to be a long 
day, but the most important day.

He will be still on somewhat of a 
high after last night.

The Sydney Roosters were in camp 
ahead of this afternoon’s Anzac Day 
game against St George Illawarra and 
last night after dinner Thomlinson got 
up and spoke to the players.

“I’m one of those rare people,” he 
says, “that can say the only reason I’m 
still on planet earth is because the guys 

around them could step out of their 
comfort zone and come to the plate 
when it came to saving my life.”

Thomlinson was patrolling with his 
commando regiment near Tarin Kowt, 
in Afghanistan in April 2009, when he 
drove over an improvised explosive  
device (IED) and a Taliban fighter 
nearby, a coward in the shadows, 
pressed the button.

The explosion blew the soldier in 
the passenger seat out the side of the 
truck. The soldier in the back blew 
through the rear window.

Soldiers in other trucks quickly 
started working on them when they 
heard the gurgle of a man choking on 
blood coming from the wreck in the 
driver’s seat.

That mass of flesh was a man,  
Private Thomlinson.

Thomlinson has no memory of  
the incident.

But he knows his right leg dis-
appeared forever in the explosion, 
and that his left leg was just a ragged 
collection of skin below his knee.

His right elbow came out of a hole 
in his arm, his left elbow turned the 
wrong way. His left shoulder was 
dislocated, his nose was broken and his 
lip was torn open and the blood from 
both was running into his lungs.

The man should have been dead.
Yet, and let’s think about this, here is 

the uncommon bravery of the soldier. 
Not just Thomlinson, who really had 
no idea what was going on, but of his 
regiment. They rushed to his aid with 
no other thought but to keep not just a 
man together, but a friend.

Body pieces were everywhere, and 
quickly they worked to stabilise him.

So last night he spoke to the  
Roosters about mateship.

He has been a Roosters member 
since 2011 and is a friend of many play-
ers after running into them time and 
again at the Skinny Dip Cafe in Bondi.

Hellos led to conversations, which 
led to friendship.

Then it really took off last year, 
when he explained his best mate was a 
Manly fan, and while he wanted them 
to have a good season what he really 
needed was for them to beat Manly.

“For bragging rights,” he says.
When he came out of his coma 

in a German hospital Thomlinson’s 
concern was not for his injuries but for 
his mates still in Afghanistan.

“It could have been confronting 
enough to drop their bundle,” he says.

“One leg was blown off and one was 
damaged beyond repair.”

The more he thought about it the 
more he thought about mateship, 

which is nothing else but a love that 
goes both ways.

He realised that there on a dusty 
roadside and choking in blood and 
chaos, his mates went to work 
on a memory they knew 
would haunt them, but 
which they refused to 
consider.

When the time 
came, they did not 
question it.

“I still feel 
guilty about 
that,” he says.

“There’s 
some guys 
that are 
going to 
have 
that 

M
ain picture: Brett Costello

A sniper’s cowardly act changed the life of Damien Thomlinson but 
he’s forever grateful for what happened next and the different 
perspective the ordeal has given him, writes PAUL KENT     

Second year in and medal already ‘huge honour’ to players  
urbs and also represented NSW and
Australia. 

Bill Collier was a member of the
Dragons’ first premiership-winning
team in 1941, and at the conclusion of
the 1942 season he was sent to Papua
New Guinea as part of an armoured
regiment. 

Highlights and tributes for a day that’s about more than footy
1pm: Gates Open
1.15pm: Holden Cup: Dragons v Roosters
2pm: Coin toss by Australian war veteran Damien 
Thomlinson 
3.20pm: Pre-match ceremony begins, including: 
● Red Beret Parachute display, ANZAC Cup trophy 
delivery and Damien Thomlinson interview;

● Australian Army Cadet Unit will carry the 
Australian and NZ flags in unison
● Anzac Day Commemoration Service
● NSW RSL president Don Rowe will read The Ode
● Corporal Aaron Madden from the Australian 
Army Band will perform the Last Post
● A Moment’s Silence

● The Rouse is sounded (Australian Navy Band 
bugler, Leading Seaman Marcus Salone)
● National Anthem to be performed by Able 
Seaman Elli Bortolotti (Australian Navy Band)
4.10pm: Roosters v Dragons kick-off
●Some tickets are still available but fans are urged 
to get in early, as junior passes will not gain entry

Damien Thomlinson 
(far left) with 
Roosters pair 
Anthony Minichiello 
and Jake Friend, 
recovering in 
hospital (top left), 
snowboarding 
(bottom left), on duty 
(top right) and 
rehabilitating from 
his injuries.


