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&STEPPING OUT
STEPPING UP

Queensland’s first Trojan’s Trek for women 
provided camaraderie, new perspectives  

and a second chance at life for the trek’s 
participating veterans and mentors.

 Matilda Dray

In March 2017, nine participants and five mentors “went bush” for six 
days for the inaugural Queensland female’s Trojan’s Trek on the Darling 
Downs near Millmerran. Trojan’s Trek is a peer-to-peer rehabilitation 
program designed to help veterans struggling to cope with life outside 
the military.

RSL (Queensland Branch) is a proud supporter of the program and 
provides funding to assist delivery of Queensland-based treks. This trek 
was the third organised in Queensland, with the previous two run for 
male veterans.

NEXT TROJAN’S TREKS
The next Queensland male and 
female Trojan’s Treks will be 
held from August 5-11, 2017 at 
Captain’s Mountain via Millmerran. 
To get involved or find out more 
information, please visit 
www.trojanstrek.com.
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ParticipantParticipant
PHILIPPA 
For Navy veteran Philippa, 
Trojan’s Trek was the first time 
in 15 years she had spent time 
with other service people. The 
trek enabled the 37-year-old 
to reconnect with comrades, 
acquire new skills, talk about 
her experiences, make new 
friends and learn coping 
mechanisms to help move 
forward with her life.

“For me, it was life changing. 
It has given me a support base of 
people that understand Defence 
time is not easy. It has helped 
me look for the positive in 
everything and just be happier. I feel physically  
lighter. It was nice to be able to ‘learn’ to let go,” 
Philippa revealed.

She joined the Navy at age 16 after finishing year 10 
and served for six years as an electronic technician, 
including time on HMAS Tobruk as part of the 
International Force for East Timor. With the challenges 
and events of Defence life, Philipa found herself lonely, 
isolated, unsupported and subsequently developed 
mental health issues. She discharged herself at age 22, 
describing her state of mind as “bitter, twisted  
and confused”.

“You go in fit and healthy and come out broken and 
sore. I just felt so worn out. After I got out I didn’t 
know what to do. I felt lost,” Philippa said. She spent 
several years struggling with an addiction before 
meeting her partner, who helped her curb the addiction 
and change some of her destructive behaviour.

While these choices aided her recovery, she was 
excited to discover Trojan’s Trek at a more mature stage 
in life as she knew it would help her move forward. 

“While on the trek I learned new personal 
development skills, made friendships and gained 
knowledge. I found the experience of being in an 
environment that was quiet, remote and had no 
technology empowering. It has reignited a fire and 
passion inside me to help others and be a better person 
and role model for my family. I now want to give back 
and help Trojan’s Trek help others,” Philippa explained.

“For me, it was 
life changing. 
It has given me 
a support base 
of people that 
understand 
Defence time 
is not easy. 
It has helped 
me look for 
the positive 
in everything 
and just be 
happier. I feel 
physically 
lighter. It was 
nice to be able 
to ‘learn’ to 
let go.”



42   EDITION 03 2017 RSLQLD.ORG

ParticipantParticipant
ASH HENLEY
Since participating in Trojan’s Trek, 25-year-old Ash Henley is in 
a significantly better headspace; she is more sociable, open and 
able to develop connections with people in her life. 

“It was such a great experience. It totally changed my 
perspective on how I was feeling and how I viewed myself and 
my situation,” Ash said.

Initially reluctant to do the trek, Ash learnt to be present in the moment and share with the group.
“Everyone was on the same page. You had people who just sat there and listened. There was no judgement or prejudice, it 

was just an open ear.”
Ash praised the mentors and facilitators.
“The people brought together to run Trojan’s Trek are such inspirational people, with so much wisdom and advice that you 

can’t walk away and not be changed. Sometimes, the experiences veterans go through are just so different and misunderstood 
by non-military people and it’s kind of refreshing to be surrounded by people who get what you’ve gone through.”

Ash joined the Navy at 18 as it offered a way to get a career without accruing debt. She served for almost eight years as an 
aircraft technician, including close to six months in the Middle East, and described her experiences as amazing, but with lots of 
ups and downs.

Things started to go wrong when Ash injured her shoulder during training with the Defence downhill mountain biking team. 
The injury destroyed her AC joint and wasn’t treated properly, leading to the development of depression and anxiety. 

“You’re down on yourself because you’re not able to do your job and you feel useless,” Ash said.
Ash sought assistance from several mental health professionals and her psychiatrist eventually recommended a medical 

discharge, which will come into effect on June 16, 2017. Although happy to be taking care of her health and wellbeing, Ash is 
finding the transition back to civilian life daunting.

“You’ve got control over your own life, but it’s hard, because it’s very scary when, for almost eight years, you’ve been told 
what to do, what to wear, where to be and at what time. Suddenly you have to make all those decisions for yourself.”

She now understands that her medical discharge is not a failing.
“It doesn’t define me. I can still live a full, happy, normal life. This doesn’t have to be a massive roadblock anymore.” 
Ash is hoping to be a mentor on the South Australian women’s Trojan’s Trek later this year and share what she has learned 

from the experience with other veterans. She also wants to study occupational therapy and give back to people in a similar 
position to herself.

“Everyone was on the same page. 
You had people who just sat 
there and listened. There was no 
judgement or prejudice, it was just 
an open ear.”
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MentorMentor
TIFFANY AHUJA
Forty-year-old Army veteran Tiffany Ahuja – who was once so 
crippled with service-related PTSD she was unable to get out 
of bed, couldn’t drive, needed multiple medications, abused 
alcohol, attempted suicide and suffered from horrific nightmares – credits Trojan’s Trek 
with helping give her a second chance at life.

“I was holding on to so much resentment and pain. I spent my whole late 20s and 30s in broken relationships and in and 
out of hospital, due to my illness and lifestyle. If I’d had something like Trojan’s Trek earlier it would have saved many years of 
heartache, pain and struggle.”

“It was a big eye opener. My mindset completely changed and I took responsibility for my actions. The more negativity, 
resentment and victim mentality you carry around with you, the more you are pushing everyone away.”

Tiffany was a mentor and facilitator on the recent Queensland trek, after participating in previous treks in the Flinders 
Ranges in 2014 and South Australia in 2015. Trojan’s Trek is all about veterans helping other veterans and this is a considerable 
reason for its success.

“There is nothing better than learning from people who have been through what you’ve been through. I now have this 
massive network of women who are like my sisters. We’ve been through so much together. We know that we can message or 
call each other at any time of the night and we’re there to support each other,” Tiffany said.

The remote, peaceful bush locale is also essential and Tiffany said the trek wouldn’t have the same impact if the program was 
held in a clinical setting.

“You get out of your comfort zone and taken away from your everyday life. Without any distractions, you can reflect and 
focus on your life and what is important.”

Tiffany’s father served 20 years in the Army and she always dreamt of following in his footsteps. He discharged when she was 
11 and the family settled in Quorn in the Flinders Ranges. Her parents wanted to create a more stable life for their children, 
but it had the opposite effect; the entire family grieved the loss of their military life. 

“Dad lost more than just his job and that lifestyle. They lost the camaraderie and the network of people. He ended up having 
a nervous breakdown.”

By age 13, Tiffany decided to join the Army to reclaim her previous life of travelling and connected to a close network 
of comrades. She served almost 10 years as a logistics quartermaster storeman, before being medically discharged in 2004 
following several difficult experiences during her service, including traumatic events in East Timor in 2000. 

Tiffany felt herself disintegrating in the years that followed her return from East Timor.
“I couldn’t taste, I couldn’t feel, I was so numb. I started getting 

visions. The pictures were so vulgar and horrific that I would 
shake my head and slap my face to try and snap out of it to stop 
seeing these things. I couldn’t control it and I was too scared to say 
anything.”

It took five years of fighting the Department of Veteran Affairs for 
her claim to be accepted and in 2013 Tiffany moved to Melbourne 
to start a new life with her son. She got married and her husband 
helped her begin the journey of recovery. Fortuitously, her first 
Trojan’s Trek came along not long afterwards in 2014.

Although she still has mental health struggles, these days 
Tiffany volunteers as the Melbourne coordinator of the 
Women Veterans Network and organises events encouraging 
other women to get out of the house and support each other, 
something she wouldn’t have the confidence for if it wasn’t for 
Trojan’s Trek.
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MentorMentor
SUZANNE BAKER
After enjoying a life-altering 
experience on the first women’s 
Trojan’s Trek in South Australia 
in 2014, Suzanne Baker jumped 
at the opportunity to be a  
mentor for the recent trek  
in Queensland. 

“I wanted to pay it forward 
by returning and sharing the 
lifestyle and tools that I have 
adapted and improved my life 
with, and this was one of the best 
ways to celebrate the success 
I had with doing the trek. The 
tribe I have become part of now 
is my family of kindred spirits, 
the ones I still stay in touch with, because they met 
me at my lowest point and loved me for who I am,” 
36-year-old Suzanne explained.

Suzanne joined the Navy as a combat systems 
operator in 1998 after graduating high school and 
served in East Timor, Hawaii, Christmas Island and 
the Middle East.

Integrating back into civilian life forced Suzanne 
to rediscover her identity and how the “real world” 
functions. She now volunteers as a pension officer 
with Nowra RSL Sub Branch and gives free advice 
and assistance to serving and ex-serving ADF 
members about their claims to DVA.

“I wanted to 
pay it forward 
by returning 
and sharing 
the lifestyle 
and tools that 
I have adapted 
and improved 
my life with, 
and this was 
one of the 
best ways to 
celebrate the 
success I had 
with doing the 
trek.” 




