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Starting point – Brian Freeman lays 
41 poppies before stepping off on 
Australian Traverse. 

OPPOSITE: Janny Poate and Brian 
Freeman walking through the 
streets of Mareerba, QLD collecting 
money for Walking Wounded.



With a loud honk, a friendly wave and a wide berth, the 
b-double semi trailer rattled past. I held my hat, stepped 
down the embankment and managed a small wave. 

Brian, on the other hand, was as cool as a cucumber, continuing 
along the shoulder of the Canarvon Highway waving to the 
friendly driver. His walking line didn’t waiver. I guess that’s what 
happens after 41 days on the road and more than 2300km of dirt 
and bitumen roads behind him. And he is almost half way on his 
journey to reach Australia’s most southerly point in Tasmania.

I had joined Brian Freeman, founder and executive director 
of Walking Wounded, a charity group helping support the 
psychological recovery and rehabilitation of Australia’s modern-
day veterans, about 40km north of Roma in Queensland. Brian, 
an ex-soldier, was on a mission to complete the first traverse 
of Australia from north to south, including a 300km kayak of 
Bass Strait. It wasn’t a solo expedition. Safely tucked into his 
backpack was a silver cylinder containing the honour roll of 
the 41 Australian soldiers who paid the supreme sacrifice in 
Afghanistan. Accompanying him along the way were family 
members and mates of the fallen.

I clambered back up the embankment to re-join Brian. “Most 
people give us a really wide berth and we like to give them a big 
wave,” Brian tells me.

Best foot forward
Trucks are the least of Brian’s woes. The cattle up north were a 
challenge. “One morning, just on dawn, this bull had a go at me, 
so I ran up this six metre scrubby embankment,” Brian recounts.

Even more challenging were dirt roads in the Cape as the 
corrugations caused Brian much bodily duress. “You just can’t 
get an even gait. You are always stepping out and stepping in and 
that’s really debilitating,” Brian explains.

Courtesy of the corrugations, Brian developed a bad case 
of tendinitis in his right shin. Brian consulted his Cairns-
based friend and orthopaedic surgeon who prescribed anti-
inflammatory and pain relief and explained how to strap his 
ankle and leg to manage his injury. For the next 14 days, Brian 
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big heart
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Freeman from the Walking Wounded 
charity in the middle of his north-south 
traverse of Australia to raise funds to 
support Australia’s modern-day veterans.
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nursed his injury and reduced his progress to 50km per day. “I 
managed to get to the bitumen. But if I had rung any other doctor 
they would have said I was done. My mate has a real sense of 
adventure and knew what this walk means to me,” Brian explains.

Despite ailments and charging bulls, Brian remains 
philosophical about his adventure. “It’s hard to complain when I 
have 41 names of fallen men on my back.”

Perhaps the toughest challenge is for family and friends the 41 
fallen soldiers have left behind. Naturally, family members will 
forever grieve the loss of their loved one. It’s certainly the case for 
Janny Poate who lost her son Robbie in Afghanistan under the 
most devastating of circumstances – an insider attack, where a 
rogue Afghan National Army soldier opened fire on the secured 
base, killing three men: Lance Corporal Stjepan Milosevic, 
Sapper James Martin and Private Robert Poate.

While Janny misses Robbie every day, she credits participating 
in activities like this as an opportunity for veterans to kick-start 
their recovery. “When you’re out here and get talking to the 
veterans they often open up and tell their stories about war that 
they would probably never tell their own families or mates. I’m 
probably a bit like a mum to them, someone they can open up to 
and I think it helps them immensely,” Janny explains.

The healing process
It’s a similar story for many of the parents of our slain soldiers. 
Brian believes the adventure and endurance activities funded by 
Walking Wounded seem to be “healing for the parents who get 
to hear a lot of stories about their sons from their fellow soldiers. 



Some they’ve never heard before.” He continues, “I think they 
want to give back to the wounded boys.”

Janny agrees, pointing to the honour roll on Brian’s back, “it’s 
not just Robbie’s name in there – it’s all 41 of them. But they 
also represent all those other heroes, their mates they have left 
behind. I’m just so proud of these young men and women who 
have put their lives on the line for this country.”

Many returned soldiers suffer from the effects of Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), and it’s these veterans who 
find participation in events like traversing Australia a therapeutic 
experience. Brian recounts the story of one recently discharged 
veteran who joined the team in Cape York as a support crew 
volunteer. Suffering from PTSD, overweight and on a concoction 
of anti-depressants and anti-anxiety medication, making him 
drowsy, unmotivated and clouding his thinking, he slowly joined 
Brian on his daily treks clocking up five to 10km of running and 
walking a day. “We were building him up slowly and he soon did 
his first full marathon distance. In 38 days he’s lost 17 kilos and 
is now off his medication. His clarity of thought is back, he looks 
a million bucks, and he’s focused again. People are hi-fiving him 
again,” Brian reveals.

Community spirit
Brian is a strong believer in this recovery recipe for PTSD suffers. 
“Adventure and exercise are not bad catalysts for giving these 
young men and women some confidence and kick starting their 
recovery. It’s a really simple formula and I’ve seen it help soldiers 
and veterans suffering from PTSD,” he says.

Another truck rattles by, breaking the silence with a shot 
of bluster. Since my time on the track more family members 
and friends of the fallen soldiers joined Brian on his incredible 

journey traversing Australia. And on 22 August, the fourth 
anniversary of the death of Private Matthew Lambert, Brian and 
the team arrived in Tasmania’s South Cape Bay. It took 85 days 
to cover 5340km. He wore through seven pairs of shoes, drank 
approximately 700L of water and burnt around 700,000 calories. 
In a moving ceremony, 41 poppies were placed in the ocean to 
remember those men on the Afghanistan honour roll. It was 
emotional for Brian. Not only had he conquered the first traverse 
of Australia under human power and raised more than $500,000 
to prevent suicide in wounded soldiers along the way, he had also 
provided a unique opportunity for veterans and family members 
of the fallen to come together and share memories, laughter and 
some good old fashioned sweat along the road.

The journey continues
The honour roll journey hasn’t finished. Brian Freeman, 
his support crew and the family and friends of the 41 fallen 
Australians will continue their journey around the globe. The 
next phase is to walk Kokoda in September, followed by a climb 
of Mt Kilimanjaro in October before returning the honour roll 
home to the Australian War Memorial on Remembrance Day 
this year. Prior to the Australian Traverse leg of the tribute 
walk, the honour roll team attempted to climb Mt Everest only 
to be forced to abandon the mission when the devastating 
earthquake struck Nepal. 

“Adventure and exercise are not bad 
catalysts for giving these young men 
and women some confidence and kick 
starting their recovery.”
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NEED TO KNOW
You can track the tribute walk around the world by visiting 
www.trackthetribute.org.au

To donate to Walking Wounded visit www.walkingwounded.org.au
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LEFT: Brian Freeman 
and Ray Palmer, father 
of Scott Palmer, on 
the dirt in far north 
Queensland.

BELOW: The Afghanistan 
Honour Roll cylinder. 
Inside are the names 
of the 41 Australian 
who paid the supreme 
sacrifice.


