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ANNE LINLEY
Interview by Katy Regan

Anne, from Bournville, West Midlands, lost her 
son, Staff sergeant Brett Linley GM when he 
was killed whilst trying to deactivate a bomb in 
Afghanistan on July 17th 2010. Sergeant Linley 
from the 11 Explosive Ordnance Disposal 

Regiment, Royal Logistic Corps. He was 29.



Brett was a loving, kind, gentle, 
boy, not just to his family but to 
everyone, and he grew up to be 
the same sort of man - he never 
lost those qualities. He was the 
one everybody turned to - even I 
used to turn to Brett. He always 
seemed to know the right thing to 
say. He was gentle, he was kind, he 
was considerate, he was very, very 
generous. I have had other people 
say that to me since he’s gone, how 
empty their lives are without him.

Brett was into anything if it was 
alive; he absolutely loved wildlife. 
I’ve never seen anybody pick up a 
bee and thank it for doing its work 
before. At the age of fourteen he 
learnt how to fish and we lost him 
for quite a long time then, because 
he and his friend Mike spent all 
their time at a local fishery. He 
wanted to be outside all the time 
and by that age, he was thinking 
about joining the cadets as a way 
of getting into the army. But he 
wanted to be an ammunition 
technician not a fighting soldier 
because a fighting soldier would 
eventually end up taking life, and 
he didn’t want to take life, he 
wanted to save life. I have talked to 
a lot of his colleagues since he died, 
and they have said the same thing.

Brett loved army life. He 
only ever told me he was scared 
once, and that was when he took 
the special Improvised Explosive 

Device course to prepare them for 
going to Afghanistan. He failed 
that first course and he came home 
and told me he wasn’t bothered.  I 
said “you’ve never failed anything 
before, don’t tell me you’re not 
bothered.” That’s when he told 
me he was scared and that he 
didn’t want to go to Afghanistan 
and then a few weeks later, two 
close colleagues got killed and 
he said, “I’ll go on that course as 
soon as it comes up again, Mum 
and I’ll pass this time. I’m not 
scared anymore. They need me.”

He came out on top and within 
a few weeks of passing, was sent 
to Afghanistan. His work was 
slightly different to the others, in 
that he was chosen to dismantle 
the IED in a way that meant they 
could contain as much forensic 
evidence as possible. So he was 
using special finger tip drills and 
screw drivers. They could actually 
name the person that built the 
devices because of the work he did, 
and that’s why he got his George 
Medal, for his bravery in that role.

Brett knew he could change his 
next of kin before he went, so with 
Dominique’s approval, he changed 
his next of kin back to us to allow 
us to be recognised as parents 
When there is a wife or partner the 
opposite happens. This was another 
example of Brett’s thoughtfulness.

The day we found out, we 



were at our caravan in Wales. 
We went on the Friday, and the 
following day about 5pm in the 
evening, I had a phone call on my 
mobile from Dominique. I knew 
something was wrong because she 
couldn’t get her words out. In the 
end I said Dom “Just tell me what 
happened!” When she told me, I 
just screamed and screamed. My 
husband and the neighbour from 
the next caravan came running 
round, as they thought I’d cut my 
leg off or something. I couldn’t 
say the words to my husband but 
when I did, he reacted more or less 
the same way without the screams 
and then we were just numb, we 
just cried and cried and then I 
realized that Dom was still on the 
end of that phone, and she had 
heard all that. It took me a long 
time to forgive myself because she 
was going through hell herself 
- and she had to listen to that. 

We had to contact the MOD 
because we knew they would 
eventually come to the house and 
there would be no one there. In 
the meantime we contacted Phil 
and Georgina - Brett’s siblings. 
Georgina has a caravan near 
ours and she was staying there at 
the time, but luckily she had a 
close friend on the same site who 
drove her to our caravan. Then 
at one o’clock in the morning a 
representative from the army came 

to the caravan. He wanted to make 
us tea and talk to us but we were 
numb. He asked what photograph 
would you like the MoD to use to 
announce his death on television? 
We had to beg him not to do 
anything until Monday so we had 
chance to tell family and very close 
friends as we knew the impact it 
would have on everybody. They did 
not release it till 10am on Monday 
morning - and that picture - it’s 
used a lot - and his eyes talk to 
you. When we look at it, all we 
see is his piercing blue eyes.

Brett died on the Saturday  
and came back the following 
 Wednesday.

The repatriation was the most 
traumatic thing I’ve ever gone 
through, but my husband and I 
both felt a sort of peace, because 
we knew we’d got him home. We 
looked at the coffin in the chapel 
of rest and we felt whole again, 
although we knew he wasn’t there. 
We did get to say thank you to a 
young man who was standing near 
the Chapel of Rest because we 
were told that he had been on that 
plane with those boys ever since 
they were put on it. It was a huge 
comfort comfort to know he’d 
never been on his own because 
Brett hated being on his own. 

We went through Wootton 
Bassett to get to RAF Lyneham 
and I’ve never seen so much respect 



and dignity in my life as on that 
day. Every door was opened for 
us, every head was bowed. It 
goes through the town and the 
bodies are taken to the Radcliffe 
Hospital. And then they’re seen by 
the coroner and then you have to 
wait for them to bring your bodies 
home to the funeral directors 
locally, and once they’re here you 
know it’s back in your hands then. 

It was a military funeral. Brett 
chose the music himself for coming 
into the church and leaving the 
church. We chose the hymns. A 
friend who was his teacher who 
remembered him from a young boy, 
conducted part of the service and 
there were also the military padre 
there and lots of eulogies. The first 
by his colonel, one by a colleague 
who was his boss and one of his 
civilian friends also did a eulogy.

It’s still as painful today and 
it’s four and a half years now. You 
remember them more each day; 
you miss them more each day. I 
can’t remember how long it took, 
maybe at least six, eight, months, 
a year before it actually hits you 
that it’s happened. Some people 
describe it as like every movement 
you make is like walking through 
treacle. It’s like you’re watching 
a film and it’s happening to 
somebody else. Reality is just 
something that’s not there anymore. 

They are encouraged to write a 

letter to their parents or who they 
are close to, should they die. We 
couldn’t read it for a long time, 
because it was too emotonial but 
eventually, we did and he thanks 
us for allowing him to do what 
he wanted and for being the most 
loving parents that anyone could 
wish for. He asked us to look 
after the birds and he left sacks of 
various bird feed to a neighbour to 
feed his gardens every day when 
he was away. He also asked us to 
look after Dominique and told us 
how much she meant to him. 

He also left a letter to his friends 
in which he said he wanted plenty 
of money to go behind the bar 
and the wake, and that it should 
be a party as it certainly was! 

The grief hits you in the most 
peculiar moments when you’re 
not expecting it. The day Brett 
died, part of me died with him. 
I’ve gone through the blackest of 
black moments when I didn’t want 
to live, all I wanted to do was be 
with Brett, but with the help of 
tablets and lots of love from a lot 
of people, that’s gone away. I’m 
still on the tablets, because I need 
to be strong to help my family 
because we’re all suffering in 
different ways. We’ve changed a 
lot of life to try and move forward 
because Brett wouldn’t want us 
to be miserable. But it’s so hard 
to go out and enjoy yourself and 



not feel guilty because he can’t. 
George can’t face the pain but 

I explained to him, I think you 
have to to, to come out of the 
other side, and I worry about the 
fact that he can’t talk about it. He 
and Brett had lots of special times 
together when it was just the two 
of them. Occasionally he’ll go 
through a really nostalgic period 
and he’ll talk like that but he won’t 
talk about how it happened, he just 
bottles it completely and sometimes 
it effects his mood, his day to day 
living, he’s got no tolerance for 
anything, especially noise. We go 
to remembrance things and he 
wants to be there but he can’t bear 
being around soldiers in uniform. 

We are lucky in that we’re still 
 a family. There are an awful lot 
 of parents and families that 
are completely broken because 
of their loss. We’re a different 
family to what we were, but 
it’s made me stronger because 
I want to help them.

For a mother to lose a child - 
that she gave birth to - it’s not 
supposed to happen. You don’t 
bury your children, they bury 
you.. I am the type of person 
that if somebody else in the same 
situation has a problem I want to 
be there to support them but when 
I was in this group of mothers 
supporting each other, I found that 
I was taking on their problems as 

well as my own and didn’t feel I 
was qualified enough to be there 
for them anymore. The only thing 
I haven’t backed away from is the 
fundraising for Felix Fund which 
is the regimental charity, and I feel 
blessed that I’m part of that  because 
I’ve met so many of Brett’s friends 
and colleagues who have told us 
so much about him as a soldier 
which we never knew before.

I love to have his things around 
us. His pictures while he was in the 
army, mean a lot to us. The colour 
purple means a lot because that 
was the theme of his funeral. We 
were looking for a theme because 
apparently military funerals all 
have to have one, especially in 
the bomb disposal trade. Dom’s 
Mum mentioned a song: she said, 
“your Brett recorded this song for 
me and told me to listen to it and 
I can’t get the damn thing out of 
my head.” She gave me the title, 
“Wear purple for me.” So Dom 
immediately said “that’s it, that’s the 
theme!” so we all wore purple to 
the funeral. All his army colleagues 
had to wear their uniform but 
as soon as we got to the hotel 
afterwards, they all changed into 
something purple and it just stuck. 
I now still wear lots of purple.

 The other thing that is very 
special to us, is the poppy. I sit and 
crochet or knit along with a lot of 
other people handmade poppies 



which we sell each year and this 
year we raised £3000 from the 
sale of them for Felix Fund. The 
symbol of the poppy to me is really 
strong because of remembrance. We 
were brought up to remember on 
Remembrance Day but now,  we 
have poppy cups, poppy coasters…. 
I was even given a poppy from the 
Tower of London for Christmas 
from a friend and it’s away at the 
moment being mounted because 
I don’t want it stuck anywhere, 
I want to be able to look at it.

The British Legion have 
created a memorial at the 
National Memorial Arboretum 
in Staffordshire and it is lots of 
poppies together to make it look 
like it is one giant poppy, so 
when we heard they were doing 
that, we contacted them and gave 
them Brett’s details and his name 
will be on the 2010 section. 

Brett was the life and soul of 
everything. He had such a close 
circle of friends outside the army 
and it just fell apart once he’d 
gone. They didn’t know what to 
do with themselves. I’ve never seen 
young people as devastated as they 
were. He wasn’t the ring leader, 
he shaped each one’s life the way 
they wanted to go and if you talk 
to them now, they feel he is still 
here doing the same thing. I think 
he was just a one off, a very special 
human being. My son, Brett. 

To make a donation please 
go to www.felixfund.org.uk



above

Before: “Boxing day  
walk with George,  
Brett and myself.”   
Hanbury Hall,  
Worcestershire,  
circa 1994.

next page

After:  Same location, 
06/02/2015.





Before They Were Fallen deals with remembrance.  
Louis Quail and Katy Regan use the power of photography  
and testimony together, to link memory, the passing  
of time and loss to create a body of work which pays 
tribute to all those British soldiers who gave their lives  

in the Afghanistan conflict.
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