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News

News, views and opinion
from the world of BLESMA

BLESMA ready
for regeneration
Inaugural combined AGM and Members’ Weekend is the first of many changes to come

B

LESMA’s Annual General Meeting
was combined with a Members’
Weekend for the first time this year.
More than 100 delegates attended
the event in June and had the chance to
meet other Members, exchange news and
find out what has been happening across
BLESMA over the last 12 months.
The AGM began with an address from
the National Chairman Lt Gen Sir Cedric
Delves KBE DSO. Sir Cedric spoke about
how BLESMA is coming through a period
of change and stressed the need to ensure
the charity continues to meet the changing
needs of its Members in what is an everevolving sector. To that end the Board of
Trustees recently commissioned a study
to look at where the charity currently
stands, what it does and how it does it.
The result? A need to be regarded as
specialists. Sir Cedric spoke of BLESMA’s
intent to remain the principle association
for the Service disabled, to assist Members
to live independent and fulfilling lives,
to inspire and celebrate potential, bring
comfort and continue to be there for life.
Headquarters has already made changes
as a result of the findings. The activities
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programme is already being extended, there
has been a new appointment overseeing
prosthetics delivery, and the fundraising
team and their remit have been expanded
(see separate story on p22).
National Treasurer Charles Bishop then
spoke about the 2012 Accounts – which are
in good shape. Legacies received had been
very beneficial but he counselled caution as
they were unpredictable. Modest investment
in fundraising was deemed appropriate to
offset such risk. A number of resolutions
were then voted on. One adjusted the size
and composition of the Board and this was
reflected in the subsequent election of three

The Salisbury Plain Military Wives Choir

new Trustees – all Members who had been
injured in Afghanistan.
Delegates then attended a seminar, with
presentations coming from several HQ staff
on the work that is currently being done
at Headquarters and at the Blackpool Home,
as well as the changes being undertaken
elsewhere within the charity. The seminar
was opened by Chief Executive Jerome
Church who spoke on the theme of
‘regeneration at the coal face’ and about
the role of Headquarters in meeting the
charity’s aims and objectives over the
coming years. His address was followed
by a presentation from Dr Fergus Jepson,
consultant in Rehabilitation Medicine.
(You can read more about Dr Jepson and his
work at the Preston Limb Centre on p30).
In the evening, delegates enjoyed a Gala
Dinner and the BLESMA Annual Awards,
with entertainment provided by The
Salisbury Plain Military Wives Choir.
Congratulations go to David Lewan,
Pat Whittaker, Jaqueline Brodrick, Nick
Beighton and Hannah Campbell on their
much-deserved success in the Awards.
For a detailed report on the AGM and
Members’ Weekend visit www.blesma.org

Marathon man

Mike Crawley ran more than 3300 miles
in 100 consecutive days earlier this year
to raise money for BLESMA. See p08

welcome
Don’t do it yourself!
BLESMA provides its Members
with various grants to help them
maintain their independence and
lead fulfilling lives. The majority
of grants are therefore awarded
for the provision of mobility and
disability aids such as scooters,
wheelchairs and stairlifts, as
well as for home adaptations.
But BLESMA also gives grants
to go towards redecorating costs.
“These grants are to help with
the cost of paying a decorator
to do the work rather than for
the materials themselves, since
we realise Members may not be
able to use ladders or carry out
the work on their own,” says
Heather Nicholson, Director of
Membership Services. “And if

you have a garden, BLESMA
can contribute towards the cost
of hiring a gardener, since we
understand Members may not
necessarily be able to tend their
gardens themselves.”
BLESMA also awards grants
to alleviate financial hardship.
If you feel you may need financial
assistance you can contact either
your local BLESMA Support
Officer, or Headquarters on
one of the numbers on p03.
If you do contact Headquarters
directly, requests for a grant will
be discussed with your Support
Officer before proceeding.
A Garden Grant application
form has been inserted into
this copy of the magazine.

see the
country
in total
comfort
Are you looking for great,
accessible places to stay
in England? The National
Accessible Scheme
(NAS) is invaluable if you
have visual, hearing or mobility impairment. Accommodation that
has been given NAS status has been independently assessed by
trained assessors and includes facilities such as handrails, ramps,
level-access showers, hearing loops and colour contrast. Perhaps
most importantly, staff members have been trained to be aware of
the assistance you may need.
NAS-rated businesses can be found on the OpenBritain website
at www.openbritain.net and in the ‘Holidays in the British Isles’ Guide
published by Disability Rights UK at www.disabilityrightsuk.org

At Headquarters we have copies of BLESMAG
dating back to the early years of BLESMA, and
fascinating records they are. It is interesting to
see how content and presentation have changed
over the years – and modest change is here
again. BLESMA Magazine continues to be the
source of news for Members but we want to
spread our news further so that our supporters
and stakeholders can see what we get up to.
From this issue the magazine will be more
up-to-date in its design and will be published
four times a year. Contributions are very
welcome, as always, so please get in touch.
Nowadays, we also have other ways of being
kept informed and our new website is a good
example of that – please do have a look at
www.blesma.org if you have the internet.
‘Regeneration’ was a theme of this year’s
AGM and Members’ Weekend in June. It is
a good word as it suggests looking ahead but
also rebuilding what was good in the past, and
BLESMA has much that was great to guide it.
National Chairman Sir Cedric Delves explained
how the Board of Trustees had studied BLESMA’s
work and how it should develop. The study
concluded with a great endorsement of our
value and affirmation of busy times ahead. He
spelt out the Board’s ‘intent’ which is well worth
looking at – indeed I commend the reader to look
at the report of that weekend – see p04.
While developing and regenerating, we must
also keep in mind that, as an Association, we
are really good at supporting each other – that
must never change. We are a special fellowship
of shared experiences, whether injured on
battlefields 70 years ago or last year in Helmand,
which just goes to show what a long road we
are on. Thank goodness we are helped along
the way by our generous supporters – we never
forget we are spending others’ money.

Jerome Church MBE
Chief Executive
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News

Read all about it!

81% of Members like BLESMA magazine. More on p15

Activities you can do at your own pace
How would you like to try new pursuits and make new friends? We’ve got just the thing for you...

A

ctivities Week takes place every
summer at BLESMA Blackpool,
and has become one of the year’s
highlights. With a range of
pursuits on offer, from fishing to abseiling,
the aims are simple; to give Members the
chance to try new pursuits and learn new
skills while making friends and sharing
experiences (read the feature on p24 for
more on this year’s Activities Week).
A similar event took place in the first
week of September for Members who are
either too old or not physically able enough
to get the most out of the July event.

“September Activities Week is almost
a carbon copy of the event that is run
earlier in the summer,” says Dave Coulton,
BLESMA’s Activities Manager. “Many of
the activities are exactly the same but all
of them are run at a more relaxed pace.
“Many of the activities from the week
in July were a big success – abseiling
and rock climbing, fishing and a trip to
an activity centre to try quad biking and
clay pigeon shooting,” says Dave. “On
top of that we also went sailing in Salford
Quays and took part in an indoor high
ropes course in Manchester.

what will happen after hospital?
BLESMA receives many calls
from hospitalised Members who
have been told they are to be
discharged and are concerned
about what will happen next.
“This can be a very difficult
time,” says Heather Nicholson,
Director of Membership Services.
“Your discharge process should
be discussed as soon as you
have been admitted to hospital
so that you know exactly what
will be happening to you and so
you can plan ahead. The Leaving
Hospital Checklist (right) first
appeared in Which? magazine
and may help to alleviate some
of your concerns.”
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your Leaving Hospital Checklist
n Ask the Ward Manager for the discharge policy
n If you’ll need care when you leave check the hospital

has alerted Social Services. For complex health needs
check your eligibility for NHS Continuing Care funding
n Inform staff if you need hospital transport
n Find out what after-care and appointments you will need
n Speak to the Ward Manager if you need any medical
certificates to be completed on your behalf
n Ask about expected progress, as well as danger signs
and possible side effects of any prescribed medication
n You should only be discharged if you are medically
fit, the necessary equipment is in place and services
are ready. Ensure you have medication you need –
usually seven days’ supply – and know how to take it
n You and your GP should have your discharge summary
and letter. It should include treatment and medication
details, follow-up arrangements and contacts

“The week is definitely action packed
but it is important to stress that everyone
was able to go at their own pace. It was
perhaps natural for Members to think they
weren’t going to achieve a lot, but there
was the opportunity for everyone to push
themselves once they got more confident.”
Up to 20 people could be hosted during
the week, with the accommodation and
meals provided at BLESMA Blackpool.
For more about September Activities Week,
and to book your place on next year’s event,
call Dave Coulton on 020 8548 3519, or
email activities@blesma.org

Members can expect
changes as a result
of Support Survey
Almost 500 Members recently took the
time to complete the Support Survey in
which they were asked to provide feedback
on the service they currently receive from
BLESMA. The survey was aimed at
understanding just how happy you, the
Members, are with the support you receive,
as well as discovering what you find most
helpful and what types of support you
might find useful in the future.
Some of the responses submitted were
anonymous, but those Members who gave
their contact details will be contacted over
the next few months to discuss any issues
they may have highlighted. There will be
more news on the survey’s findings and
BLESMA’s response in due course.
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Plié® 2.0

Introducing Plié® 2.0
The World’s Most Responsive MPC Knee.
The new Plié 2.0 features an advanced hydraulic system with cutting
edge microprocessor control of both swing and stance that reacts to
ambulatory stimuli in 10 milliseconds. As the most responsive MPC knee,
the Plié 2.0 provides amputees with a more natural experience
of mobility. Plus, an array of innovative features deliver increased
reliability and durability over a broad spectrum of activities.
•
•
•
•
•

Rated up to High Activity
Water Resistant Electronics
Interchangeable Batteries
Advanced Stumble Recovery
Available in 11 Interchangeable Cover Designs

News
shorts

The ultra-marathon man

S

everal years ago Mike Crawley and
Mike Inkster hatched a plan; to run
3,000 miles around the coast of
Britain to raise money for BLESMA.
They would each cover 30 miles every 24
hours for the duration of the challenge –
50 days in all. Not bad for two 66 year olds!
After two years of planning and just one
month before their scheduled start in May
Mike Inkster was told he needed urgent
surgery and had to pull out of the run. Mike
Crawley changed the route and doubled his
efforts, deciding to cover 3,275 miles in 100
days around a course in the Kent Marshes.
As if that wasn’t enough he would tack the
Three Peaks Challenge (climbing the three
highest mountains in Britain – Ben Nevis,
Snowdon and Scafell Pike – one after the
other) onto the end of the run.
Mike began the challenge on 5 May 2013
and, for the next 100 days, ran more than

suggs goes
‘one step beyond’
In 2005 Danny Holmes was involved in an
accident that resulted in him receiving third
degree burns and losing a leg. While he was
in a coma in intensive care, his wife Clare,
played him Madness songs.
“This June we went to see Madness’ front
man Suggs in concert. During the show
I sneaked off, found his manager and asked
if there was any chance a Household Cavalry
veteran could have his picture taken with
Suggs after the show,” recalls Clare. “Suggs
agreed, he and Danny chatted for a little while
and posed for this photo. It made Danny’s
evening – and mine!”
08 www.blesma.org

32 miles every single day. He ran through
torrential rain, fierce winds and blistering
heat but he never gave in.
From the start Mike offered to be a guinea
pig to the research team at Coventry
University looking into the effects of long,
continuous exercise on an ‘older’ person and
the dietary strategy required to keep up that
level of exertion over such a long period. The
team were wonderful and thanks to their
input Mike survived the ordeal.
He completed 3335.8 miles in 100
consecutive days on 12 August 2013 –
running a staggering average of 33.4 miles
every day. He then completed the Three
Peaks Challenge two days later, climbing
Snowdon (Wales), Ben Nevis (Scotland) and
Scafell Pike (England) over a 48-hour period.
If you would like to support Mike and
BLESMA, make a donation online at
http://uk.virginmoneygiving.com/OLR

top places to stay
VisitEngland, the national tourist
board, has launched a brochure
showcasing the country’s best
accessible accommodation,
attractions and experiences.
With input from national charity
Tourism for All, the brochure
features 27 Access for All Tourism
Award winners and finalists from
the past five years. A key category
in the VisitEngland Awards for
Excellence, The Access for All
Tourism Award recognises
businesses that provide exceptional
access for all visitors. This year’s
Gold Winner was Sandcastle
Waterpark in Blackpool. Take a
look at the full brochure at www.
visitengland.com/accessforall
blooming marvellous
A Garden Grant
application form
has been inserted
into this magazine
(read more on
p05). You can
apply for a grant
of up to £200 by
completing the
form and sending
it to BLESMA
Headquarters, Frankland Moore
House 185 -187 High Road,
Chadwell Heath, Romford, Essex
RM6 6NA. The deadline for
applications is 31 December 2013.
If you have any questions call
Linda Williams in Membership
Services on 020 8598 9459.
read more about it!
BLESMA Members have been up
to all sorts lately – way too much
to fit into this issue. Make sure you
log onto the news section of the
new-look BLESMA website for all
the latest news, views and goingson from around the country. Log
on to www.blesma.org/news

12,000

The number of amputees who returned to Britain from WWII

obituaries

Those we have lost
Paul Burns
Paul Burns died on 7 June 2013, aged 52.
Born on 25 March 1961 in Nottingham, Paul
joined the Army Cadet Force at the age of
11, and five years later enlisted in the Junior
Parachute Company. He went on to adult
service in September 1978, being posted to
2 Para in Berlin, and then Northern Ireland.
Paul was only 18 when, on 27 August
1979, a lorry containing a 500lb bomb
exploded at Warrenpoint, Co Down. The
four-ton truck in which he was travelling
took the brunt of the blast. Six of the eight
men on board died. A second explosion
killed a further 12 soldiers. Paul’s left leg
was amputated below the knee and his right
leg was also severely injured. A year passed
before he was well enough to leave hospital.
Rejoining his battalion after rehabilitation,
he continued to serve with the Army until
1991, working as a rigger for the Joint

Services Parachute Centre. He completed
more than 1,000 parachute jumps, even
joining the Red Devils display team.
His thirst for the active life led him to
compete in the BT Global Challenge in 1996
as a member of the first all-disabled crew
to circumnavigate the world, and began a
career as a stunt double, appearing in films
such as Gladiator.
His autobiography, A Fighting Spirit, was
published in 2010, after Paul won a national

competition, run by the BBC, to find
the most inspirational true life story.
Though his right leg was amputated in
January 2012, Paul still managed to join
the Diamond Jubilee Pageant that June,
paddling a kayak in front of HM The
Queen’s barge as part of a team assembled
by BLESMA. As if that weren’t enough, two
months later he performed as an aerial
trapeze artist for the opening ceremony
of the Paralympic Games in London.
In March 2013 he received the Bowman
Award from the Soldiering On Through Life
Trust, which recognises the achievements
of injured Service personnel nominated
by all the country’s military charities.
“Paul epitomised the spirit of BLESMA.
He made a full life after amputation,” said
BLESMA Chief Executive Jerome Church.
“Always in pain, never grumbling, always
positive, never failing those who needed
help and confidence. He really lived our
motto of Service and Fortitude.”

George Gates

Warren Wolstencroft

George Gates died in March 2013, aged 93.

Warren died on 13 July 2013, aged 39.

George was born in November
1919 and lived most of his life
in and around Southampton.
He joined the Army in 1934 and
joined the Queen’s Royal Lancers
on reaching adult service (aged
17). George served in the Dunkirk
campaign but missed the boat
there, finally being evacuated
from faraway Brest. His regiment
refitted and retrained, and he soon
found himself in North Africa, at
Tobruk and El Alamein, and was
‘Mentioned in Dispatches’ for
attempting to save the life of a comrade. During fierce fighting in Italy in 1944 he lost
his left leg (BK) when his tank drove over a landmine.
Discharged in 1946 George started a new life, wearing what today’s amputees would call
‘a contraption’ which, though never comfortable, did not stop his active life on and off his
motorbike. He joined the trade union movement becoming, in due course, a full time
official with The TGWU. He was by then a BLESMA Member.
George went on to become Chairman of the Southampton and Winchester Branch for
more than 11 years. Active in debate, particularly at AGMs, he was a Member of influence
and was highly respected. He did a tandem parachute jump for BLESMA to celebrate his
90th birthday – and remarked that from high above Salisbury Plain he could see the track
far below where he had ridden his cavalry charger 73 years earlier. He will not be forgotten.

Warren served with the Queen’s Lancashire
Regiment from 1993 until 2001. His right
arm was amputated below the elbow in
2000 after he was diagnosed with a rare
form of cancer in his right hand.
In 2004 he completed the Great North
Run, the following year he took part in
Beyond Boundaries, an expedition through
the Nicaraguan jungle organised and
filmed by the BBC and, in 2006, climbed
Mount Kilimanjaro. Warren also undertook
various fundraising activities on behalf
of BLESMA – raising more than £30,000
for the charity over the years – the most
ambitious just prior to his untimely
passing – a football match at his beloved
Blackburn Rovers’ football stadium.
Every November Warren took part in
the Remembrance Parade at the Cenotaph
as part of the BLESMA contingent. He
marched with the BLESMA ‘Walking
Wounded’ and used to say that passing the
Cenotaph always reminded him just how
lucky he was. A brave man who faced the
reality of terminal illness with courage.

These obituaries have been edited due to space. The full obituaries can be read at www.blesma.org
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£15,000,000

The additional funding recommended by the Murrison Report. See p30

Before

after

after

Titchmarsh to the rescue
BLESMA Trustee goes from glitzy awards bash to TV star in months

J

une 2013 was a busy month for
Member and Former BLESMA
Trustee John Phillips DSC.
Firstly, he was presented with
a Soldiering on Through Life Award by
General Sir Nicholas Houghton, now Chief
of the Defence Staff at a ceremony in London.
Then he had his garden revamped on TV
by green-fingered celeb Alan Titchmarsh.
John, who lost his left arm serving in the
Falklands War as a Bomb Disposal Officer
in the Royal Engineers, was nominated
for an award by the South Atlantic Medal
Association 1982 (SAMA) – the association
for Falklands Veterans and their families.
The annual Awards honour Service
personnel who have struggled with injury
or illness. John received his award for his
work in developing SAMA and producing

the Association’s newsletter. Meanwhile,
his colleagues at SSAFA, where he has
been a caseworker for more than 12 years,
applied for him to have his garden made
over by Alan Titchmarsh and his team for
the ITV programme Love your Garden.
John, and his wife Christine, have
recently moved to their retirement home
and were worried about turning what
was a bare plot of land into a garden. John
was one of just seven people from 2,000
nominations to appear on the programme.
The team took six days to transform the
patch of ground into a colourful garden.
They used Royal Engineer recruits from
Farnborough to help build an arbor and
put in place a 250kg piece of rock brought
over from the Falklands. The programme
aired on ITV in July.

Not just a load
of old rubbish
Have you got old mobile phones, printer
cartridges, foreign currency or even broken
jewellery that you don’t know what to
do with? Don’t throw them away – they
could be worth £1,000s to BLESMA.
BLESMA can raise vital funds through
your recycling – it’s easy (and free) to do, and is
great for the environment. From broken watches and odd
earrings to unwanted cutlery, your donations could make all
the difference. And if you’ve been abroad recently don’t let
your leftover change sit in a drawer for years. BLESMA can
make use of notes and coins of any currency.
For information and for FREEPOST envelopes or collection
boxes, contact corporate@blesma.org or call 020 8590 1124.

News
Changes to
benefits and
pensions that
may affect you
Were you in receipt of Unemployability
Supplement and reached State Pension
age between 8 April 2002 and 10 April
2006? If so, there were some rule
changes which may affect the rate
of Basic State Pension you receive.
On 10 April 2006, War Pension rules
were changed with regard to the
relationship between Unemployability
Supplement (UnSupp) and Basic State
Pension. Prior to this date, those
approaching their 60th or 65th birthday
who were in receipt of UnSupp would
have been asked whether they wished
to continue to receive their UnSupp or,
instead, receive the Basic State Pension.
Basic State Pension has been, since
8 April 2002, worth slightly more than
UnSupp but, until the 2006 rule change,
those wishing to claim their pension
would have had their UnSupp payments
(and any
allowances paid
in addition to
this) ceased.
The 2006 rule
change allowed
those opting
to claim Basic
State Pension to continue to receive their
UnSupp but also receive the difference
in value between the Basic State Pension
and UnSupp as a ‘top-up’.
It has come to our attention that,
despite the Department of Work and
Pensions promoting the change at the
time, not everyone who had opted
to continue to receive UnSupp prior to
2006 (but after 8 April 2002) were
aware that they could receive both
UnSupp and benefit from the Basic State
Pension ‘top up’ from 10 April 2006.
There is now an article on the Service
and Personnel and Veterans Agency
website (www.veterans-uk.info) that
addresses the issue. The piece doesn’t
offer any instructions on how to claim
the top-up, however BLESMA will write
to The Pensions Service on behalf of its
Members and check its records to make
sure no Member has been missed.
Look out for a further update in the
next issue of BLESMA magazine.
www.blesma.org 11

Finally...
The solution for
a sweat-free
socket or liner

New to the UK - VALOR by Swiftwick
is a liner sheath that offers the
most advanced method of moisture
management for ultimate socket comfort.
A build-up of sweat inside your liner or socket can be an irritating and
uncomfortable issue for many amputees. Now there is a solution. This problem
can be easily managed with the VALOR sheath which is worn against the skin
inside a liner, or by itself. Nobel-prize-winning Olefin fibres quickly wick away
moisture from the skin and stores it within the material to reduce discomfort.

Exclusively
available
from Ortho
Europe

• Perfectly suited to high activity amputees and those who perspire excessively in normal life
• Patented active antimicrobial technology
• Compression to help maintain stump volume
• Will ﬁt all patients who wear a Medium liner, plus the majority of Medium Plus and Small liner wearers
• Transtibial and transradial application

For more information, please contact your
prosthetist or see: www.ortho-europe.com/valor
Call: +44 (0)1235 552895 Email: info@ortho-europe.com

ability-Valor-sock-Ad.indd 3
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The places available on next year’s Activities Week. Read more on p24

News

Jacqui Longden’s

BLESMA Blackpool round-up
Blackpool reaches the
gold standard. again!

BLESMA HOME SUPPORTS
armed forces week

BLESMA Blackpool has received
several official visits over the last
few months. First, the Care Quality
Commission made an unannounced
inspection that resulted in another
complimentary report.
The Blackpool Local Authority
is another body that visits us from
time to time because it has to be
satisfied that any residents funded
by Social Services get value for
money. That’s why it’s important
that BLESMA Blackpool maintains
its high markings from the likes
of Investors in People, the Care
Quality Commission and the Gold
Standards Framework.
Having satisfied the first two
earlier in the year, the Gold
Standards Framework review
took place over half a day in
July. The Home was once again
awarded “Beacon Status,” putting
it in a very small minority of UK
Care Homes that have been granted
the status twice. Read the full Gold
Standards Framework report on
the website at www.blesma.org

Armed Forces Week figures largely
in the Blackpool area and BLESMA
Blackpool always plays its part.
This year we were invited by the
Deputy Lieutenant of Lancashire,
Lady Shuttleworth, to accompany
her at the flag-raising ceremony
at St. Anne’s Town Hall. The week
was packed with great activities and
concluded with a service and parade
at Blackpool Cenotaph and we were
exceptionally lucky that the sun
shone when it was most needed.

Advisory board
gets a new member
Derek Spence has been appointed
to BLESMA Blackpool’s Advisory
Board. Derek is an ex-professional
footballer who played for Blackpool
and Bury and, as an international,
represented Northern Ireland
alongside George Best. Derek now
works for Blackpool Community
Trust, arranging events that bring
the community closer together.
Derek’s activities are already
bringing our residents into closer

contact with the local community
and his relaxed, cheery approach is
raising an even greater awareness
of BLESMA in the North West.

remembering resident
arthur hannan
As Manager of BLESMA Blackpool,
I don’t make a practice of recording
arrivals and departures among
the residents, but in the case of
96-year-old Arthur Hannan, I will
make an exception. Arthur was
with us for 10 years and during
that time he was a first-class
ambassador for BLESMA and the
Home. Always first to volunteer to
meet and greet people, he had an
infectious enthusiasm that was
noticed by everyone who met him.
He particularly enjoyed talking
to school classes about our work
and loved chatting with all the
celebrities who came his way –
especially Vera Lynn at a Royal
Garden Party! He was still taking
holidays abroad in his nineties and
always said that he was confident
he would live to be 100. Sadly, he
didn’t, but we shall not forget him.

Left: Good food, great company
at the Home this summer
Above: St Anne’s Gala Day
Below: Ex-footballer Derek
Spence (standing)
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News

44,000

The number of amputees returning to Britain after WWI

We’ll take a lead
from our readers
Magazine gets a new look after a positive reaction in reader survey

E

arlier this year BLESMA surveyed
its Members to find out what they
thought about BLESMAG. More
than 500 people responded to the
survey and were mostly positive. There have
been some changes to the magazine since
the survey. It has undergone a redesign and
there is now a dedicated features section to
tell the charity’s important stories in detail.
However, the ethos and values of the
magazine remain the same. It is your
publication, designed to entertain and
inform Members, letting them know what is
going on across the charity and delivering
must-know information on a regular basis.
Here are some of the survey’s findings.
Let us know what you think of the new-look
issue by emailing us at dosc@blesma.org.
Elsewhere, congratulations go to Mary Burnett,
widow of Former Member Archibald, who
has won the Reader Survey prize draw.

It’s OK
18%

I like it
a lot
1%, I don’t like it

91%
of you read more than
half of BLESMAG, and

40%

Calling all over-65s
Are you over 65 years of age?
Would you be interested in
attending a ‘Seniors’ Week’ at
the BLESMA Blackpool Home,
taking part in a number of
socially-orientated excursions
such as visits to museums,
cultural sites and art galleries?
Many of the activities that
BLESMA puts on for Members
are geared towards physical
pursuits, but the focus of this
week would be for those who
feel less enthusiastic about
pulse-pounding adrenaline
activities but still want to meet
up with Members of a similar
age and spend some quality time
with the BLESMA community.
If this sounds like something
that would interest you, please
send an email to Activities
Manager Dave Coulton on
activities@blesma.org

of you read all of it!

How relevant is the content
of the magazine to you?

39%

25%

What is your
overall opinion of
the magazine?

Very relevant
53% Quite relevant

19%

42%

3%

Not very relevant
Not at all relevant

I like it

96%

shorts

of you share your
copy of BLESMAG
with other people.

16% share it with up to 6 others
Write all about it!

We’re always looking for great stories for the next issue of the magazine. So if you’ve taken
part in any activities that you think other Members might find interesting, or if you’re planning
any excursions, fundraising events or challenges in the coming months, then please get in
touch with the magazine at prsupport@blesma.org. You could be the star of the next issue!

a place to remember
The next time you’re at The
National Memorial Arboretum be
sure to visit The BLESMA
Memorial Garden. It is located
between Giffard Avenue and
Yeomanry Avenue, and is easily
identified by stone BLESMA
signs at the two entrances.
The Arboretum is the UK’s
Centre of Remembrance and is
free to visit. The BLESMA
Orchard can be found by taking
the exit from the Garden into
Yeomanry Avenue and turning
left. A short walk along Yeomanry
Avenue on the right is the orchard.
Every tree there is dedicated to
a BLESMA Member or Branch.
A metal sign will be placed at the
roadside by the orchard to identify
it and a smaller sign will be
placed in the BLESMA Garden
directing visitors in due course.
www.blesma.org 15

When Stephen met Wally
Despite an age gap of 80 years BLESMA’s youngest and oldest
Members have a lot more in common than the loss of a limb...
Pictures: Adrian Myers Words: Nick Moore

Stephen Murtagh

Age: 20
Home: Liverpool
Stephen lost his left leg above the knee
in March 2012 when he stood on an
Improvised Explosive Device while on
patrol in Afghanistan. Medics on the
ground saved his right leg and five months
of rehabilitation at Headley Court got
Stephen back to full health. He was fitted
for a prosthetic limb in December 2012
and hasn’t looked back since.

Wally Colburn

Age: 100
Home: Hemel Hempstead
After working as a sailor, photographer,
circus entertainer in America, carpenter,
and a boxer, Wally now lives in Hemel
Hempstead. He lost his right leg above the
knee when he contracted MRSA in hospital
10 years ago at the age of 90. He couldn’t
get used to a prosthetic limb but remains
fiercely independent, often being seen
around town on his mobility scooter.
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Supporting generations

Above Stephen (left) shows Wally his prosthetic leg. Wally tried using one after his amputation but couldn’t get used to it

T

wo BLESMA Members
have been deep in
conversation for some
time. They’re chatting
about life in a combat
zone, surviving sinking
ships, the possibility
of running in the 2016
Paralympic Games in Brazil and dealing
with phantom pains. “Do you get itchy feet
on your missing leg?” says one. “I used to,”
comes the reply, “but it’s disappeared since
I got my latest prosthetic. It’s very weird.”
A common meeting between like-minded
military folk, perhaps. But what’s unusual
here is that, at the age of 100, the elder
of the two men, Wally Colburn, could be
great-great-great granddad to the younger,
Stephen Murtagh, who’s just 20. They are
the oldest and youngest members of the
charity respectively, but as they chat, it
soon becomes apparent that despite their
age difference they have much in common.
Wally was seriously injured while serving
in the Merchant Navy in WWII and had his
right leg amputated above the knee when
he was 90 years old. Stephen lost his left
leg above the knee to an IED in 2012, while
serving as a dog handler in Afghanistan.
BLESMA brought them together to discuss
18 www.blesma.org

their experiences, tell their incredible life
stories, and show that, whatever your age
or the nature of your injuries, the charity
is there to help.
Tell us about your backgrounds…
Wally: I was born in 1913 and grew up
on the Isle of Dogs in London. My parents
died young and it meant their kids, 13 of
us, had to look after ourselves. I worked
on the docks, sold paper, and travelled to
America to work on the railways. I also
went to Australia to become a salesman.
When war broke out in 1939, the English
boys returned home – I drove up to Sydney
and set sail for England. When I got back,
I went to the recruitment office and told
them I was there to fight.
Stephen: I grew up in Liverpool and always
fancied joining the Army. I signed up when
I was 16 and went to the Army Foundation
College in Harrogate. I joined 5 Rifles as
an Infantryman but was lucky enough to
get the chance to train as a dog handler.
That was great. I went to South Carolina
in America to complete a four-week
training course. After that I deployed to
Afghanistan, did some more training at
Camp Bastion, then started going out on
patrol with my dog. I was 19 years old.

How did you get your injuries?
S: It was March 2012. I only had 14 days of
my tour left before I was due to head home.
I actually joked with a mate that morning
before I went out on patrol that this was
going to be the day I got blown up. I don’t
even remember leaving the compound now,
although I have seen video footage of me
getting blown up. I was working closely
with another soldier who must have been
standing next to the IED for a while. When
we started walking again I went in front of
him with my dog to patrol the area, and it
went off. I remember one of the lads asking
me if I was OK, and me saying I was fine.
Then I looked down and my leg was gone.
W: I was serving on board HMS Patia in
1941. I was coming off watch one day and
I saw a German plane coming towards us,
firing. I jumped in the spud locker, where
we kept the potatoes, for shelter. I remember
thinking ‘Oh, blimey!’ Then someone gave
me a gun. I’d never used one before because
I was a merchant seaman, but he said ‘Pick
it up and fire it. You can’t miss’. So when
the plane came around again, I pulled the
trigger but the gun misfired. The plane
bombed us and there was an explosion
that threw me up in the air. I thought:
‘You’re in it now, Wal’. I was up in the fresh

Above Wally talks Stephen through pictures and records of WWII – events that took place 50 years before Stephen was born

air then – bang – back on deck. My knee
was injured and I was full of shrapnel.
What was the immediate aftermath?
S: It was weird, because I was very calm.
I remember giving myself morphine,
wrapping a bandage around my legs, then
having a cigarette. My left leg was gone
and my right leg was a mess – the bones
had been blown to splinters. A medic on
the ground with us saved my right leg
because he took the tourniquet off that
some of the other lads had put on it. I don’t
remember this but I was picked up by
an American helicopter and flown back
to Camp Bastion then back to Headley
Court, where I regained consciousness.
W: We had to get off the boat because it
was sinking. About 50 of us somehow got
into a lifeboat. We were off the coast of
Northumberland, and followed the buoys
back to shore. People were dying, so when
we landed I went looking for help. A
policeman shouted that there were mines
on the beach and not to move. Then they
brought help. The women of the village,
Boulmer, looked after us. They gave us
clothes and food. There’s a memorial there
now – we still appreciate what they did.
But I was hurt. I couldn’t straighten my leg.

“I’m moving so
well now that most
of the time I don’t
even notice that
I have a false leg.
In an odd way I’m
actually proud of it”

Did you think it would stop you having
a career or having a ‘normal’ life?
W: Not at all. I couldn’t do anything except
carry on, the war was still on and I needed
to help. I was put on another ship to work
straight away, and later went on a number
of different ships, laid mines, worked as
a greaser in the engine rooms, did the
Arctic run – which was absolutely freezing
– all sorts of stuff. Eventually I was allowed
to go to an American hospital in Baltimore
to treat my shrapnel wounds. After the war
I did all sorts – I had a number of different
businesses, I worked all across America,
and I had a family. I’ve enjoyed life and
have done everything for myself.
S: To be honest, I’m moving so well now
that most of the time I don’t even notice
that I have a false leg. I’m doing loads of
running and swimming, and hoping to
try out for the 2016 Paralympic Games.
I’m getting out of the Army in 2014, which
is not something I’d ever planned on doing,
but my life is good and it really doesn’t
bother me that I have lost a limb. I suppose
I’m actually proud of it in a funny sort
of way. When I’m on holiday, for example,
I’ll always wear shorts, and I get a good
reaction. Sometimes kids will say: “Look
at the robot man!”
www.blesma.org 19
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Above Just a few of Wally’s medals and decorations Below Photographs from Wally’s time serving in the Merchant Navy

What was rehab like?
S: It was fantastic. Initially, I was really
frustrated because I thought I would be
in a wheelchair for the rest of my life. Then
I met this lad who had lost both his legs.
He explained about prosthetics and I was
so happy. I went straight on to YouTube to
check it out. Headley Court was excellent,
although it was boring. I had a metal frame
on my right leg for four months and wasn’t
allowed to put any weight on it at all. The
rehab was excellent though, and now I’ve
got BLESMA to help with my recovery.
W: Back in those days we didn’t really have
rehab. The doctor gave you constipation
treatment for everything, that was just
about all they had! They couldn’t afford
to send me to hospital, so I just carried
on as best I could, even though my leg
was in a poor state.
How have BLESMA helped?
S: I’m just starting out on that journey but
it’s good to know the charity is there to
give me support. I need a new socket for
the blade I’ll need for my running and I’ve
heard BLESMA can help out with things
like that. I’m also going to look into the
activities they run, too. They offer a lot,
so I’m going to get involved with as much
20 www.blesma.org

as I can. It’s great meeting other Members
too. Wally’s very inspiring – he’s just got
on with it despite all the problems he’s had.
W: BLESMA have been really helpful. They
got me a new wheelchair and repaired my
old one. They let me try a prosthetic leg
too, which I worked very hard to get used
to but eventually just couldn’t get on with.
They’ve visited me a number of times to
make sure I’m doing ok – they’ve really
looked after me. And they do great things
for the young lads like Stephen who get
injured on operations.

What does the future look like for you?
S: My injury isn’t going to stop me for
a moment. I’ve already visited America,
Mexico, Ibiza, Turkey and Amsterdam since
I’ve come back from Afghanistan, and
I’m going to see if I’ve got what it takes to
compete in the Paralympics. I did a course
called Front Line to Start Line, where
injured military guys meet athletes and
try various sports. They think I might have
potential to compete in the long jump and
100m. I’ve also recently got into motocross
– I use a broomstick to change gear instead
of my leg – and I’m involved in the GB
development amputee football squad. You
play on crutches, and some of the lads are
unbelievably good. I’ve only just started
– some of the lads are doing overhead
kicks! – but I’d like to get more into it.
W: I’ve written letters to the Queen and the
military about increasing the recognition
of the Merchant Navy’s role during WWII
– we never get as much of a mention as the
Army. I’ve campaigned with MPs on several
issues and I was involved in establishing
a memorial for those lost on HMS Patia.
I regularly travel to Boulmer for reunions
with those who were there that day. And
I still love to read about the history of the
Royal Navy. All that keeps me pretty busy.

Stephen and Wally met
on 5 September 2013

How to...

Organise
a successful
fundraising
event
Want to sail the oceans single-handedly?
Perhaps you’d rather organise a village
cake sale? If you’re thinking about raising
money for BLESMA, whether your ideas
are grand or much more modest, help is
at hand. Take some tips from BLESMA’s
team of professional fundraising experts...

A

charity can only be as effective
as the amount of money it
raises, and BLESMA – which
has always had a tremendous
number of loyal supporters
– employed an all-new, six-person team
between April and June this year with an
aim to build on its fundraising potential.
“Prior to the new team our main source
of income was community and volunteerbased,” explains Annette Hall, BLESMA’s
new Head of Fundraising. “BLESMA is
lucky to have lots of supporters at the heart
of all that we do, but we weren’t always
able to give them what they needed. We
now have support in place for volunteers.”
Annette describes her role as “steering
the ship”, identifying priorities and keeping
everything running efficiently. “Any new
starter brings a fresh approach, but as my
past experience includes working within
one of the UK’s top 10 charities I think big,”
she says. “We’re fully aware of the financial
climate, and it’s essential that we broaden
the different types of income we get. Changes
won’t happen overnight, but I can see huge
potential at BLESMA. Together with our
Members, we can achieve amazing things.”
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As well as Annette, the new fundraising
team consists of Community and Events
Executive Mia Guthrie, Direct Mail
Executive Chhaya Parmar, Trusts Executive
Rose Yombo-Djema, Corporate Partnerships
Executive Jess Vincent and Fundraising
Database Manager Deborah Ladepo.
“Mia has been involved with organising
and planning events for years, and has
been a volunteer from the age of 13,” says
Annette. “Chhaya is a Direct Marketeer
responsible for building our direct mail.
It’s crucial we know what supporters want.

“Rose focuses on raising funds from
trusts and foundations, while Jess builds
relationships with our corporate partners
and brings our work to life. She’s already
signed up to do the Three Peaks Challenge!
Last but not least, it’s Deborah’s job to work
with everyone to ensure we capture and
use all the information BLESMA needs
to raise funds as effectively as we can.”
The team are certainly enjoying all the
new challenges so far. “BLESMA is a
fantastic place to work,” says Annette.
“The rest of the organisation has been very
welcoming, and patient when we’ve asked
lots of daft questions. The great thing
about working for a smaller organisation
is how much more flexible we can be
in our approach. We can get to know our
Members and our supporters very closely.
“It’s also extremely inspiring. The entire
Fundraising Team have already been
fortunate enough to join in rock-climbing
and abseiling on Activities Week. Taking
part helped us to better understand exactly
what BLESMA does and has enabled us to
be much more proactive in our new roles.”
And that proactivity starts here, with
some helpful advice to Members. So if

organise a fundraiser

1

4

2

5

3

6

KNOW WHAT YOU’RE
TRYING TO ACHIEVE
Set yourself a target – it will keep
you motivated. This can be either
financial, or just about spreading
information on what BLESMA does. Always
sort out a budget before you start: will the
event cost you anything up front? BLESMA
can’t pay invoices for events so you’ll need
to take any costs out of the money you
make. This will also help to shape what
takes place before, during and after the
event, to ensure that your target is reached.

ALWAYS TARGET
THE RIGHT PEOPLE
Ask yourself: who is the event for
and how will they be invited? Can
they bring anything with them
(like cake) to help out? Choose the right
people for the right job. Efficiency is
key to avoiding doing things twice, so get
bossy and organise your volunteers. Think
about entertainment to bring an event to life
(carol singers for a Christmas party, for
example) and if you need any support,
advice or merchandise to help to get your
event off the ground, contact BLESMA’s
friendly Community Team (below).

you’re thinking of doing some fundraising,
whether it’s a relatively modest local event
or if you have more ambitious plans of,
say, single-handedly circumnavigating
the globe, here are Annette’s top tips for
making sure your collection tin ends up
chock full of coins…

Meet the team

Annette Hall
Head of
Fundraising
020 8548 3517
fundraising@
blesma.org

GIVE YOURSELF
ENOUGH TIME
A very common pitfall is to
underestimate how long things
take to organise. Promote the
event as early as you can. It’s always better
to promote early and make changes later
than to leave everything until the last minute.
It’s also better to under spend rather than
over spend the money you’ve worked hard
to raise, so be strict with the budget. Have
a running order on the day and stick with it,
otherwise things can get away from you.

be sure to cLEAR
THE EVENT LEGALLY
When organising an event
outside private property, check
with your local council to see
if they have any restrictions in place. They’ll
be able to tell you who to get in touch with
to get any necessary permission. If you’re
running something as part of a wider event,
the people in charge will be able to tell you
what you need. Finally, there are some
restrictions around goods that are donated
as prizes which you aren’t able to claim
Gift Aid against. So double check that, too.
CHECK AND re-CHECK
NEARER THE DAY
Be sure to confirm and then
re-confirm everything as you
get closer to the event: check
everything from RSVPs to suppliers to the
venues to ensure that everything is on track.
Be aware of transportation and traffic issues
in advance. Have a contingency plan and
don’t be afraid to put it in place if required.
It doesn’t mean things are going wrong,
just that it would work better if you did it
a different way. And don’t forget to enjoy
it, after all the hard work you’ve put in!

USE SOCIAL MEDIA
WHERE POSSIBLE
The greatest form of local
promotion is always word of
mouth. See if you can get
posters put up around your town and in your
local shops, and try to get stories or adverts
in the local paper – it will help to spread the
word. Social media has made promotion
easier and cheaper, and it gives you the
chance to promote to a wider audience.
There is no cost, and updates can easily
be made, so it is definitely worth doing.

From marketing and promotion to legal issues, if you’ve got a burning issue or
need some advice BLESMA’s Fundraising Team will be more than happy to help

Mia Guthrie
Community and
Events Executive
020 8548 7087
community@
blesma.org

Chhaya Parmar
Direct Mail
Executive
020 8548 7085
dm@blesma.org

Rose
Yombo-Djema
Trusts Executive
020 8548 7086
trusts@blesma.org

Jess Vincent
Corporate
Partnerships
Executive
020 8548 7084
corporate@
blesma.org

Deborah
Ladepo
Fundraising
Database Mgr
020 8548 7088
deborah.ladepo@
blesma.org
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life in the
fast lane

Activities Week is action-packed from start to finish,
but it’s about so much more than a shot of adrenaline
Pictures: Andy Bate Words: Nick Moore

The week’s aims are simple: to give Members the chance
to try new activities and learn new skills while building on
the social aspect of shared experiences
Nigel Smith scales
a rock face

S

uspended from a rope
above a quarry in Kendal,
having expertly ascended
a tricky rock face, Allan
Long can’t help but laugh.
“I used to be a real couch
potato,” he says. “It took
me a while to realise life
doesn’t end because you’ve lost a limb. To
be spending an entire week rock climbing,
abseiling and gliding… it’s unbelievable.
This experience is fantastic, and you can
see it transforming people’s lives.”
Allan is taking part in Activities Week,
which runs once a year out of BLESMA
Blackpool. The event has become a core
part of the charity’s programme since
evolving from a successful outdoors trial
weekend in 2007. Allan, who’s 61, served in
the Royal Navy for 24 years. His is a typical
example of the can-do attitude that the
week inspires. Having lost a hand and
a leg in separate accidents since leaving
the Navy, and overcoming cancer to boot,
Allan’s enthusiasm is such that the other
participants on Activities Week have
already nicknamed him Duracell.
“When some of the younger members
see an old fossil like me really going for it,
they think ‘Hang on… if he can do it, then
so can I’,” he says. “You find out you can do
much more than you previously thought.”
An action-packed line-up
Up to 20 participants attend Activities
Week, with accommodation and all meals
provided at BLESMA Blackpool. In
previous years, activities have included
climbing, abseiling, indoor skydiving,
sailing, quad-biking, tank driving, archery,
gliding, go-karting and fishing. BLESMA
staff put on the activities with the help of
expert outside instructors to make sure
the tuition and coaching is top-notch.
“We have a number of core activities that
take place every year, but we make sure we
mix it up so that it’s different for people
who have been before,” says Dave Coulton,
BLESMA’s Activities Manager and the man
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responsible for organising the event.
The week’s aims are simple: to give
Members the chance to try new activities
and learn new skills while building on
the social aspect of shared experiences
that is key to everything BLESMA does.
“The week gets Members feeling like
they are part of something bigger than
themselves,” says Dave. “We want to show
what’s available and what you can get
involved in just by using a bit of creative
thinking and adaptability. We want
Members to leave with new ideas for a
hobby they can pursue in their own time.
“The week brings together everything
BLESMA aims to achieve – taking part in
different activities and getting Members to
come together and interact with each other
so they don’t feel as though they are alone
with their amputation. Showing people
what they are capable of and highlighting
all the different activities that are out there
is also central to BLESMA’s thinking. I’m
not talking about mastering adventure
sports or highly technical skills – more like
experiencing fun activities people might
not think they are still capable of doing.”
The week is perhaps especially important
for recent amputees, as it allows them to
meet people in the same situation, says
Dave. “You can visit occupational therapists
and doctors who’ll talk about all the
adaptations you’re going to have to make,
but it’s often much more useful to speak

to someone who has been living with the
same injury for years.”
Allan discovered that the education
process works both ways, too, with older
amputees discovering new tricks from the
younger Members. “I learned so much from
just sitting around having a cup of tea with
the others,” he says. “The younger lot told
me that my leg was very old-fashioned! It’s
a low activity limb – which is what you’d
expect to give somebody my age, but I want
to get involved in more things, so I’m going
to ask my Limb Centre for a higher activity
one. I didn’t know any of this before I came
here, so it’s been a real help. You find
things out from other Members that you
might never learn from the NHS.”
It’s not all about adrenaline
Socialising is key to kick-starting many
amputees’ physical rehabilitation, says
Dave. “Everyone gets along like a house on
fire, from the ages of 25 to 60-plus. When
people get the adrenaline buzz from having
done something energetic or a little bit
scary, they’re a lot more talkative, they open
up, they’re more prepared to engage,” he
says. “People always come away from the
week absolutely buzzing and, when we’re
with people for that length of time it gives
us a good chance to get to know them so
we can address any problems they might
have and try to help them find a solution to
whatever difficulties they may be having.”
BLESMA runs two slightly different
versions of Activities Week, this one in July
and one in September that goes at a more
sedate pace for those who are older or less
physically capable (see the separate story
on p06). You don’t have to do something
you’re terrified of, naturally, but both
courses share the aim of challenging
participants to push themselves beyond
what they thought were their limitations.
“Take the go-karting, for example, which
everyone loved,” says Dave. “We went to
Preston Karting, who were hugely helpful,
and the vehicles were adapted by a charity
called KartForce, so that those who don’t

John Bevan

Allan Long

Annie Devine

Ally McKinney

Nigel Smith

Annie Devine in
car 46 followed
by Erica Vey in 43

SO just What is it you are
letting yourself in for?
A whole load of fun and some great memories for
starters. Here’s what was on offer at this year’s event
Day 1 Arrive at BLESMA Bpool.
Meet fellow adventurers

Day 5 Quad-biking and clay
pigeon shooting

Day 2 Go-karting (plus a race if
you’re really competitive)

Day 6 The chance to
experience gliding

Day 3 Rock climbing, abseiling
and a go on the zip-wire

Day 7 Indoor skydiving in
a hi-tech wind tunnel

Day 4 Fly-fishing tuition
(no-one caught a thing!)

Day 8 Time to swap numbers
and leave for home

Dave
Eynon

Allan Long

Allan Long
activities week
first-timer
What did you enjoy the most?
It was all great, but the physical
and mental challenge was the
best bit – it was life-changing.
When we got to the quarry for
the rock climbing, everyone was
nervous. I swallowed my nerves,
stuck my hand up and got up
there! It was tremendous.
What else did you enjoy?
Go-karting – it was a mix of
adrenaline, fear and fun. We
also did a three-hour endurance
race, so it keeps you fit, too.
What was the social aspect like?
Fantastic. It was a lot of fun –
always laughing, and making
friends – but it was useful on
a practical level. I learned so
much: I even heard about a
new treatment for phantom
pains involving mirrors.
So you can take things from
here back into everyday life?
Absolutely. I also learned I have
a hole in my leg that I’d never
spotted, so that is getting fixed!
How did you get injured?
I was in the Navy for 24 years,
and had two accidents when
I came out – I lost my hand,
then I got run over with a
forklift and lost my leg. I also
overcame cancer in 2009. I’m
a fighter! I never say die.
What do you do for a living?
I run my own company supplying
materials to the building trade.
The positive attitude of BLESMA
helps show you what you can
achieve in life, despite setbacks.

activities week

“It took years of nagging for me to do it and I only
wish I’d done it sooner. I had so much fun and it has
prompted me to do much more”

have the use of their legs could use hand
controls.” Jon Bevan, 60, a retired member
of the Royal Artillery, was a self-confessed
sceptic before attending Activities Week,
but enjoyed the event thoroughly, and the
go-karting in particular. “The brake is on
the left hand side, and I’ve got no left leg,
but someone said: ‘brakes are for losers’,”
he laughs. “It was a fantastic afternoon.”
The next day, the group really tested their
mettle with climbing, abseiling and the
zip-wire. “I was pretty iffy about being able
to do it, but I managed,” says Jon. “I hadn’t
abseiled in 30 years, and thought ‘There’s
no way I can do that with one leg’. But
I really surprised myself.”
Next came fly-fishing, “which is always
incredibly popular,” according to Dave,
while on Sunday the group visited a multiactivity centre for quad-biking, archery,
shooting and tank driving. Monday saw
the chance to fly a glider, and on Tuesday
the group visited a hi-tech wind tunnel
that simulates the experience of sky-diving.
“There was a lot of trepidation before
doing it,” says Jon. “I didn’t really think I
wanted to do it but when I did, it was great.
I had to reverse my leg to stop it flapping
about in the wind tunnel, though – the
looks I got were priceless!”
sharE memories, makE friends
The group also enjoyed trips into Blackpool
during their down time, took in a show,
ate fish ‘n’ chips, and even watched a drag
cabaret act. “We watched Funny Girl on the
Saturday night, which was brilliant,” says
Jon. “And I loved going on the promenade
in our convoy of mobility scooters and
wheelchairs, we all had such a laugh.”
At the end of the week, the progress that
all the Members had made was obvious.
“It’s really gratifying to see the change,”
says Dave, “not just over the week itself,
but to hear weeks later about the changes
our Members have made in their lives as
a direct result of coming on Activities Week.
That’s the thing I’m most interested in.
There’s no point having a great time then
just slipping back into your day-to-day life.
“One guy came to Austria ski-biking with
us a while ago and he has since lost three
stone in weight. The experience made him
realise he was not as fit as he could be. Off
the back of that trip he got into shape and

Annie Devine
takes on the wall

he’s now much lighter and fitter. He says
it’s much less of a struggle to get out of
bed, and he’s not in pain all the time. And
I’ve seen another guy who could barely
stand before he came on Activities Week
go half way up an outdoor climbing wall.
People feel good about themselves when
they try new things, that leads to making
changes and becoming more proactive.”
Because the week is run out of BLESMA
Blackpool it has a real family feel, and can
be adapted to Members’ needs whether
they are total novices or more experienced
outdoors types. It’s affordable, too. The
only thing Members have to pay for is the
petrol to get them to and from Blackpool,
the rest is funded by BLESMA.

“It’s important that everyone can take
part at their own level. We eat together,
we stay together, the staff at the home are
incredible, and that’s important. When you
do something fun with a bunch of people
you get on with, you have a great time.
And I can assure anyone who is nervous
about doing this course, they will get on
with people and make friends,” says Dave.
Jon and Allan concur. “It took years of
nagging for me to do it, and I wish I’d done
it sooner,” says Jon. “I had so much fun, we
all hit it off right from the start. You can’t
fault the staff at BLESMA Blackpool, they
can’t do enough for you. The people were
great: we had Members there from all three
Services, so there was some great banter.
“I couldn’t tell you a favourite bit because
I genuinely loved every minute, and made
some great friends, but the gliding and the
night out in Blackpool were very special. I’d
never done fly-fishing before either. It has
prompted me to do much more. I’m going
to try the photography course next year.”
Allan feels the same. “I wouldn’t hesitate
in recommending it,” he says. “You get so
much more out of it than you put into it.
I’d go back tomorrow if I could.”
It couldn’t be easier to find out more
about Activities Week and book your
place on next year’s event. Simply call
Dave Coulton on 020 8548 3519, or
email him on activities@blesma.org

Erica Vey and John Moore
with Annie Devine far left
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Huge advances in technology and demands for better care have forced
Limb Fitting Centres to adapt quickly. Have you visited yours recently?
Words: Sam Webster Pictures: Michael Kelly

Centres that
fit your needs
no matter Whether you
are a recent amputee or a
veteran who lost a limb decades
ago, making sure that you have
a prosthesis that is tailored to
your individual needs is vital.
The essential first step to
maximising the effectiveness
of your prosthesis is to get the
right support and advice. Over the last decade there
have been significant advances in technology and,
following the publication of the Murrison Report in
2011, the care network that is available (see the panel
on p32 for more on the report).
Dr Fergus Jepson, a consultant in rehabilitation
medicine at the Specialist Mobility Rehabilitation
Centre in Preston, has been working in amputee
rehabilitation for more than 10 years. He explains what
goes on at his centre, recent changes in policy, and
what to expect on your next visit to your consultant.
Why you should visit your Limb Centre
You may feel that you’re getting along absolutely fine
with your current prosthesis, but Dr Jepson encourages
everyone to visit their local centre for a check-up at
least once a year as they may not be aware just how
advanced modern prosthetics have become.
“You may be an older person battling along with
what you’ve got, but go along and have a look what’s
on offer,” says Dr Jepson. “If you have concerns about
your prosthesis, whatever they may be, you definitely
need to talk to a consultant, but even if you don’t, there
might be something available, or you might be entitled
to a service or treatment that you weren’t aware of.
Technology in this area has soared over the last 10
years and we are seeing immeasurable improvements.”
For those who have lost a limb or limbs more
recently, meeting with a consultant is usually the initial
stage in smoothing the transition from Headley Court,
the Ministry of Defence’s dedicated rehabilitation
centre, into NHS care. “Headley Court is a great

facility that benefits from a lot of funding, but we want
to show patients that they can get equivalent care on
the NHS,” says Dr Jepson. “The only way to prove this
is if patients are ultimately satisfied with the treatment
and provisions they are given here.”
The Specialist Mobility Rehabilitation Centre in
Preston holds several Open Days every year so that
prospective patients can go along with their families
and take a look around to see the services on offer.
At Preston that includes a wheelchair service, seven
fitting rooms, a psychology office, physiotherapy room,
consultancy room, gym, prosthesis and cast rooms,
and a workshop. “The Open Days are held for veterans
attending the PRU who are approaching transition
into the NHS. As far as I’m aware, no other centre has
planned such an event. We give a presentation, then
take people for a tour of the unit so they see everything
we do here,” says Dr Jepson. “We also answer questions
about how things work and explain timelines. It means
people feel comfortable when their treatment begins
because they know what to expect and there aren’t
any surprises. We also have a dedicated phone line
and email address for veterans so they can get through
to us quickly if they need to.”
A personal assessment
Centres like Preston are now wholly patient-focused,
offering the right pathway and bespoke assessment
for each individual case. “Every patient is totally
different and will need varying levels of treatment,”
says Dr Jepson. The first step for anyone who comes
through the door is a detailed consultation.
“Any new patient starts with a primary appointment
with myself and a prosthetist. We’ll go through the
details of their injury and carry out a thorough medical
examination. The aim is to optimise the individual’s
care. To do this we don’t just look at their medical and
physical needs: we want to know a person’s housing
situation, what their personal life is like, what job they
do, what their aspirations are. Once we understand the
person and get to know about their needs, we can work
www.blesma.org 31

limb fitting centres

“Our aim is very
much to optimise an
individual’s care. To
do this we don’t just
look at their medical
and physical needs”

out what will be the right
prosthesis for them,” he says.
“We will also take a good
look at the prosthesis they’re
currently using. Some people
may use a number of different
ones. We’ll analyse which an
individual uses most and why,
take a look at their favourite
components and sockets,
and if there’s anything they
really like or dislike, we’ll
make sure our prosthetist
replicates (or avoids) it.”
Your career and hobbies
will also be taken into account by Dr Jepson and his
team. “There’s no stopping most of our patients – they
just want to get on with their lives,” he says. “So once
the initial consultation is done, we get straight on
to making the right prosthesis for that individual –
although many people are already quite happy with
their set up.” The next step is a session with the expert
Multi-Disciplinary Team, known as the MDT.

Meeting the Multi-Disciplinary Team
Once Dr Jepson’s team has established exactly what
you need, it is the job of the MDT to turn that into
a reality. “The Preston centre has a very big team,
with 26 staff in amputee rehabilitation alone, and
many more working on the admin side,” he says.
After the consultation a number of people are
available to provide help, direction and support.
Occupational Therapists help patients get used to
their new prosthetics and show them how to use them
correctly, as well as helping people to learn how to
walk and exercise again. Technicians working on site
at the centre design and build each prosthesis to
bespoke, carefully-tailored specifications. Other experts
are on hand to address any wheelchair needs, while
psychologists are available to help with any issues.
“Every patient is different, with different needs,”
says Dr Jepson. “Some have complex trauma and need
lots of help, while others just need a little fine-tuning.
The main thing is that we are a very cohesive team,
communicating and working to improve patient care.”

means if a patient is getting a new socket, for example,
or has a particular issue, it can be addressed that
week.” These changes were put in place at Preston
before the Murrison Report, a Government review
recommending investment of a further £15m into
prosthetics services for veterans, was published in
June 2011. But the report has given more access to
the Veterans Prosthetic Panel.
“If we can demonstrate that a patient would have
an improved quality of life with a certain component,
even if that might be expensive or difficult to get on
the NHS, we can access the necessary funds relatively
quickly through the Panel, who discuss and adjudicate
these matters regularly,” says Dr Jepson. “It allows us
to support our patients and offer them appropriate
technology quickly. We’re very proactive here on that
front – Preston has made more applications to the
Panel than any other Limb Fitting Centre.”

Keeping active
Preston’s proactive approach focuses on enabling
patients to lead fulfilling lives, and it is certainly
working. “We find that the younger veterans and
BLESMA Members are so active, they don’t intend
to let anything stop them from achieving their goals,”
says Dr Jepson. “They are an impressive bunch of men
and women, and they maintain such high activity
levels and have such high aspirations that we have
to make sure we keep up with them and match their
expectations. These are people who are out running
marathons, jumping out of aeroplanes, teaching
anything from skiing to golfing to rafting – they don’t
let up and need the right equipment for the job.”
To make sure nobody ever gets stopped in their
tracks by malfunctioning equipment Preston has
a policy which states that every patient must have
at least two prosthetists assigned to them. “So it’s not
like when your dentist goes on holiday and you can’t
see them,” says Dr Jepson. “It works very well. We had
a patient the other week who had broken his prosthetic
leg playing rugby – we patched it up immediately, and
concentrated on making a new leg at a later date.
“With other people, we work on specialist prosthetics.
We have made a water activity leg for a scuba diving
instructor, and we have very recently given someone
an electronic hand, which he is already becoming
incredibly skilled at using. The world of prosthetics
is constantly changing, and we’re changing with it.”

Recent changes
Preston is a model of organisation, with a brand-new
computer system created inhouse to make sure no patient
is ever overlooked. “We can find
out who all our veterans are
In 2010 Andrew Murrison was tasked with reviewing mental healthcare
at the touch of a button which
provision for ex-Armed Forces personnel. He found that Service charities and
means, when funding does
serving troops were becoming concerned with the help and treatment available
become available, we can do
for ex-Service amputees. Conflicts were increasing the number of amputees who
would leave the Forces in the next decade, while commitments made by ministers
an automatic review of all
to improve prosthetics for veterans had no funding, meaning the NHS Limb Fitting
our patients and their specific
Centres would soon face a rapid rise in demand with no extra resources.
needs,” says Dr Jepson. “It
Andrew worked closely with BLESMA and other Service charities. His review
means we can offer appointments
in June 2011 highlighted the need for a £15m investment in prosthetics services
quickly and keep a constant
for veterans, and delivered 12 recommendations. These were intended to ensure
track of where everyone is in the
that the high quality of care that was offered to amputees by the MOD through
system. It allows us to discuss
Headley Court would continue into civilian life. Its main recommendation was
patients and their progress at
that special prosthetic and rehabilitation services for amputee veterans would
weekly meetings to ensure all
be delivered through a small number of dedicated specialist centres.
their needs are being met. It

in brief: The Murrison report
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A Day in the Life...

peter leonard
Peter Leonard, 53, has worked for BLESMA for 23 years and is now their Transport
Supervisor. Based in Blackpool, it’s his job to drive Members to events across the country
I fell into the role almost a quarter of a century ago!

The WWI residents were such gentlemen. They were

I was a driver for National Express coaches in 1990
when a nurse at BLESMA asked me if I could cover
a shift. I enjoyed it, and 23 years later I’m still here!

a different breed of men – always smart, wearing a
collar and tie, and very well-mannered. They rubbed
off on you and it meant you always had good manners.

This job makes me happy. I enjoy every single aspect

The younger lads are so active. The Gulf War and

of it. We’re encouraged to spend time with as many
Members as we can and there are so many characters
at BLESMA. It’s been a really good experience.

Afghanistan veterans have changed what BLESMA
does, because they’re fit and don’t see amputation
as something that can stop them. Good on them!

I met my wife through BLESMA. She worked in the

Activities Week is a perk of the job. I occasionally

dining room at BLESMA Blackpool.
Her father was at the charity for 43
years as a Nursing Auxiliary, too. It
has been my whole life.
I believe very strongly in what this

charity does. It is giving something
back. We have helped guys who have
sacrificed so much in WWI, WWII
and now in Iraq and Afghanistan.

“I BELIEVE VERY
STRONGLY IN
WHAT THIS
CHARITY DOES.
IT IS GIVING
SOMETHING BACK”

get to try an activity if there is a
spare place. I’ve done gliding and all
sorts. My favourite is quad-biking.
I’m never bored. We do a lot with

the widows, so it’s one extreme to
the other: one week you’re abseiling
down a rock-face, the next you
might be pushing a widow’s trolley
around Fleetwood market!

I haven’t noticed the amputations

It’s not about the bus. I’m in the

for years and years. BLESMA
Members are just people like
everyone else – you soon look beyond
anything like that and just see the
person and have normal chats.

business of caring for people. I’ve
heard every military story going,
and so many of the Members inspire
you. I get on with people, and you
need to do that in this job.

Next Issue: A Day in the Life of Andy Mudd BEM
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The world’s first and only active prosthesis for above-knee amputees, this highly intelligent knee works as an
integrated extension of the user, replacing true muscle activity to bend and straighten the knee as required.
• Provides the power to help maintain walking speeds and reducing energy consumption during gait
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• Assists with the upward motion required for stairs and inclines, and standing up from a chair
• Learns and responds to unique patterns of gait for natural, efficient motion.
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Genium

The next generation of lower limb prosthetics.
The Genium – Bionic Prosthetic System represents groundbreaking
progress in the technology of lower limb prosthetics. It is the result of an
extensive research and development programme as well as more than 14
years of practical experience with the C-Leg® technology.
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Thanks to the latest computer control technology, the functionality of the
Genium far surpasses previous prosthetic solutions. The Genium is the
first of a whole new generation of microprocessor-controlled, intelligent
prosthetic systems. It will help redefine quality of life and everyday mobility
for amputees.
www.ottobock.com/genium

Ottobock · 0845 600 7664 · www.ottobock.co.uk

1252_OB_The_Genium_A4_with product_March13_FINAL.indd 1

20/03/2013 15:39

