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For Mike, the Boss.

Always a little further.





In my opinion, I am confident that Bdr Parkinson will not achieve functional walking with prostheses. His physical amputee rehabilitation to date has been to facilitate his neurorehabilitation, but I do not believe that it should be continued further as he will not achieve functional walking. L Bdr Parkinson’s rehabilitation should be aimed at wheelchair independence.

PROFESSOR RAJIV S. HANSPAL

Hillingdon Hospital, Uxbridge,

20 November 2008

Expert opinion requested

on behalf of Defence Medical

Rehabilitation Centre, Headley Court

Of all the factors, which make for success in battle, the spirit of the warrior is the most decisive. That spirit will be found in full measure in the men who wear the maroon beret.

‘MONTY’, FIELD MARSHAL THE VISCOUNT MONTGOMERY OF ALAMEIN






Note on the Text

Jerome Starkey

The first time I met Ben, at his home in Doncaster, I asked him if he saw himself as lucky or unlucky. He had just finished a workout and was sitting in his gym kit, in an armchair, with the stumps of his legs exposed. His back was sore from recent surgery and I was still getting used to his slur, which is a result of his brain damage.

‘Lucky,’ he said, without a second’s hesitation.

It was the answer I was hoping for.

‘Why?’

‘Because I have got a twin brother. And he’s ginger.’

Ben doesn’t remember the explosion. He can’t tell you what it feels like to fly out of a gun turret and land face-first in the stony dirt. He doesn’t remember the sound of the blast or the taste of blood pooling in his throat. He doesn’t remember the courage of his comrades as they saved his life.

From the injuries sustained in service to his country, he suffered serious, lasting brain damage which wiped long sections of his memory. It affects his movement, his speech, his concentration and every aspect of his life. But it hasn’t dimmed his wit.

Ben was twenty-two years old when he was blown up in southern Afghanistan, in September 2006. I flew out to Kabul that year to cover the war as a journalist. I lived there for the next five years and I visited the places where Ben fought.

Ben was often described as the most seriously wounded soldier to survive the war in Afghanistan. I saw first hand the staggering advances in battlefield medicine which helped soldiers like Ben survive injuries that would have been fatal in earlier wars. But even by the standards of Afghanistan, Ben’s injuries were off the scale. From the moment his friends sliced into his throat to help him breathe, on that bomb-scorched patch of desert, he was pushing the boundaries of what modern medicine can achieve. Throughout his recovery he has charted new territory. He has constantly surprised and inspired his doctors by setting and achieving goals far higher than they dared imagine. It is a testament to Ben’s unshakable determination that he never let his doctors’ bleak prognoses limit his soaring ambitions.

This is Ben’s story, so it is only right that it is written in his voice. But it has been a collaboration. We have drawn on many sources to tell this story in the fullness it deserves.

For the things Ben can’t remember, his friends, family, colleagues and carers have shared their memories. Medical notes, news reports, military records, legal papers and official investigations provided the rest. Some names have been changed to protect the innocent – and sadly, on occasion, to spare the incompetent.

In almost every instance, the scenes recorded in this book were recounted by one of the people who was present. In a few instances, where that was impossible, some scenes and some dialogue have been reimagined to convey the drama and the personalities involved.

This book is Ben and his loved ones’ account of how he overcame horrific injuries to lead a full and fulfilling life. Ben will tell you that all of us face challenges in our lives and often they feel insurmountable, but together we can find the strength to overcome almost anything.

He is living proof that it is true.




Preface

The landmine that changed my life was probably a green metal drum about the size and shape of my sixth birthday cake: a Victoria sponge slathered in white icing, which was identical to my twin brother Dan’s.

I was born in Doncaster, an old coal-mining town in South Yorkshire, on a sunny spring day in 1984. I arrived exactly fourteen minutes after Dan did (the original age before beauty!). There was never any chance of the nurse mixing us up. We were the opposite of identical. Dan was fair haired and fair skinned. As he grew up, he was wiry. I was dark haired and dark skinned, and always built like a house. By the time we turned six, Danny was the competitive one. If he hit you, it hurt – which was great, because he used to look out for me at school and most of the time he saved his fighting at home for our older brother, Philip. I couldn’t be bothered to fight. I was always more laid back.

We celebrated our sixth birthdays at the newly opened Donny Dome, a concert venue and leisure centre, and the only place in Britain with a split-level ice rink. For a bunch of thirty children from Bessacarr First School it was a waterpark wonderworld, with interlinked pools and brightly coloured water slides, where the lifeguards told us off for running and we squealed with excitement until we collapsed with exhaustion. Mum and Dad were still together then and we lived up near the racecourse. It was a happy time in a happy childhood.

In the canteen at the Donny Dome, Mum set the identical cakes out on the same table and Danny raced me to blow out his candles before I did mine, and we dished out slices of cake to our friends. Danny was given his first football that year. I was given a little box of soldier figurines because I was obsessed with the army.

That night, after the party and the presents and the birthday cakes, Mum gave us one more gift. It was a book called Finn Family Moomintroll, a story about trolls and goblins in a magical mountain land. Mum read to us until our eyes were heavy with sleep and then she kissed us both goodnight. It became my favourite book as a child, and my favourite character was Snork. He was a bulbous purple creature who turned green when he was frightened. He was obsessed with rules and details, which was nothing like me. I think I just liked the sound of the word Snork. But there is one scene in the book where Snork acts as a judge to settle a dispute. Mum said I was the peacemaker when Danny and Philip used to fight. Snork became my nickname.

By the time Mum turned the light out and said goodnight, the green birthday-cake-shaped landmine that would one day explode underneath me while I was on tour in Afghanistan had been laid. Every day that I went to school it was waiting for me to get there. The days that I skipped school, the days that I pestered the recruiting sergeants at the recruiting office in Donny, the days when I missed my exams, the days when I did my first parachute jumps and earned my maroon beret, the months that I was serving in Iraq and Kosovo, and all those carefree days I was chasing girls and scoffing Big Macs – that massive, silent metal anti-tank mine was waiting for me on a wadi’s edge, 3500 miles away.

I was never one for rushing, so it would have to wait a while.




BATTLE 1

Work Hard for
What You Want

vs

Let the Dream Go




1

My mum tells a story about one of my first sports days, when Danny and I were at primary school near our home in Doncaster. It was only a small school, but it had great big playing fields out the back and I was in the final of the egg-and-spoon race, competing against my best friend. My friend really, really wanted to win.

When the PE teacher said go, I sprinted off the mark and I was in the lead immediately. I could hear all the parents cheering from the sideline but I didn’t look at them. I was staring at the egg in front of me, concentrating on not dropping it. When I realised I was winning I stopped dead in my tracks.

I was nearly at the finish, so I turned round and waited for my friend to catch me up. I knew that he wanted to win, so I let him overtake me.

I was never very competitive. Some people are like ocean waves hitting the rocks every day. Other people are like rocks, letting the waves break over them. I was always more of a rock than a wave. I did my own thing as life crashed on around me.

I think that if I’d been blown up back then, I wouldn’t have survived. Not because I was smaller and weaker, but because I hadn’t found the will to win yet. I hadn’t found the steel inside me that I needed to fight. You don’t need to be born a fighter: you can learn it.

On the morning of my history GCSE, when I was sixteen, Mum got a phone call from my headmistress at Hall Cross School to say I hadn’t turned up at the exam hall. It was the third exam I had missed that week.

I don’t know why I didn’t like school. I could tell you the teachers were bad or the classes were big or that nobody inspired me. But that wouldn’t be true. It was a good school. My brothers went to the same school and they both did OK. I had loving and supporting parents. I had friends.

The problem was with me. I was lazy and unmotivated. Before I joined the army, I was happy to coast along. I let life wash over me without ever really trying to change it.

Mum left work and came home to look for me, but I wasn’t at the house when she got there. I wasn’t on the low wall at the bottom of the garden where I used to hang out with my best friend, Chris. So she drove around the neighbourhood, scouring my other haunts, getting angrier and more upset as every moment passed.

Eventually she found me sitting on a grassy bank underneath a railway bridge with a bag of six Big Macs. Chris, who lived across the road from us, was sitting next to me. He had one Big Mac, the other five were for me.

I was always the big kid in my year. Taller and stronger than the other lads – and always hungry. I was never bullied and I had plenty of friends. But I just didn’t get excited by the things that excited other people. I never liked playing football and I didn’t really support a team. Schoolwork I found incredibly boring.

I can’t remember what Mum yelled, but she was at her wits’ end with me.

‘Chill out, Mum,’ I said. ‘I don’t need GCSEs.’

‘Do you want to be a failure for the rest of your life?’ I was so laid back, I was horizontal. ‘Of course you need GCSEs, Ben!’

‘I don’t need GCSEs,’ I said. ‘I’m going to join the army.’

As long as I can remember, I had always wanted to be a soldier.

My great-grandad on my mum’s side was at Dunkirk. He was a military policeman tasked with marshalling the British retreat as German bombs rained down on the beach and the flotilla of small boats sailed across the Channel to the rescue.

‘Not the best place to be directing traffic,’ he used to joke.

My grandfather served in the merchant navy and he told me terrifying tales of convoys stalked by German U-boats in the icy North Atlantic and how they tried to save the sailors whose ships were going down but sometimes couldn’t make it in time.

Dad’s dad was in the Royal Air Force. He enlisted at fourteen with dreams of being a sergeant pilot but he was too young to start flying so they trained him as a fitter. By the time the war broke out he was a qualified mechanic. They told him fitters were more valuable than flyers because they took longer to train and were less likely to die, so his dreams of getting airborne were put on hold until the war was over. But they did come true. In 1946 he flew all over America in a Lancaster bomber as part of a goodwill tour. Then from 1948 to 1949 he was in and out of Germany as part of the Berlin Airlift, the massive allied operation to relieve the Russian blockade designed to starve West Berlin.

I didn’t want to go to sea. I didn’t want to fly. I wanted to be a soldier, and not just any soldier. I wanted to be a Para.

The Parachute Regiment was formed in the midst of World War Two, on Winston Churchill’s orders, to give the army a unit that could parachute into battle. They were designed to operate far ahead of the regular army, and often behind enemy lines, which meant they had to be fit, fierce and self-reliant. They had to be the best. The first parachutists were drawn from the commandos, who were then the best-trained troops we had. Paras were the first troops into mainland France in June 1944. The day before the D-Day landings, they used gliders to capture a bridge over the Caen Canal, three miles behind the beaches, to cut off the German supply lines.

I can’t say where my dream of being a Para came from. Perhaps it was a schoolboy diet of war films. In my head it was simple. The British army was the best in the world. The airborne were the best of the army. That made them the best of the best. Since the age of fourteen, I had been going to the army recruiting office in Doncaster as often as I could, to feed my obsession. The office was on Hall Gate, sandwiched between a strip club and a church. I was too young to care about sex or salvation.

Phil, my older brother, was artistic. Dan, my redheaded twin, was the practical one. Both of them are over six feet tall and well built, but because Dan’s the smallest of the three of us we nicknamed him the runt. Both of them were good at school. Dan got his A levels and joined our dad as a cabinet maker. Phil went to university and became a graphic designer.

I left school in the summer of 2000 without a single GCSE. But I wasn’t worried. I was happy. I was one step closer to my dream.


ops/images/9780751580242.jpg
| LOSING THE BATTLE

WINNING
THE |

The story of
the most injured
soldier to survive
the warin
Afghanistan

How we can all defy
- the odds we’ve
been given

BEN PARKINSON MBE





