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Dear Reader,

If you are reading this, you may not think 
you need help, but read on because 
you, a loved one or a friend might need 
support. 

I was experiencing problems with housing, 
finance, relationships, sleep, self-esteem, 
in fact most areas of my life, and had not 
realised the veteran’s community could 
help me find appropriate support. Pride 
and anxiety had kept me in the dark too 
long.

We hope you gain something from 
reading this book. The following authors 
were all proud members of HM Forces, 
who now light-heartedly laugh at 
themselves as the manic depressives, 
psychopaths and schizophrenics they all 
are.
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This book was written by the following 
veterans and veterans’ partners: Wolf, 
Kim Sproston, Gary Cruwys, Paul Gooding, 
Dave Wiseman, Dave Cartwright, Eileen 
McKenzie, Mac McKenzie, Stu McKenzie 
& Richard Rochester. 
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Child. 
We all have 
different values and 
standards. We have 
no real experience 
as civilians.

Military personnel.
We train, face 
challenges, defend 
Queen and Country, 
rely on teamwork, 
go on ops tours, 
have comradery, 
determination and 
pride. We share the 
same values and 
standards.

The Veterans Journey
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Transitioning.
Sense of loss. 
Loss of identity, 
structure, and 
security. 
Out of the bubble.
Seeking and 
searching. Some 
people won’t find it 
so difficult, and this 
is OK. 

Veteran.
People think of 
veterans and they 
think of old boys 
with medals. It 
could be a 24 year 
old who’s just lost 
everything. If you’ve 
served, you are a 
veteran. There are 
others out there. 
Remember, you’re 
not alone. You 
should be proud. It 
can be difficult to 
start back at the 
bottom on civvy 
street. You might 
feel alone, but you 
are not alone.
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What is 
mental 
health?

Mental health can be a plethora of things 
and if your family is messed up, housing 
is not right, or your health isn’t great, 
that will have a knock on effect on your 
mental health - it doesn’t just have to be 
PTSD.
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Some symptoms of poor mental health.

Lack of sleep.
Nightmares: you remember.
Night terrors: you don’t remember, wake 
up sweating, shouting in sleep.

Feelings of guilt and not knowing why.

Road rage.

Anger. Real strong outbursts. You want 
to fight and find it hard to calm down.

Anxiety/panic. Sudden attacks and not 
knowing what triggered it.

Beating yourself up. Feeling you never 
used to be like this, so why are you now? 
It is that vicious circle you need to get 
out of.

Feeling you are wearing a mask and 
hiding behind it, then getting home and 
feeling as if you have just taken your 
body armour off.
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Joining the military 
takes courage.
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Returning to the 
workforce takes help.
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Things to watch out for 
on civvy street.

Alcohol: you’re not in that world anymore. 
It masks issues. Are you drinking in the 
morning? Don’t be scared to ask for help, 
you’re not alone. 

Waiting lists: dentists, doctors, etc all 
have waiting lists on civvy street and can 
cost money. 

Hidden/unexpected triggers: There is 
less structure on civvy street, things can 
happen unexpectedly, like bumping into 
an old friend from the forces.

Anniversaries: Not all anniversaries are 
good. You may feel low at certain times 
of the year and not know why. Some 
anniversaries are triggers. Be aware of 
hidden triggers.
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Isolation: Don’t isolate yourself. Visit the 
Hub. There are plenty of coffee mornings 
out there. You don’t need to be alone.

Dwelling: This is worse when you are 
alone. Keep your mind occupied, maybe 
retrain, socialise, start new hobbies.

Overthinking: Also worse when you 
are alone. The vicious circle. Try word 
association (read on).

Different standards: Things aren’t so 
black and white on civvy street. Fitting 
in and compromising can be one of the 
hardest things to do. The longer you 
served, the harder it is.

Civvies: They might not get your sense 
of humour. Military humour is not always 
appropriate on civvy street! (Don’t 
forget, you are a civvy now! LOL!)
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“Medic, medic, I’ve lost 
my leg!”
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“No you haven’t 
sunshine, I’ve just ran 

past it!”
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You 
are 
not 
alone.
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Transitioning is hard. You’re rigid, you’re 
a force. Now you’ve got to become 
flexible, adaptable to civvy life. It’s not 
easy. Here are some tips to keeping your 
head straight.

Tips
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Having a trigger word to ground me 
(mine is “Breathe” - then I remember to 
slow my breathing).

Word association i.e. “potato” means to 
me that when I say it, it reminds me that I 
will be back up again one day - tomorrow, 
next week, next month... But I will feel 
better at a point in time in the future. 
This way it may stop me deteriorating.

Grounding - having something physical 
(mine is a coin that I hold in my hand 
to remind me that I’m here and can 
physically feel in the moment).
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Telling my own story lets people know 
that it’s OK and they’re not alone - they 
come and see me and it’s like a weight 
lifts off, then the next thing you know, 
they’re getting treatment because 
they’ve realised they have mental health 
issues.

We have to advocate on our own behalf.

You can ask your doctors surgery to 
change GP. This way you may find there 
is a doctor that takes a keen interest 
in veterans and issues they suffer with.  
You are allowed to ask about treatment 
options and what to expect from them.

Try something different like fishing, 
surfing or wild swimming. Get out of 
your comfort zone. 
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S.M.A.R.T 
Goals

The most effective way of moving your 
life forward in a positive direction is to 
set smart goals.
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Smart goals must fulfil a specific group 
of criteria.

To be effective they must be:

Specific - You must be able to state 
clearly what your goal is.

Measurable - You must be able to know 
whether or not you have achieved your 
goal.

Achievable - Your goal must be achievable 
within the time frame allocated to it.

Realistic - Your goal must be realistic.

Time bound - You must set a time target 
for achieving your goal.
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You can set short, medium and long-
term goals. They can be related to any 
aspect of your life.

Many small goals over time can lead to 
the achievement of big and ambitious 
goals.

Write down an ambitious long-term 
goal:
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Write down the key steps you would 
need to achieve this ambitious goal. 
These become your medium-term goals.

Write down the first small step towards 
achieving the first medium term goal. 
This is now your first goal. Set yourself 
a realistic time limit to achieve it.
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Now share your goal with someone you 
trust and tell them when you’ve achieved 
it.

Prepare a positive and/or aspirational 
‘but now’ statement and repeat it to 
yourself / share with new people when 
you meet them:

‘I used to serve in the armed forces but 
now I ...’
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A story from a wife and mother of 
veterans.

It is hard to see a member of your family 
who is a hurting veteran and needs help and 
support.

We got our strength from our faith and 
support from our church. We were then led 
to the right people, Veterans U.K., who then 
put us in touch with the Hub - veterans in 
Exeter. These are caring and understanding 
people who know the right organisations; 
Help for Heroes, Combat Stress, Warrior 
Programme, R.B.L, Ssafa, and others. 

As the family of a hurting veteran, it’s 
great if they are willing to accept help. The 
organisations are there for them. 

If not, you can seek advice for ways you can 
support and understand their problems. 
Also, to gain strength for yourself as a carer, 
we all support each other by going to the 
veterans coffee mornings where we get to 
know the veterans and their families. 

The help is there for the hurting veteran, and 
support for the family as well. 
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My War Broken Mind - a poem

My name is Dave, I’m a simple lad.
Behind my mask, I’ve been terribly sad.
You see my past has caught up with me,
Once it tried to destroy my sanity.
In my head my memory fails,
So this in turn just tips the scales.
One day I’m fine, the next I’m not,
Like ‘Jeckle & Hyde’ I can blow cold and hot.
I act like a clown, it’s a thing I do.
To get by joking, in front of you.
 
You are a wonderful woman, we have just 
met.
I have three beautiful children that mean so 
much,
They are my life and my world, whom I love 
and live for.
Yet when I’m upset, they cannot touch.
Once depressed, I don’t want them around 
me.
Carrying this hurt and guilt I’m afraid that 
you’ll see,
The unnatural monster I’m afraid that will 
break out of me.
Some days I awake, thinking perhaps it’s 
today,
That I have been cured, and it’s all gone 
away.
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No such luck, it’s still in my head.
One day all will be gone, but only when I’m 
dead, dead, dead.
I wish I could tell you, I wish every day,
Of the things that transformed me to 
become this way.
For your own protection, please 
understand,
That this is my problem, I’m making my 
stand.
You don’t need to know, I will never share,
Of the dark place’s I’ve been to, I don’t want 
you there.
“Thank you for loving me”, is a thing I say.
But deep down in my heart, I fear I’ll drive 
you away.
 
I’m glad you stay, I hope one day you’ll see,
The seeds of hope that you sow in me each 
day.
I suffer with pains in my mortal soul, 
Broken down body, feeling so sorry,
Skimming through life is not my way,
You may be my foundation, you may be my 
key,
To rebuild the blocks of my sanity.
Day by day, higher and higher,
You give me the taste of want and desire.
With your help, I feel I can fight and attack
The dark shadows that made me crack.
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Testimonial for the Hub

Having enjoyed a 30-year military 
career, I was retired from the Army last 
year and as such, after a brief period of 
employment, began to find it extremely 
difficult to adjust to the civilian workplace 
as well as the civilian mind set in general.

As a consequence, I was introduced to 
the Armed Forces Community Support 
Hub. I expressed my concerns regarding 
my employability as I believed that I had 
become too institutionalised to be of any 
value to a prospective employer.

In turn I was introduced to Mark 
Littlewood, the Hub Manager and Key 
Support Worker. Having never heard of 
such roles, I was initially very sceptical 
and very disillusioned at the thought 
of having to explain my position to 
someone who I thought would “simply 
going through the motions” – and then 
I met Mark!

From my very first meeting with Mark it 
became patently clear that he was not 
“simply going through the motions” at 
all. 
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Since leaving the Army I had at last met 
someone who actually cared about the 
individual and was absolutely resolute 
in his desire to re-establish my sense of 
worth that was lacking, spending a lot 
of time advising and helping me often 
at considerable voluntary expense to his 
own time and effort.

Mark is one of those very rare individuals 
who rather than merely sympathises, 
he more importantly empathises, and 
offers incredibly constructive advice and 
support which is far above and beyond 
his remit. I have often said to Mark that 
he has missed his vocation and should 
actually become a trained counsellor 
(for veterans) as his ability to “speak 
the same language” as servicemen is 
absolutely remarkable and is to be truly 
commended!

Mark not only coached me through the 
complexities of the DWP but also put 
me in touch with “Running Deer” who 
run a veteran’s programme which Mark 
is heavily involved with and was also key 
in helping me to move forward.
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Latterly I have spoken to many ex-
servicemen and women who have found 
themselves in the same situation and I 
am sad to report that they do not have 
the same sort of support in their areas, 
a situation which, in my humble opinion, 
is a travesty as there should be a “Mark 
Littlewood” in every region of the country.

Notwithstanding my previous comments, 
and at the risk of sounding sycophantic 
(and I’m sure Mark would offer an 
appropriate “Anglo-Saxon response” 
should he hear this!), I cannot express 
enough heartfelt thanks to him for taking 
the time to listen, offering practical real 
time help and support, which has since 
assisted me to fully integrate socially as 
well as mentally into the civilian world 
and I am now, with Mark’s help, employed 
as the Assistant Estate Manager at The 
Cricket St. Thomas Private Estate, near 
Chard, Somerset!
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Mark is so passionate about making a 
difference and helping others that any 
accolade bestowed on him would be 
insufficient.

Thank you Mark – a true gentleman and 
one of life’s good people.

Andy McCarthy

WO2 Retired 19th Regiment Royal 
Artillery
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We are 
resilient, 
strong and 
when we 
fall, we get 
back up.
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After service, I am most proud of:

Getting back up and rebuilding myself 
from scratch (ongoing).

After service, I am most proud of:

Putting my hand up and asking for help.

After service, I am most proud of:

My children.

After service, I am most proud of:

I’m proud of staying married during the 
military, because that is quite a rarity in 
the forces.



34

Military experience helped me: 

Fight on. Not give up. Tackle problems 
pragmatically.

Military experience helped me:

Always manage to get back up.

Military experience helped me:

Be resilient, stubborn, have self-discipline 
and organisation.
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But sometimes 
you become so 
self-sufficient 
you don’t want 
to ask for help. 

We’ve all served. We’re proud of what 
we’ve done but asking for help doesn’t 
need to knock that pride.

You’ve served your country. Let your 
country serve you. You’re not alone. The 
service community is here to help you, 
and is only a phonecall away. 

Call the Hub on 07948 034992
Mon-Thu: 0900-1700 | Fri: 0900-1300
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Pride can also be a barrier. Sometimes 
you need to put your pride in your 
pocket. This is one of the hardest things 
you might have to do. If you think you 
need help, ask for it. 

Pride
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Asking for help. 
Story 1.

It was too late. I had too much pride.

In Dec 13, I went downhill but did not 
realise or look for help. This crap was 
building in my head, but I didn’t know 
what it was.  It felt like I was wearing a 
mask every day and could only take it off 
when I was in my safe place at home. 

I couldn’t cope. It was all too much - 
lack of sleep, constant pain, anger, guilt, 
anxiety (easily startled or scared) - just 
going down this huge rabbit hole. 

“How do I get help?”

I should have asked for help before I 
wanted to end my life, but I didn’t know 
I needed help. Put your pride in your 
pocket. I did after 28 years of service, so 
can you.  Ask for help. 

Visit the Hub: Wat Tyler House, 3 King 
William St, Exeter EX4 6PD
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Asking for help.
Story 2.

I left the Royal Navy in 1999 after seeing 
the world and experiencing things that 
the majority of people could never even 
contemplate.
 
My professional specialising was so 
in demand that I started a new job on 
the day I left, earning a salary package 
that most could only dream about.  My 
reasons for leaving were for my wife and 
to start a family.  We had the big house, 
land and lush cars, and in 2003 I was 
blessed with my first child which briefly 
made my world complete.

However, in 2004, I noticed I was having 
nightmares about my operational 
deployments and active service.  I never 
understood what was happening to me, 
why after so many years, was I filled with 
fear, hatred of myself and about what 
happened to me.  I suddenly became 
more aware of everything around me, 
going from happy, carefree to stressed, 
wound-up and angry.
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In 2005 my marriage ended, and I lost the 
plot, feeling suicidal, I left my great job, 
lost my wife and she took my daughter 
away from me.  I ended up being 
sectioned under the Mental Health Act 
and locked up in a psychiatric ward for 
10 weeks.  I was then referred to Combat 
Stress and was formally diagnosed with 
chronic severe Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder. 

Finally I knew what was wrong, though 
rather than me control my illness, I 
allowed it to control me.  
 
This set me on a path of destruction, 
relationships, family and friendships.  I 
blamed everyone else, never myself and 
when I did something wrong, I had the 
great excuse that “I have PTSD, it out of 
my control”.
 
Now in 2019, I have finally hit rock 
bottom and realised that it is I that has 
the problem, not those around me…. 
They walk on egg shells, tip toe around 
me and avoid me when I snap.  Never did 
I take control, but now I have and now I 
know this is the right path to be on.
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Asking for help. 
Story 3.

There were 2 specific moments when I 
knew I needed to ask for help, the first 
was a friend of mine telling me he would 
hear me screaming out in the night, 
we lived in the mess and he was my 
neighbour. He explained to me that he 
had been diagnosed with PTSD and had 
an idea of what I was going through. I 
didn’t do anything about this as I was not 
ready and did not think I had an issue. I 
was struggling with sleep and losing my 
shit more than usual but was not ready 
to admit I had a problem.

A few years later I was sent to Headley 
Court for an outpatient appointment 
I used to work there and was worried 
about going back as a patient, I was put 
on to a ward with no staff or any other 
patients. It was a long night and a scary 
one. I had thoughts of finishing it all, I 
didn’t want to be there or go through 
this process and my thoughts were to 
finish it all. 
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The next day I had my appointment and 
was left waiting for 3 hours as they were 
running late, eventually I saw my doctor 
and lost my temper on a full Colonel, I 
broke down and at that point realised I 
needed help. 

I refused to take it and thought I could do 
this on my own. I was getting more and 
more angry at home, scaring my wife and 
causing more and more tensions at home. 
One evening after a massive breakdown 
my wife asked me to get some help. It 
was at this point that I knew I had to ask 
for professional help, not for me at first 
but for my wife. It was one of the most 
difficult decisions I had to make.

Survivors guilt.

As a medic I have witnessed too many 
of my friends and colleagues injured 
or killed, being in the incident like an 
IED strike or a contact wondering how 
I was not injured or worse killed, it was 
becoming more and more, I knew that 
as a medic it was probably a good thing 
that I wasn’t injured or killed so I could 
deal with the casualties but I started 
questioning why not me?
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questioning why not me? Why have 
I managed to walk away from these 
incidents without a scratch?

 I started feeling guilty but didn’t know 
why, my friends saw a difference in me, 
I was wearing a mask around my friends 
and still being the happy go lucky person 
I was, some of them realised something 
was wrong and asked me about it. I 
talked to a close friend who knew me 
better than most and she told me I was 
suffering with survivors guilt, this is 
more common than you’d think and can 
affect anyone that has witnessed or been 
involved in a situation where they were 
not hurt or not injured as bad as others.  
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    “I’m fi ne.”



Blame.

“Bloody civvies”

“You don’t understand.”

       
       

        
    “I’m fi ne.” “You don’t know what

 I’
ve

 b
ee

n
 t
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ro

u
g

h
.”

“Damn kids are playing up again

.”

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

“L
eave m

e alone.”

Turn over if you’ve ever said any of 
these.
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It’s easy to blame others.

At some point you’re going to have to 
face yourself, your demons, your past 
and future, and then admit to yourself 
that only you can make things better. 

To look in the mirror honestly before you 
can be ready to build yourself back up. 
There are many stages to this, but you 
are not alone.  
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Questions.

Be truthful to yourself. 
Feel free to write in this booklet.
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How are you?
Honestly? 
Are you really 
alright mate?
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What would make 
tommorow better 
for you?
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Do you have 
support?
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What do you 
need? Just ask.
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Some 
things to 
remember.



53

Change is never easy. A journey of a 
thousand miles starts with a single step. 
Keep taking baby steps and when you 
look back, you’ll be amazed how far 
you’ve come...
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It’s OK not to be OK.

It’s OK to be broken.

It’s OK to ask for help.

It’s hard asking for help, 
no matter how strong 
you are. Everyone needs 
someone to have their 
back.
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You are not alone.
We all experience difficult 
transitions to civvy street.
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Dont take life 
too seriously. 

Nobody gets out alive 
anyway!

52
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Always look on 
the bright side.

Embrace the little 
things that make you 
smile.
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This book was originally made with 
funding from Cornwall College, made 
possible through CoLab Exeter’s 
education budget. The original concept 
and facilitation was by Alright Mate? CIC 
and it was written by a group of veterans, 
and veterans’ family members who have 
all been supported by the Hub.
Web: colabexeter.org.uk

Alright
Mate?

Alright Mate? is an organisation using 
the arts to destigmatise mental health by 
giving voice to stories of lived experience. 
Web: alrightmateproject.com
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The Armed Forces Community Hub is a 
one stop shop designed to help those 
in need. You can get in touch by phone, 
e-mail or by popping in for a chat. 

Location: Wat Tyler House, 3 King 
William St, Exeter EX4 6PD

Mon-Thu: 0900-1700 | Fri: 0900-1300

Phone:  

E-mail: 

Web: armedforceshub.org

If you’d like to make a donation to the 
Hub, e-mail info@armedforceshub.com

Mark on 07948 034992
Gary on 07943 722414          
Janine on 07398 147353

mark@armedforceshub.com
gary@armedforceshub.com
janine@armedforceshub.com
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The team at the Hub (left to right): Gary, 
Mark and Janine.
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“Those brits are a strange old race.
They show affection by abusing 

eachother, will think nothing of casually 
stopping in the middle of a firefight for 
their ‘brew up’ and food that I wouldn;t 

give to a dying dog! 

But f**k me, I would rather have one 
British squaddie on side than an entire 

battalion of Spetznaz! 

Why? Because the British are the only 
people in the world, who, when the 

chips are down and there seems like no 
hope left, instead of getting sentimental 

or hysterical, will strap on their pack, 
charge their rifle, light up a smoke, then 
calmly and wryly grin ‘Well are we going 

then you wanker?’”

Unknown US soldier - Iraq 2005
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If you would like to give feedback on 
this book for future projects, there 
is a short feedback form available at 
alrightmateproject.com/notalone




