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      To our brave wounded, past and present. 
May they thrive in the future.
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      Earlier this year I was lucky enough to be part of the most incredible expedition.
      

      
      It was not just that I found myself in one of the last true wildernesses on earth – though being one hundred and sixty miles
         from the North Pole, dragging my ‘home’ on a sledge behind me, being sworn at in turn (and sometimes all at the same time)
         in Scouse, Welsh, South African and ‘officer’ English, was extraordinary enough. No, what was truly remarkable and wholly
         unforgettable were these four tormentors of mine: Steve, Martin, Jaco and Guy. They are British soldiers; fit men, used to
         hardship, who relished the challenge confronting us. That they went on to achieve the fastest time to the Pole this year should
         not, therefore, be so surprising.
      

      
      But what was surprising – mind-blowing, in fact – was that two of them were missing limbs, one had a paralysed arm and the
         fourth had a broken back which, last year, doctors said would prevent him ever walking again. And yet here they were, powering
         ahead of me, filling me with a disbelief tinged with panic that they might actually make good on their threat and leave me
         to the polar bears. I learnt from these men that one should not fear anything in life.
      

      
      Though clearly very special, Steve, Martin, Jaco and Guy are no more special than the thousands of British soldiers, sailors,
         airmen and Royal Marines who, like them, have suffered life-changing injuries in the service of our Country since the Second
         World War. Despite their heroic endeavours on the ice, their lives are changed, their goals in life are inevitably and drastically
         altered.
      

      
      Walking With The Wounded – this great expedition, the brain-child of Ed Parker and Simon Daglish, and so ably led by our Norwegian
         guide, Inge Solheim – has succeeded in capturing public imagination, focusing it on the momentous challenges facing our wounded
         Servicemen and women as they look to the future. In the same way that Walking With The Wounded has enabled these four fantastic
         individuals to take life once more by the scruff of the neck, it is incumbent on all of us to make sure that others like them
         are helped to do the same.
      

      
      Walking With The Wounded will be back!

      
      [image: image]
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      Afghan

      
      ‘The power of the shot threw me on to the ground. It was almost like a back flip. I knew instantly that it was serious. From
         the way the blood was spurting out, spreading in a dark crimson patch across my assault vest, I reckoned the bullet had cut
         through an artery. Then it dawned on me that I could no longer feel my right arm. Or move it at all. It wasn’t responding.
         For one sickening moment I thought I’d lost it. Then, as I reached out to grip it with my left hand, I realised it was the
         feeling that had gone. Glistening with blood as it was, my arm was still firmly attached to my body – it just wasn’t responding
         to the signals my brain was sending it.’
      

      
      Martin Hewitt was in Helmand Province, Afghanistan, when he was shot. A 26-year-old captain in the Parachute Regiment, he
         was leading his platoon in an assault on a Taliban position in the Green Zone, the narrow strip of fertile land between the
         Helmand River and the huge surrounding desert, which the British Army was struggling, then as now, to control. That day the
         enemy were ensconced in a group of one-storey mud-brick buildings surrounded by a thick screen of bushes and trees. Martin and his men were approaching across open ground, recently ploughed
         poppy fields, with only a few shallow irrigation ditches as cover. During a lull in the firefight, they had been crouching
         in one of these ditches, but Martin knew that he had to keep the attack moving. It was as he’d got up to encourage his men
         on that he’d been hit in the shoulder, just above his body armour.
      

      
      MARTIN: The pain was intense, burning, but the funny thing is that within seconds the adrenalin kicks in, takes your mind straight
         back to the job in hand. It’s like having a split personality; half of you is looking at this thing that’s just happened to
         you and the other half knows you’ve got things you have to do, so you crack on with it.
      

      
      Fortunately my lance-corporal – Tully was his name – was right beside me. He dragged me back into a ditch so we were below
         the line of fire, then knelt over me in the mud and pulled dressings from the first aid pouch in my assault vest. He was trying
         to apply them – but they wouldn’t stick. My wound was in such an awkward position, it was hard to put pressure on it. We were
         going through dressing after dressing, mine then his, but we still couldn’t stop the blood. So he ripped off his shirt and
         tied it tight round my shoulder, but that didn’t work either. In the end I got my other hand inside the wound and tried to
         clamp the artery that way, but it was all too slippery, I couldn’t get a grip on it, the artery just retracted into my torso.
      

      
      But I also knew I couldn’t spend too much time worrying about myself. The firefight was continuing and I was captain of a
         platoon I could no longer effectively command. I needed to get another officer forward to take charge as soon as possible.
         Simultaneously I had to make sure my men kept the pressure up on the enemy, keeping them pinned down so the rest of the unit could start dealing with me as a casualty. I knew the drill
         if someone else had been hit. I never thought I’d have to command my own extraction.
      

      
      Even as we tried to stop the bleeding, I was on my radio telling my commanding officer what had happened and what needed to
         be done. The enemy fire was accurate and effective, high-velocity ammunition from assault rifles backed up by a PKN heavy
         machine gun. So air support was called in – F16s and A10 Thunderbolts plus a Chinook helicopter to take me out. On the ground,
         mortars were launched and fire support was diverted from other areas. We threw everything we had at the main enemy position
         and then began a fighting withdrawal. Bringing the medical team forward wasn’t an option. Even though we’d now destroyed the
         main target, the fire from surrounding positions was still too heavy.
      

      
      My focus now was pretty much on staying alive. I could feel myself getting weaker and more lightheaded as the blood drained
         from my body. My limbs suddenly felt too heavy to move. I was having difficulty breathing; the bullet had collapsed my lung.
      

      
      Tully dragged me out. We stumbled across the mud. We fell continually, struggling over the three hundred metres that separated
         us from the first area of cover, a mud-brick walled compound where our supporting forces were based.
      

      
      Then I got too weak even to stand. I’d lost too much blood. Tully picked me up on his shoulders and did a battlefield version
         of a fireman’s lift. But both of us had been on the go since before dawn. It was now early afternoon and the heat was sweltering,
         in the early forties. We’d been fighting for five days on the trot. Fifty yards from the compound Tully collapsed with exhaustion.
      

      
      My officer commanding and the mortar fire controller now ran forward from the compound. They picked me up and carried me back. Three others grabbed Tully. A waiting medic rapidly dressed
         my wound. He was fantastic. Within sixty seconds: bang bang, job done.
      

      
      ‘What were you doing out there?’ He grinned. ‘You amateurs.’

      
      At that point I was really fighting for my life. People say you see a white light and a tunnel. It’s not quite like that,
         but everything does blur into one; it must be the blood loss from the brain. You’re trying to focus on something, and all
         around is a haze. One of the blokes kept hitting me in the face to keep me awake. In the Paras when things get tough we call
         on the Regiment. ‘Reg it out,’ we say. So I kept repeating to myself, ‘Reg it out, reg it out, you’ll be OK.’
      

      
      The guys were shouting that at me too. ‘Reg it out, mate! Reg it out!’

      
      You think of your family and friends back home. You think, There is no way I am going to die in some godforsaken piece of desert in the middle of nowhere.

      
      Then the Chinook arrived, a great grey beast hammering down from the blue sky in a whirl of dust. I couldn’t believe how the
         pilot managed to land in this tiny compound. There was so little distance between the tips of his rotor blades and the walls
         of the building – a few feet max. And the bullets were still coming.
      

      
      The first person off was a very pretty blonde nurse. We’d been on tour for so long that none of us had seen any woman for
         four or five months. And here was this vision. The lads who were supposed to be carrying me on to the chopper were so gobsmacked
         they dropped the stretcher on the ground. One of my drips fell out. Cheers, fellas, I thought.
      

      
      Once I was on board, I realised I’d done what I needed to do. This nurse was asking me if I’d had any morphine. I said no. I hadn’t taken it earlier, because I knew the effects, and I
         didn’t want to slow my thought processes down, or my heart rate. But now I was ready for it.
      

      
      She brought out the morphine pen.

      
      ‘Can you feel that?’ she asked.

      
      ‘No,’ I replied. The pain was still excruciating.

      
      ‘D’you want another one?’

      
      ‘Damn right I do.’

      
      She gave me a second shot. ‘Can you feel that?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      The third hit finally got to me. It was surreal. Lying down on the floor of the helicopter and suddenly being completely out
         of it. You can hear the conversations going on around you and you’ve got other conversations going on in your head. I was
         still fighting the battle. ‘Keep going,’ I was telling myself. ‘You’ve got to deal with their depth positions. They’re not
         destroyed yet.’
      

      
      Then another voice was saying, ‘You’ve come too far, you’ve over-exploited, you need to regroup.’

      
      Then another: ‘Shut up, you idiot. It’s over. You’re alive. That’s all you’ve got to focus on now.’

      
      Martin was airlifted to Camp Bastion, the headquarters of British Army operations in Afghanistan, where he was operated on
         twice. Then he was put in a medically induced coma and flown home to Selly Oak Hospital in Birmingham, where casualties of
         the war are routinely treated. Many come round from sedation thinking they are still on the battlefield; some even ask the
         nurses where their rifle is or warn them of the continuing danger.
      

      
      When Martin woke he was surrounded by familiar faces: his mum and dad, his twin brothers, his younger sister, his girlfriend
         and two officer mates from his regiment. Initially he had no idea what was going on. Slowly it dawned on him that he was back
         home in the UK, in intensive care.
      

      
      Two years later, in June 2009, the British Army mounted a major offensive in Helmand Province. It was codenamed Operation
         Panchai Palang – Panther’s Claw – and it aimed to secure various key canal and river crossings and establish an International
         Security Assistance Force presence ahead of the Afghan presidential elections in August. In what the Ministry of Defence described
         as ‘one of the largest air operations of modern times’, 350 infantry were airlifted into the enemy stronghold of Babaji Fasal
         in the heart of the Green Zone. Guy Disney, twenty-seven, formerly an amateur jockey from Gloucestershire, now a lieutenant
         in the Light Dragoons, was commanding a troop of Spartan and Scimitar armoured vehicles, providing much-needed support for
         the men on the ground.
      

      
      GUY: We had been fighting most of the day to small arms fire and had pretty successfully suppressed everything we’d come across.
         Around 5.30 p.m. we got to the stage where the infantry company attached to us came under quite heavy attack, so I took my
         troop of five vehicles to try and outflank the enemy position. I thought we’d managed to cut them off, but then a rocket-propelled
         grenade came from nowhere, right at my vehicle.
      

      
      An RPG looks like an American football, only a bit more oblique. It’s basically a warhead that, when detonated, creates a
         molten flush of hot metal which can burn straight through armour. I’ve still got a piece from the vehicle we were in. The
         guys brought it back from Afghan with them.
      

      
      We didn’t know what had hit us – at first we thought it was an IED, an improvised explosive device. There was a lot of nasty
         grey smoke and a putrid stink that I now know was burning flesh. As the officer in charge I was standing up in the turret,
         which gives you a 360-degree outside view, but you can’t see what’s going on in the rest of the vehicle.
      

      
      I looked down. My foot was attached to my leg by a sinew. All the bone was gone. It looked like the remains of a boot hanging
         by its laces. There was bugger-all left really. I knew fairly quickly that it was coming off. But shock is a great thing for
         instant pain relief. I didn’t think, Shit that hurts! I thought, I’m about to not have a foot. Bugger.

      
      But in the moment I couldn’t worry too much about that. I was straight on to the Net – that’s the Army’s secure communications
         network – with the other guys, trying to get a grip on what had happened.
      

      
      ‘Is everyone all right?’ I asked.

      
      The answers crackled back through my headphones. My driver had been burned on the back of his neck, several of the other guys
         had been hit by shrapnel, and one of my immediate tank group of seven was seriously injured. I didn’t know who at that point.
      

      
      Everything was pretty chaotic. My driver was reversing out of the ambush and my lead corporal, in the next vehicle, a Scimitar,
         had opened fire on the enemy’s position with his thirty-mil cannon, effectively suppressing them. Then I was back on the Net,
         this time to base. ‘Contact,’ I told them. ‘There are casualties. One of them is me. I think I’ve lost my leg. We’ll probably
         need a helicopter.’ At the same time my corporal popped smoke – white phosphorus – to blanket us as we moved back. Two of
         the other guys had got into the bottom of the turret to put a tourniquet on what was left of my leg to stop catastrophic bleeding.
         Even so I lost eight pints that day. They also gave me a morphine shot for the pain.
      

      
      We retreated to a place where I and the other casualties could be extracted by helicopter. I didn’t find out exactly what
         had happened till I was on the stretcher myself. I was being carried out by my commanding officer – a colonel – and a sergeant.
         I was in a pretty shit state by that stage, though the morphine had blanketed some of the pain.
      

      
      ‘What’s the state of the other guys?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Not so good,’ said my colonel. ‘I’m afraid we’ve lost somebody.’

      
      The man killed in action was a private called Robbie Laws. He had been doing a great job looking for mines in the country
         we were going through. If there was ever an area I was concerned about he’d hop out and do a quick sweep with a metal detector
         before we drove over it. Knowing he’d died in the contact eclipsed anything I was feeling about myself.
      

      
      When you’re on operations and someone is working with you, they’re yours; you’ve got responsibility for them. I wrote to his
         parents when I was in hospital, telling them what a great guy he was. But I still think about what happened daily. His death
         will be with me till the day I die.
      

      
      As for me, I was chucked on a helicopter and flown back to Bastion. I had been injected with all sorts of things, but I was
         still conscious. As I was being rolled down the corridor towards surgery, one of the surgeons came past me in his white coat.
      

      
      ‘Any chance of saving it?’ I asked.

      
      He looked down at what was left of my foot. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Probably not.’

      
      ‘OK, fair enough,’ I replied. It was a bit of a mess.

      
      *

      
      After two months in Selly Oak, Martin Hewitt was moved to the Defence Medical Rehabilitation Centre (DMRC) at Headley Court
         in Surrey. Once a country house, set in eighty-five acres of landscaped gardens on the edge of Epsom Downs, Headley was given
         to the RAF after the Second World War by the Institute of Chartered Auctioneers and Estate Agents in grateful commemoration
         of the Battle of Britain. It began life as a rehabilitation centre for injured pilots and aircrew, but is now the UK’s premier
         facility for injured personnel from all the services, much in demand in current circumstances.
      

      
      The DMRC has an intriguing coat of arms, somewhat different to the bold crests and mottos of the regiments its inmates come
         from. It shows a serpent winding around a sword that is confined by a pair of shackles. The sword is breaking through the
         shackles of injury with the help of the serpent, which represents the medical profession. The centre’s motto, ‘Per Mutos’,
         describes the mutual effort of patient and professional needed to overcome injury.
      

      
      Though Martin’s arm was saved, the nerve damage was extensive, and even after thirteen further operations and a great deal
         of physiotherapy he can only really use it as a basic lever. He can trap and carry a load of laundry across to a washing machine,
         but there’s no dextrous movement or control of any kind. He’s had to retrain himself to write with his left hand, sitting
         down every day and working his way through the Key Stage 1 to 4 handwriting course his parents bought for him, starting off
         by tracing a single letter, then small words, and finally sentences. Though his new handwriting is actually neater than his
         old, it still takes him twice as long to write a sentence as it used to do.
      

      
      His career as a combat soldier in the Parachute Regiment is over. ‘Dealing with the ongoing pain wasn’t a problem,’ he says,
         ‘I just channelled my thoughts into other things and kept myself active. As for the functional loss of my arm, I’ve learned
         to adapt. But the psychological impact of not being able to do the job that I trained for and wanted to do for so many years
         has been by far the hardest thing to deal with.’
      

      
      Not that Martin has let his injury hold him back in other ways. Through the tri-Service rehabilitation organisation Battle
         Back he got involved with the Combined Services Disabled Ski Team and in 2009, as their captain, began to race with them on
         the international circuit. In 2010 he was invited on to the British National Disabled squad; at the Swiss National Championships
         in April that year he came fourth in slalom and fifth in grand slalom. He has been racing professionally with the team ever
         since, winning a gold medal in slalom and a bronze in giant slalom at the Paralympics Winter World Cup in Sweden in February
         2011.
      

      
      After his operation at Camp Bastion, where his leg was amputated below the knee, Guy too was flown back to Selly Oak. From
         there, like Martin and many other wounded British servicemen, he was transferred to Headley Court. At the end of his first
         week at Headley he was fitted with an artificial leg. ‘The process of getting used to wearing it takes a long time,’ he says,
         ‘because the injury has to heal. At first, they were still pulling bits of shrapnel out. The trauma makes your stump swell
         up too; mine was forty-three centimetres in diameter, rather than the thirty it should be. After my second week I was managing
         to put the leg on, but you can’t do much with it. You have a wound that is bleeding a lot of the time. It’s bloody sore.’
      

      
      Nonetheless, by the end of his first, month-long admission at Headley Court, Guy was walking. Then came a new problem, one
         which only an expert could have foreseen: heterotrophic ossification. ‘It happens a lot to blast victims,’ he explains, ‘rather than guys who choose to have a leg amputated, so they’re
         expecting it mentally. It’s when the bone starts to regrow. I think it’s the body’s way of saying: “This has just happened,
         now I need a new leg.”’ In Guy’s case a bone about half the width of his little finger sprouted from his fibula. ‘It’s bloody
         uncomfortable within a prosthesis. It’s like a nail almost, touching your flesh inside. It’s very sharp and always changing
         shape.’
      

      
      Once he was properly up and about, Guy found that one of the hardest things was walking downhill. ‘I have no ankle in that
         leg,’ he says, ‘and it’s something you soon realise you need. An ankle is an incredible thing for going up and down stairs.’
      

      
      Despite such difficulties, within a year he was back to (almost) fighting fitness. He was playing squash three or four times
         a week and running as much as he could. He was in the process of trying to get his amateur racing licence back.
      

      
      Unlike Martin’s, Guy’s military career isn’t over. He is retraining as a forward air controller, the officer on the ground
         who talks jets in to their targets. His greatest ambition is to be with his regiment when they return to Afghanistan in 2012.
         ‘And if I didn’t go in a fighting role, I wouldn’t want to go. You may get kicked down, but it’s your choice to get up and
         get on with life.’
      

   
      
      2

      
      ‘This yellow, broken body’

      
      Edward Parker is now in his mid-forties, a wine merchant based in Norfolk. As a boy, he says, he always knew he would go into
         the Army. His father was in the Navy, his uncle was in the Rifle Brigade, both of his grandfathers had been soldiers. His
         older brother had joined the Army and loved it. ‘I don’t remember not having made the decision,’ he says. ‘I was always going
         to be in the Green Jackets.’
      

      
      But at the time he served, back in the 1980s, the Army was, he says, ‘very, very different from what it is now, a peacetime
         army basically.’ Ed was posted to Northern Ireland and Germany, and spent time on various excursions in Brunei, Hong Kong,
         Canada and Kenya. There were ‘a couple of busy days’ in Ireland, but he hasn’t seen action in the way soldiers in more recent
         wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have done. ‘I would never use the word jealous,’ he says, ‘because there are many mothers and
         fathers out there who have lost sons and daughters, but yes, there is a little bit of envy. I would have loved to have had
         a go. Seen how I would have coped.’
      

      
      Simon (‘Dags’) Daglish lives in London and works on the commercial side of new media. ‘Selling advertising space, effectively,’
         he says, though this is a modest description of his current role as Director of MultiPlatforms and Partnerships at ITV. He
         met Edward at Sandhurst and they have remained firm friends since. From an Army family going back several generations, Simon
         was sent to a military school at the age of thirteen, but after Sandhurst decided not to pursue a military career. ‘Much to
         my father’s regret,’ he says now. ‘I think my mistake was not taking a year off between school and Sandhurst. If I’d done
         that, I probably would have had a longer career in the Army. And I do honestly wish I’d seen action in some sense or another.
         It would have been a very interesting test of myself as an individual. But no, I’ve never fired a shot in anger, never been
         in battle, never seen anyone wounded.’
      

      
      Instead he went to work for a while in a chocolate shop in Bond Street. ‘I came to London where I suddenly discovered women,
         nightclubs, easier money and all the rest of it. I hadn’t a clue what I was going to do.’ Simon toyed with the idea of being
         an estate agent, but ended up following his father into the media. He started as a runner on the Daily Express, went to Australia for a stint working on Murdoch newspapers, before returning to the Telegraph and the Independent in the UK, always on the commercial side; as the internet burgeoned, he moved with the technology.
      

      
      When his youngest son, Felix, was born prematurely and suffered a brain haemorrhage that left him with cerebral palsy, Simon
         rowed unsupported from Cork to north Cornwall in order to raise £25,000 for Tommy’s, the charity that funds medical research
         into miscarriages, still and premature births. ‘And when I came back,’ he says with a chuckle, ‘I found I had a little bit
         of a sniffy taste for it.’ So he took on a bigger challenge, an expedition to the South Pole, retracing Scott’s steps using exactly
         the same kit. Remarkably, his team of four raised over £1 million.
      

      
      On their return, Simon and his expedition colleagues gave a lecture at the Royal Geographical Society. In the audience was
         his old friend Ed Parker. ‘I’d been wanting to do something like this for a while,’ says Ed. ‘There was a little worm inside
         me saying, “Come on, have a bit of adventure, go and do something that’s really going to excite you.” But this talk just lit
         every light on me. I knew three of the four guys very well. After the presentation I went up to Simon and said, “Look, if
         you ever go North I’d like to come with you.” Working on the theory that if you’ve been to the South Pole, you might as well
         go to the North Pole too.’
      

      
      ‘At that time,’ says Simon, ‘I thought I’d hung up my explorer’s boots. When Ed said, “Shall we do something else?” I was
         a bit iffy and butty about it. To be honest, I wasn’t that keen.’
      

      
      ‘I kept floating the idea over him,’ says Ed. ‘Then, about two years ago, I phoned him up and said, “Look, I really do want
         to go to the North Pole.” We met for a bottle of wine or two and agreed we’d do it, neither of us having the nerve to tell
         our wives at that point. Then we started very, very gently planning it. We had to do it for something, so we thought we’d
         do it for wounded ex-servicemen in some way. So we got in touch with Help for Heroes, which hadn’t been going that long at
         that time.’
      

      
      The initial plan was to involve two of Simon’s team from the South Pole expedition; but after consulting their families and
         thinking about the year-long training they would need to repeat, both men decided against it. ‘So we ended up with just the
         two of us,’ says Ed. ‘It was at that point that my nephew Harry, who was serving in Afghanistan as a captain in the Green Jackets, got wounded. Badly. In an IED explosion. He lost his left leg in
         the blast, and his right a fortnight later after an infection had taken hold. The Taliban put shit in the bombs. Literally.
         Which the IRA used to do as well. It means there’s a secondary impact to the blast.
      

      
      ‘When my wife Harriet and I first went to see him, at Selly Oak Hospital in Birmingham, he was hugely ill with this bloody
         infection. There was this yellow, broken body. It’s a very odd sight when you see someone you know and love and they’ve got
         a sheet over them and you’re expecting to see legs and toes and it just stops at around the knees. He was sweating hugely.
         He opened his eyes, couldn’t smile, but thank God, the sparkle was still there. There was an instant when I looked into his
         eyes and thought, OK, fine, he’s going to pull through. But you wouldn’t want that to happen to anyone you care about.
      

      
      ‘I spoke to Simon at this time and he was very quick off the mark in saying, “Right, OK, we should do this expedition, and
         we should take some wounded soldiers with us.”’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t know Harry at this stage at all,’ says Simon. ‘But I was on the phone with Ed talking about what had happened to
         his nephew and I suddenly thought, Now here’s a reason. It was my idea to take the wounded with us. We both immediately went, “Yeah, that’s a great idea. It’s got an angle, it’s
         got a feel to it, we can do something with that.”’
      

      
      ‘Ed was very upset,’ says Harriet. ‘He said, “Whatever I’m going to do, I’m going to do it for Harry.” At that stage you are
         only thinking of that one child. Then you realise it could help lots of other wounded soldiers.’
      

      
      ‘That was the point,’ says Ed, ‘at which everything changed. The momentum, the support of our wives, the support of everyone else.’
      

      
      Things started to move fast. Through a woman he met at a wedding, Simon was put in touch with expedition leader Henry Cookson,
         a member of the three-man team that had won the Scott Dunn Polar Challenge in 2005, a race on skis to the North Magnetic Pole.
         Subsequently Henry had got himself into the Guinness Book of Records with the same trio by being the first to make it to Antarctica’s Pole of Inaccessibility (the exact heart of the continent)
         without mechanical help. They skied with kites for the full 1100 miles.
      

      
      ‘Simon sat next to a girl I’d taken up Kilimanjaro,’ Henry recalls. ‘When he and I met up and he told me about their idea
         I explained that I wasn’t the guy to actually lead a trip like this. My experience has been the Antarctic and the North Magnetic
         Pole, but with the North Geographical Pole, you’re walking on sea ice which is constantly moving over strong currents. I suggested
         Inge Solheim, a Norwegian I’d met in the Antarctic. He’s done lots of trips to the North Pole, and has huge experience of
         the polar ice. He’s also taken disabled people up mountains in Sweden and a blind man to the South Pole. He seemed like the
         obvious guy to bring in.’
      

      
      A meeting was arranged in the very same pub where Simon’s South Pole expedition had been hatched, the Cross Keys in Chelsea.
         The four participants put a map on the table and considered the options.
      

      
      There are actually five North Poles: the North Magnetic Pole, to which compasses point, which moves from year to year and
         is currently located over the Canadian Arctic; the North Geomagnetic Pole, which centres the earth’s magnetic field, at the
         moment floating somewhere over north-west Greenland; the Northern Pole of Inaccessibility, the point farthest in all directions
         from land; the North Celestial Pole, the extension of a line drawn through the earth’s axis and out into space; and the North
         Geographical Pole, the fixed and absolute top of the world, ninety degrees north, where all lines of longitude converge, the
         place from which everywhere else on the planet is south. This last was their target.
      

      
      The journey to the North Geographical Pole can only sensibly be made in March or April. ‘Otherwise,’ says Henry Cookson bluntly,
         ‘it is winter and miserably cold and dark – or it has melted.’ Even during this special two months of opportunity, the Pole
         is a seriously hostile landscape. There are pressure ridges, created when the huge ice sheets crash together, forming walls
         of broken ice up to fifteen feet high. There are open leads, where the surface cracks without warning to reveal the freezing
         water beneath. There are rubble fields, where loose ice debris is strewn for miles. There are polar bears, which, belying
         their cuddly image, are dangerous and predatory animals. And the humidity is higher than in Antarctica, so it feels colder.
         It’s not for nothing that Inge Solheim likes to follow earlier Norwegian explorers in calling it ‘the Devil’s dance floor’.
      

      
      Expeditions to the North Pole have always been perilous. Early attempts to reach this fabled destination generally finished
         in disaster. In 1845 the British explorer Sir John Franklin took two ships into the North-West Passage and was never seen
         again. An American bid in 1871 ended with the death of its commander and a shipwreck on Greenland. Ten years later the USS
         Jeanette was crushed by ice in the Lena Delta and lost half her crew. In 1897 three Swedish explorers perished when their hydrogen
         balloon became stranded north-east of Spitsbergen. There were numerous other failed attempts, their participants limping back home in smashed ships with frostbite or scurvy or worse. The first
         undisputed surface conquest of the Pole wasn’t made, incredibly, until 1968, when an American foursome reached it by snowmobile.
         The first team to reach the Pole on foot was the British Trans-Arctic Expedition in 1969, the year some other men landed on
         the Moon.
      

      
      Was it possible for Ed and Simon, in the expert company of Inge and Henry, to take a group of wounded soldiers across this
         terrifying terrain to reach their goal? Inge thought it was, in principle. Discussions moved on to possible routes. There
         were two main options: Canadian and Siberian. Canada is closer to the Pole than Siberia, and the journey from Canada marginally
         less cold. But it was not really an option to do a full trip from land. ‘The problem with going from the coast,’ Henry points
         out, ‘is that you’ve got ice floes coming on to the land mass which concertina up, you’ve got miles and miles of ice rubble,
         and to cover the distance’ – on the shortest route 374 nautical miles – ‘you’d have to start very early in the season when
         there is the greatest danger from polar bears.’
      

      
      The best option, Inge thought, would be to make the journey from the Barneo Floating Ice Camp, a Russian-run station that
         operates during March and April on the Siberian side. From Barneo the group could be inserted by helicopter on to the ice
         at a location of 85° to 86° north, which was a more realistic 300 nautical miles from the Pole. At a pace of twelve nautical
         miles a day, they would take approximately twenty-five days to reach their destination. This route also had the advantage
         of much better evacuation options should anything go wrong, an important factor considering what Ed and Simon were attempting.
         In reasonable visibility a helicopter could reach the Pole from Barneo in just under four hours.
      

      
      There remained the question of whether to go supported or unsupported. The former option meant having helicopters come out
         to replenish food and other supplies, so that the weight carried by individual team members would be much less; the latter
         entailed going it alone, dragging everything they needed with them on pulks (as Norwegian sledges are known). Quite apart
         from the fact that the second option was cheaper, both Ed and Simon felt that if they were going to do this thing, they wanted
         to do it properly. By the end of the evening they had agreed that their idea was feasible – and they were going unsupported.
         ‘From then on,’ says Simon, ‘we didn’t look back. It was go, go, go, go.’
      

      
      Ed Parker now contacted the wounded servicemen’s charities: the Royal British Legion and the British Limbless Ex Service Men’s
         Association (BLESMA), as well as the new kid on the block, Help for Heroes. The charities were supportive from the outset,
         but Ed admits to being disappointed with the Army’s response. ‘The initial reaction when we went to them and said we wanted
         to take some wounded blokes with us to the North Pole was “no”. I was completely gobsmacked by the barriers they put up. We
         came across one bloke we nicknamed Colonel Porridge. Because the joke was that dealing with him was like wading through porridge.’
      

      
      At the start of January 2010 a letter and questionnaire was sent out direct to wounded ex-servicemen. ‘It was an interesting
         initial response,’ wrote Ed, in the diary he had now started keeping. ‘Not as many replied as we hoped, but those that did
         seem perfect for what we want to do. The answers these blokes have written to our questions are sometimes extraordinary. They
         describe their injuries like most of us would talk about a common cold. The overriding message was their determination to
         achieve something remarkable.’
      

      
      ‘All the wounded are on an email system from Help for Heroes,’ says Guy Disney. ‘One pinged in one day which basically said,
         “We’re looking for some chaps to make the first attempt by wounded servicemen to get to the North Pole.” I saw it and decided
         in about five seconds that I wanted to do it. It sounded like an incredible opportunity.’
      

      
      After a careful look through the forms, Ed and Simon drew up a list of possibles. Two selection days followed, at the Rifles
         Club in London. Here the candidates were interviewed by Simon, Ed, Henry and Inge, as well as being looked over by a physical
         fitness trainer, a doctor, and prosthetics expert Jamie Gillespie of PACE Rehabilitation, himself a wounded ex-soldier with
         an artificial leg. One of the biggest challenges of the expedition would be managing the technical side of taking disabled
         men to the Arctic: how would prosthetic limbs perform in temperatures as low as –50°C? Might the polymers change, the carbon
         become brittle, the glue come undone, or the metal core conduct unbearable cold into the centre of the leg?
      

      
      Guy Disney was one of about 120 who were invited to attend. ‘There were all kinds of guys there,’ he recalls. ‘One who had
         no legs at all. They were great spirits. To me, they epitomised the typical soldier in the British Army.’
      

      
      ‘It was a very humbling experience meeting all these men,’ Ed wrote. ‘They came with a huge air of optimism. They all wanted
         to be the one who came with us to assault the North Pole. One Para, who had been hit by an RPG, losing his left arm and suffering
         huge muscle loss to his left leg, grinned from ear to ear as he told us of his recovery and his undoubted belief that he would
         be able to make it. I could imagine him dragging himself across the ice, refusing to give up.’
      

      
      ‘There was one South African guy, a Para, Jaco was his name,’ said Simon, after the selection day was over. ‘An RPG had exploded into his arm. He had lost that. Then when we looked at
         his leg it was like someone had got a spoon and literally spooned out all the muscle, all the way along. He had a colostomy
         bag as well. He was so badly wounded. But he had such a sunny attitude and he really wanted to do it. Unfortunately there
         was no way he could have made it. Because he wouldn’t have had enough feeling in his arms and legs to determine if he was
         getting frostbitten or not.’
      

      
      Tough decisions had to be made, however disappointing for the candidates. Jamie Gillespie was adamant that the expedition
         would not be suitable for double amputees, as the movement needed to swing a ski would be too great. And there were other
         issues, which perhaps only veterans of a polar expedition could have known about.
      

      
      ‘We had one double amputee,’ said Simon, ‘and we said to him, “Pick up this pen off the floor.” So he bent down. And the only
         way he could get back up again was to pull himself up with his arms against a table, because he had no leverage on his knees.
         I turned to Ed after he’d gone and I said, “I tell you what, he couldn’t have a crap at the Pole. Because someone would have
         to help him up every time.” It was really simple. He couldn’t squat, and you know, hanging over someone while they’re having
         a dump in a forty mile an hour wind is not my idea of great fun. So that was a very good reason to rule him out regardless
         of all the technical bits.’
      

      
      ‘I was scared and impressed by the stories and the scars and the wounds that we saw that day,’ says Inge Solheim. ‘Some of
         the injuries were crazy. We were listening to how these men had got shot or stepped on a land mine or been hit by an RPG.
         At that point I started to realise how important this charity was, and this cause. We deploy people to war zones and we expect them to be ready to make the ultimate sacrifice, or even worse in some
         cases, to come back paralysed. We owe them recognition for what they have done for us.’
      

      
      Ed didn’t find it easy calling those the team had decided to reject. ‘The first person I rang,’ he wrote, ‘was a lance-corporal
         from the Grenadier Guards, a thoroughly nice chap who had come off guard to see us. While his wounds were well healed, he
         had an above the knee amputation, and we had pretty much decided we couldn’t risk taking someone with such an injury. The
         effort required to walk is 300 per cent more than if the injured individual has a knee. While he had good mobility, it was
         too much of a risk. Telling him was awful. This lad, who has been through so much, was determined to be coming with us, and
         went so far as to say, “I’ll prove you wrong, sir”.’
      

      
      After much sifting and consideration, three wounded men were picked for a testing and selection process in the remote Svalbard
         Archipelago, several hundred miles north of Norway, over a week in May 2010: Martin Hewitt, Guy Disney and Rob Copsey, an
         ex-serviceman from the Royal Engineers, who had lost the lower half of his right leg stepping on an anti-personnel mine while
         on Operation Gabriel, a humanitarian mission to Rwanda in 1994. At thirty-nine Rob was considerably older than the others,
         but with a maturity that Ed and Simon welcomed. That he hadn’t been in Afghanistan was a positive bonus, they felt, giving
         a breadth of experience to the expedition, and illustrating that the phenomenon of the wounded soldier was not just a recent
         one. ‘I think he’s a wonderful balance to all of them,’ said Simon, when the shortlist had been drawn up. ‘He’s very mature.
         He’s got a wife and child. He wasn’t injured in one of the recent wars, but some time ago in Rwanda. I think he’ll be a very good balancing act for the other parties that are going out there.’
      

      
      ‘Rob’s story is extraordinary,’ said Ed. ‘At the time he was wounded, the Army pretty much said, “Here you are chum, thanks
         very much, goodbye.”’
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      A Sportsman’s Bet?

      
      ROB: We arrived in Rwanda in the middle of summer ’94, when the main genocide was over. But there were still a lot of angry people
         milling around. There were some strange sights. I remember seeing one young kid, who couldn’t have been older than twelve
         or fourteen. He was in army fatigues with an American grenade launcher, and it was armed. He was swanning around Kigali with
         a gang of his mates, giving us all the evil looks. It was bizarre, he could have just fired this thing at anybody.
      

      
      You don’t take it on board when you see it on the telly. That’s just a box in the corner of your room with pictures. When
         you’re out there you smell it and taste it, you see it in a completely different way. The smoke from wood fires, the dust,
         the stink of rotting flesh – it’s horrendous.
      

      
      We started out at the airport and eventually transferred to the National Football Stadium in the middle of Kigali. The place
         had been piled high with bodies and before we moved in they all had to be cleared. There was no control, no police or anything.
         Everyone was just doing their own thing, people coming to try and find lost members of their families. The word was that the
         stadium had been a torture place and the changing rooms had been used for all sorts of atrocities. There were marks on the
         walls, bullet holes, machete marks, that sort of thing. So we cleaned all that up and then we moved in. It became a secure
         base for us.
      

      
      We got involved with all the other aid agencies that had already gone out there, mopping up and assisting. We were there as
         engineers, and it wasn’t combat engineering. So that was good. We felt we were helping. Water purification was the main thing.
         Going out to massive refugee camps and delivering water. Some of the guys went to clear a reservoir that was contaminated
         because it had bodies in it. Then we were doing a lot of repairs. I repaired the roof of the hospital I ended up going into
         to have my leg off. How ironic was that?
      

      
      We also provided security for the medics while they did triage with casualties. It was a problem all the agencies had at the
         time. Once people saw there was aid or a medical person they came running and the facility would be swamped. So we had to
         control the crowds. It was a matter of moving people into queues. They didn’t know how to queue; they saw help and wanted
         to get it. Once they understood what we were doing they went the other way; they were very friendly – and grateful. You could
         tell they were often in agony, but they weren’t moaning about it. Or bitching to get to the front. If it had been me, I’d
         have been rolling around on the floor, but they just stood there patiently in line. The whole experience was humbling. These
         people had nothing. Absolutely nothing.
      

      
      My accident happened in October, about two-thirds of the way through our tour. A task came up: it was a damaged Bailey bridge
         in Kigali that needed repairing so it could be opened to traffic again. It was highly urgent and one particular sergeant major, Richard Brown, was well known within the Corps of Engineers
         as being a very good bridge man. The night before we went in, we were all briefed and told that a bomb disposal recce of the
         bridgehead had been done. Which meant no bombs, no mines, no threat.
      

      
      The next day we went to the site and started gouging out parts of the demolished bridge. A Bailey bridge is heavy, so this
         was hard going. As we worked we noticed some soldiers of the Rwandan Patriotic Army (RPA) on the far bank of the river, shouting
         at us and holding up their weapons, AK-47s and rifles. We ignored them and carried on. It was highly unlikely, we thought,
         that they were going to try shooting at us.
      

      
      Around midday we broke to have some food. After lunch I happened to be at the head of the guys, walking back down the embankment
         to get a sledge hammer that was propped up against a transom beam. I was about to start knocking out this big pin to take
         part of the bridge down. As I stood on a girder, there was a very loud bang, right underneath me.
      

      
      Everything goes slowly then. I’m now astraddle this girder. My left leg is behind the girder and my right is on the other
         side. I’m thinking, What the bloody hell was that? Then: Get down you idiot. You’re being fired at by those guys over the river. But then I have a sudden sensation of intense heat. It’s like dipping your toe into a really hot bath and immediately pulling
         it out. Except that you can’t pull it out. This burning heat is now creeping up my leg. I look down at my foot. My boot is
         black and smouldering; my army fatigues too. There’s a crater around my foot. Oh shit, I thought, I’ve stepped on a mine or something.
      

      
      It was only then that I fell over. To the right, landing so hard on my elbow that I sliced it open. As it turned out, that
         was a good thing to have done. Because if I’d fallen to the left, I would have landed on another three mines. They were all in such close
         proximity, they probably would have finished me off. It’s amazing that none of us had stepped on them during the morning.
      

      
      Sergeant Major Brown was there, shouting at everyone to freeze.

      
      ‘Retrace your exact steps back up to the road,’ he yelled, and everyone started tiptoeing back up to the vehicles. Then he
         ran down and got me.
      

      
      ‘Oh shit, my foot, my foot,’ I was shouting.

      
      ‘Shut up!’ he shouted back at me. And I did. I suppose it was his way of taking control. Then he put his arm round me and
         walked me out of there. It was a brave thing to do, because where there’s one mine there’s usually three; and that day, in
         that place, as they discovered later, there were more.
      

      
      Once I was flat in the back of the Land Rover they cut my boot off and got a dressing on my foot. There wasn’t lots of blood
         spurting out like you see on TV. The front of my foot had just vaporised – from the toes to the bridge. All the bones were
         shattered. At that point the pain really kicked in. I was breathing really heavily, like a woman giving birth. Sergeant Major
         Brown was beside me holding my foot and a guy called Paddy was holding my hand, going, ‘Come on, Rob, come on, you’ll be all
         right, mate.’
      

      
      All of a sudden the Land Rover skidded to a halt. I could hear a load of shouting from outside. There was a chain across the
         road and an RPA roadblock. These guys had AK-47s and they were saying we’d have to turn round. Sergeant Major Brown wasn’t
         having that. He scrambled out the back and there was more shouting. The next thing I knew he’d got one of them by the scruff
         of the neck and round to the doors. He was pointing at my foot and yelling. I was aware of a black face and the whites of his eyes as he gawped at me.
      

      
      ‘OK,’ he said. They dropped the chain and we were on our way.

      
      We drove on down a dirt road. I could feel every bump and every rock. I was focussing on one rivet hole in the roof of the
         Land Rover. To one side the daylight was streaming in. It looked more and more like a single beam.
      

      
      ‘Come on, Rob!’ Paddy was shouting, ‘Stay with us, Rob!’

      
      All of a sudden it was as if I was above the Land Rover, looking down at it bumping along the dirt road. I could see myself
         looking up at the roof, Paddy shouting at me and the sergeant major holding my foot. There was dust flying up behind the vehicle
         and I could see that too. I could see the bushes and thorn trees on either side of the road.
      

      
      Then Paddy slapped me on the face a couple of times and I was back on the floor of the Land Rover. To this day I can’t explain
         what happened. Perhaps I was unconscious. But it felt as if I was really there, high above the road, watching myself.
      

      
      Now I was on a stretcher, being run into the casualty room where they cut my fatigues off and gave
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