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ABOUT THE BOOK


Dan Walker is back, determined to keep shining a light on the kindness, compassion and selflessness which continue to characterise so many people and their actions right across the country.


As one of the UK’s leading journalists, Dan has made it his life work to focus on people who often act as the catalysts for change: the unheralded champions who frequently go without getting the recognition they deserve.


The new book from the author of the bestselling Remarkable People contains a totally fresh batch of humble heroes whose actions, bravery and determination have helped shape their communities.


Standing on the Shoulders asks who are these little-known marvels and what makes them tick? What do they have in common? What can we all learn from them? Is there something special in the chain of events? What does it take to make a lasting impact on others?


History can be cruel and forgetful to those who don’t shout about their own success or good deeds, but Standing on the Shoulders is a beautifully-written and illuminating celebration of ordinary people and the extraordinary things they do. It is also a timely reminder of the goodness and positivity that drives us forward during challenging times.










FOREWORD


By Rose Ayling-Ellis


I first met Dan back in 2021 when Strictly Come Dancing started and we gathered to do our very first dance, the group dance. We were put in a room full of celebrities, and we were all extremely nervy. I was the most nervous I had ever been. I didn’t see myself as a ‘celebrity’ as I had only been on EastEnders for a year and no one knew me, and yet here I was surrounded by these famous personalities. I couldn’t believe I was in the same room as all of them!


Dan was one of the people that I recognised from his years of regular appearances on my morning TV screen. He was chatting away to someone else and, after a bit of hesitation, I finally picked up the courage to approach him and introduce myself. I immediately felt the warmness and kindness radiate from him. Our very first conversation stood out and made a huge impression on me. We talked about me being deaf, appearing on the biggest show ever and how terrified we both were; we even joked about our terrible dance moves! He told me about his dad being deaf, some of the frustration he had experienced and about what he learned from his dad. As I got to know Dan better, I came to realise that was one of his standout qualities: it was always about other people’s experiences, never about him.


This is what the book is all about. It’s never about Dan, it’s about the people Dan meets in his life. It’s an important lesson for all of us. It is what we can learn from other people’s experiences that shapes us into who we are and how we could do better for others. It is what makes us all so beautiful: the imperfect, ugly, unimaginable experience that life throws at us, and finding a way to come out on the brighter side. However, one important thing that I noticed throughout the book is that all these people never did it alone. They always had someone reaching out or wanting to reach out. No one can do it alone. In the chapter that Dan wrote about me, it was my mother who stayed by my side, she was that person to me, and I am honoured that she is a part of this book.


In these crazy times, especially with what’s going on around the world, we all need that someone by our side. Whether it is our friends, family, a stranger or even our pets. The act of kindness, no matter how small, can change everything for others. Sometimes we forget that. But most importantly, sometimes we forget to reach out for help when we need to. I love the fact that Dan has called this Standing on the Shoulders. It is all about what is important in life: that we are who we are because of the people around us. The title perfectly encapsulates the book and I have really enjoyed reading about the people in it. I hope you do too.










INTRODUCTION


It’s never a good idea to make assumptions, so I am just going to remind you that the book you are about to read is a sort of follow-up to one that I wrote a few years ago called Remarkable People.


It was lovely that so many people read and enjoyed the last one but, if you know nothing about it, fear not . . . you don’t have to have read a single page of that to enjoy this one. The themes are the same but you don’t need to have any previous knowledge of the characters involved and you can always read it later. I suppose the one benefit of reading Remarkable People before Standing on the Shoulders is that you probably have an expectation of what you are going to get.


In music, they talk about a ‘tricky second album’; in football it’s ‘second season syndrome’. After the success of Remarkable People, I was really keen to write about a fresh bunch of humble heroes and follow the same simple pattern as before. Here are some amazing people I have had the privilege of meeting: let’s see what makes them tick and try and learn something along the way.


The last book came out in the middle of a global pandemic and things have changed a lot in the world since then. The cost-of-living crisis is biting hard at millions of people across the UK, and the conflict in Ukraine dominated the international headlines in the first half of 2022. In my own little world, I finally gave in and agreed to go on Strictly Come Dancing and, to my great surprise, it will go down as one of my best ever experiences on TV – as you will find out when you get to the chapter about my ‘professional partner’.


Over the last few years, particularly since I started presenting BBC Breakfast and definitely since I went on Strictly, I have noticed that people are taking more of an interest in my opinion on certain issues. I did a lot of interviews about my recent move from the breakfast sofa to Channel 5 and I had to spend quite a bit of my time gently dodging questions about my thoughts on big topics of the day. Of course I have opinions, but my broadcasting has never been centred or dependent on them. I love to bring the best out of those around me.


When I interview a politician, I don’t want you to watch that interview and think ‘Well, I now know what Dan thinks about that’. I want you to be able to listen to them and make your mind up about whether they are someone you can trust, believe in and vote for. I firmly believe you can still do that and ask the tough, pertinent and thoughtful questions.


As a journalist, I am far more interested in what other people feel than what I think. I love talking to others and finding out what motivates them, what drives them on, what inspires them, how they respond to the highs and lows of life and how those varying emotions translate into action.


In a world where you are often told what to think or, perhaps more truthfully, what you are not allowed to think, I am not laying out an ideology in this book. I really hope that it never comes across as preachy or unnecessarily argumentative. The whole plan here is to simply show you some people who have incredible stories to tell.


You will hopefully find a huge range of voices. I conducted hours of interviews with the people in here and, in some cases, have spent large portions of my life with them. Some you will have heard of, some you will know quite well and others will be new to you. Some I met first on the BBC Breakfast sofa and others have wandered into my life in different ways, but one thing unites them all . . . they are all eye-openers. What I mean by that is they all allow us to see a little further than we would on our own.


Our middle daughter is disappointed by the book title. After Remarkable People, she told me this book should have been called Remark at the Remarkable People and she thought I had missed a trick. Jessica was not particularly impressed when I told her the title of this one. Standing on the Shoulders is half a quote from a letter written by Isaac Newton in 1675. The great physician and mathematician wrote that ‘If I have seen further it is by standing on the shoulders of giants’ and that’s what I feel I have been able to do by speaking to the people in this book.


You will find doctors in here, three normal dads, a communications officer, a Hollywood superstar, a convicted murderer, a bomb survivor, a knight of the realm, bereaved parents, heroic friends, migrants, a couple of musical geniuses, a two-time world champion, a double amputee, a Strictly winner and many many more.


There is tragedy and triumph, there are heroes and villains and themes like forgiveness, rehabilitation, loss, love, grief, pain, trust, truth, faith and friendship regularly rise to the surface. We often talk about post-traumatic stress but, as one of our contributors comments, there is such a thing as post-traumatic growth and you’ll hopefully see much of that too.


It is lovely that so many people have been waiting patiently for the publication of this book and I look forward to conversations about it on social media, in the street, on train platforms, in the frozen-food aisle of the supermarket, or maybe even at a book-signing somewhere. I couldn’t do any of them last time because of Covid. I still receive so many beautiful messages about Remarkable People and I really hope this book has a similar impact. When I first mentioned that I was writing again, I received the most beautiful message from someone who wishes to remain anonymous but was happy for me to put it in the introduction.




Dear Dan


The fact that you are writing a new book is the best news I’ve heard in a while. I read your last one in the middle of the global pandemic and, I have to say, the people in there got me through. They taught me so much from their experiences and, through the tears and the laughter of each chapter, I continue to learn. It was exactly the book I needed at exactly the right time. I was inspired and encouraged in equal measure and I hope the next one does the same.





My ultimate aim for this book is that you are inspired and encouraged by the people in these pages, as I have been. I hope through their testimony, they are able to challenge your preconceptions and your way of thinking as they did mine. Researching and writing Standing on the Shoulders has enabled me to understand a lot more about the world around me, and I trust it does the same for you.










‘EVERY DAY I CLIMB A MOUNTAIN’


Monday 22 May 2017 was a dad-and-daughter date night for Martin and Eve Hibbert. Growing up in Bolton, music had always been a huge part of Martin’s life. His mum loved The Beatles, The Carpenters and Motown, which was always on in the house somewhere. Martin was desperate to make sure his own children shared that same love of music, so he used to love taking Eve to concerts.


Martin was a dutiful dad. ‘Eve was always going on about Ariana Grande, so I got all her CDs and started listening to them in the car to get into her music too. I’ve always been able to pick up the words pretty quickly. For Christmas that year (2016) I got Eve tickets for us to go and see her in concert in Manchester the following May. She was so excited when she opened the present. I was wearing this T-shirt which said ‘Ariana Grande Is My Wife’ which I think she saw the funny side of. The whole first part of 2017 was basically a build-up to that night at the MEN Arena.’


Finally, the day came. It was a Monday night and Eve had her mock exams starting in just a few weeks so Martin had promised Eve’s mum that he wouldn’t let her stay up too late. They had their tickets for the show and, even before they arrived at the arena, the plan was to leave during the encore to make sure they avoided the legendary arena traffic jams.


‘It’s impossible to get away if you all leave at the same time as everyone else,’ says Martin with a smile on his face that tells you he’s been stuck in that traffic before. ‘It can take ninety minutes to get out and I didn’t want to be sat in a queue for ages fielding calls from her mum telling me she needed to be in bed.’


The night had gone perfectly. They had been to one of their favourite Manchester restaurants – San Carlo – and arrived at the venue in good time.


‘The one thing that really sticks in my mind,’ remembers Martin, ‘was the scream when Ariana Grande came out on stage. I’ve been to the biggest nights at Old Trafford, but it was nothing compared to the noise at the MEN that night. She put on an amazing show and Eve was so happy. Our cut-off was 10.30 and when the time came, I told Eve we had to go, but she was desperate to stay. I knew that would be the case, but I dragged her away and we started the walk back to our car.’


Martin and Eve walked down from their seats to the ground floor level and then, like many of the other early leavers, made their way out into the vestibule of the arena. Eve was just in front of Martin as they were heading towards the main doors. They walked past the terrorist but never saw him.


‘I had my head down and I was running, or at least the fastest walk that I could do,’ remembers Martin. ‘There were loads of people there either trying to get out or waiting to pick up children who were coming out of the concert.’ Martin pauses as he thinks over the night in his head. ‘It’s hard to say for certain, but I reckon there must have been a couple of hundred people around us.’


When the bomb was detonated, it’s estimated that Martin and Eve were somewhere between five and seven metres from the terrorist. Everyone around them died instantly. Pieces of shrapnel were travelling at speeds of around 100 mph. Some people died forty metres away from the centre of the explosion having been hit by a single piece of metal. Martin’s body was covered in it and his daughter had been hit in the head.


‘I remember it as an almighty bang,’ says Martin, clearly taking his time to recall the events clearly. ‘There was a really high-pitched noise. I’ve never been hit by a ten-tonne truck but I imagine that is what it felt like. This might sound a bit stupid, but I wasn’t worried or scared at the time. I remember feeling very tranquil and surreal. I was just concerned about Eve.’


What Martin didn’t know was that one of the bolts from the blast had completely severed his spinal cord. Eve had been knocked unconscious instantly by the blow to her head.


‘I don’t know how long it was after the explosion but the first thing I saw was an arm on the floor and I thought it was mine. I checked and thankfully I still had both of them. There was this strange, eerie silence for a couple seconds before people started screaming in pain.’


The situation was incredibly serious for many of the people in the arena that night and Martin was one of them. One of the bolts had struck him in the neck and severed two of his main arteries. The blood was pouring out of his body. A security guard called Chris was one of the first to come and see if he was ok.


‘I could feel my body was shutting down,’ recalls Martin. ‘I knew it wasn’t good and at that moment it was hard to have any hope of leaving the arena alive. I looked up at Chris and asked him to tell my wife that I loved her, but I wasn’t giving up. I knew that if I closed my eyes that would be it. I could feel the strength going out of me, but I also knew that I was the only one who could make a difference for Eve. I had to try and stay awake, stay active for her sake. She needed just as much help as me.’


The ‘help’ that Martin and many others needed that night wasn’t fast in coming. The subsequent inquiry into the emergency response highlighted a number of failings in communication and leadership which led to Martin, and many other people, being left untreated for far too long. Martin was determined that he was going to stay awake until the paramedics arrived.


‘I remember that, in all the chaos and the screaming, I had a little laugh to myself. I had so many plans about what I wanted to do with my life and yet, here I was, about to die on a freezing cold concrete floor. The only thing driving me on was the knowledge that Eve needed me. Chris, the security guard, kept asking me my name and my address and I just kept saying it back to him over and over again. All the time my body was closing down, but I managed to fight it for an hour.’


Eve was lying unconscious next to her dad. The fourteen-year-old was going blue. She desperately needed help and Martin was doing everything he could.


‘At one point they put a cover over her face to say that she had died. I begged them to take it off because I could still see her lips quivering. I could see she was still there. I could see she was gasping for air. That drove me on and gave me the strength I needed to stay awake. I knew that if I went under, they’d cover Eve’s face again and we’d both be goners. I just had to keep going until the help arrived.’


Paul Harvey was on shift that night. He and his colleague were waiting in an ambulance outside Manchester Royal Infirmary. ‘The first thing we heard was that there was a potential fire at the arena,’ remembers Paul. His account tallies with the official inquiry which showed how information was both confused and inaccurate. ‘Initially we got told to stand by, and then we were told to head to the arena as quickly as possible. We were the second or third vehicle to arrive, but one of the things we were told was that there might be an active gunman still inside, so all the emergency help was held back from the venue.’


When Paul and his colleague were eventually given the all-clear to enter the site, their job was initially to assess the walking wounded. That thirty-minute job continues to have a profound impact on Paul. ‘I’d been doing the job for twenty years, but that was the first major incident I’d been involved in. We all take part in training exercises, but nothing prepares you for the real thing. I went into autopilot. We were dealing with a constant stream of people,’ says Paul. ‘I remember there were a couple who couldn’t find their daughter and a young girl with burst eardrums. She couldn’t hear a thing. People were just wandering around with empty heads. They were all in a daze and, it might sound silly, but that affected me so much.’


When I spoke to Paul, his wife Louise was sat next to him at the kitchen table. You could instantly tell the bond between the two of them when they started speaking. Paul has been through a lot and his wife has been there every step of the way.


‘I could tell it was serious when our daughter called me to tell me I had to come home straightaway,’ says Louise. ‘She said that Paul was at the bottom of the garden crying.’


This was the night after the bomb at the arena. Paul was trying to get through a shift like normal, but it just wasn’t happening. The shock and trauma of the previous evening was beginning to kick in. Louise remembers it well.


‘He was silently struggling. He was there but he wasn’t there, if you know what I mean? I could tell he wasn’t sleeping. He was wide awake, and he was absolutely shattered at the same time. For weeks it was hard to see a way out of things. Every time the bomb was on the news, every time there was an Ariana Grande song on the radio, he was in pieces. It’s still hard for him to listen to “One Last Time” even now. That was the last song she played at the concert that night. It was hard for me to see him crying, but I was so proud of him for being able to accept that he needed help.’


Counselling has really helped Paul to deal with what he saw that night. He has also taken great strength from his friendship with Martin. The first time they met, Paul was lifting him into the back of his ambulance on a ‘stretcher’ made from a security hoarding.


‘We had been dealing with the walking wounded for about half an hour,’ says Paul, ‘when we were asked to move a patient.’ That patient was Martin Hibbert.


Martin had stayed awake long enough to be seen by the trained medical staff. Eve was still unconscious, but alive, and had been taken to Manchester Children’s Hospital.


‘The last thing I remember from the night,’ says a tearful Martin, ‘was Eve being taken away on a security hoarding. I was thankful that she was being looked after and I just felt that at least I had done my job as a dad. I don’t mean for this to sound morbid because I still wanted to live, but I thought, I can close my eyes now . . . I can die now. I had seen the way that people were looking at me and I had accepted that death was the most likely outcome.’


While Eve was on her way to the specialist children’s hospital, Paul was told to take Martin to Wythenshawe Hospital, a thirty-minute drive from the arena. Paul quickly assessed his new patient and decided that there was no way he would survive that journey. He defied the order and went instead to the major trauma unit at the Salford Royal. That decision saved Martin’s life.


Paul has clear memories of that journey and recalls it with classic medical understatement. ‘You could tell Martin was poorly. He was going in and out of consciousness and I was constantly trying to rouse him. The neck injury was obvious, and we knew he was bad internally because he kept bringing up blood and his observations were all over the place. I talked to him about his family and his work. He told me about his daughter, but I think he thought that trip in the back of my ambulance was going to be the final journey of his life. Over the years I have seen lots of people deteriorate on me, but I was determined we weren’t going to lose him. I assured him that he was going to be ok and, in my head, I said, “You’re not going anywhere, mate. I am going to get you to the hospital alive.”’


The first time I met Martin was on the BBC Breakfast sofa – four years after the blast. Martin had come in to talk about his work with the Spinal Injuries Association and his desire to raise money for others in the same situation by attempting to climb Mount Kilimanjaro.


You get to meet all sorts on that sofa, and I’m fascinated by how people respond to trials in their lives. You get to see the full spectrum of human reaction. Some people struggle to talk about it, some break down as soon as they sit down, some worry about whether they are doing the right thing, and there are also some who carry that sense of responsibility to others. Martin was one of those.


‘Hello, Dan! Hi, Louise!’ he shouted as he wheeled himself across the studio floor and up the ramp to the raised area before shuﬄing across to the far side of the sofa. There was something about him from minute one. There was a huge smile across his face but also a sense of pride and just the right amount of nervousness about being on live television. As per usual, we had read all about Martin’s story before he arrived on BBC Breakfast, but it was only when he started talking that what he had been through really hit home.


Martin had a real gift. He was able to explain what the night was like without being too graphic, explain how he felt without a trace of self-pity and describe his hopes for the future without allowing one iota of doubt to enter into the conversation. He told us all about his desire to raise funds and awareness for those with spinal injuries. He spoke passionately about disabled rights and also declared his plan to raise £1 million by becoming the first person in history with a complete spinal cord injury to climb Mount Kilimanjaro.


His enthusiasm for helping others and lust for life was infectious. As he left the sofa after the interview, I thanked him for being so honest and for lifting the spirits of everyone watching. ‘When you’ve been as close to death as I have, Dan, every single day is a blessing,’ he said as he wheeled himself back towards the green room. I knew, from that moment, that I wanted to include Martin in this book. I knew it had been a real privilege to meet him.


One of the people climbing Kilimanjaro with Martin is Stuart Wildman, a consultant nurse at Salford Royal. On the night of the blast, Stuart wasn’t on shift. He was in bed but, like many people, he got a call at 4 a.m. to come in.


‘You just get told there is a “major incident” and that you are needed in the hospital. I’ve been working for twenty-two years, seventeen of those as a nurse, and like an awful lot of people that night I had never been called to a major incident. I remember that everyone was focused.’


On the night Martin was admitted, no one thought he was going to survive. The neurosurgeon, Mr Saxena, had just finished a twelve-hour shift when he heard about the bomb and returned to Salford Royal. He operated on Martin for fourteen hours.


Martin has very little memory of the next few weeks of his life. He kept asking questions about how he was and how Eve was but was struggling to get to the truth about how serious things were.


‘I knew why they were doing it,’ he says. ‘My wife Gabby was telling me what the doctors told her to tell me about my legs because no one wants to talk about stuff like that. The medical team had advised her not to mention my injuries in those early days. My first clear memory is of my wife and my mum standing next to a bunch of doctors in white coats. Eventually, we got to the brutal truth: they told me I had a complete spinal injury and that I would never walk again.’


The first thing that went through Martin’s head was that he wouldn’t be able to walk the family dog – Alfie – ever again. ‘I know it sounds daft,’ says Martin with a little smile, ‘but Alfie was suffering from separation anxiety. He had stopped eating for weeks because I wasn’t around. Then I thought I would never be able to kick a football again. I think the doctors expected me to erupt; for the air to be filled with expletives and for me to start throwing things around. But, for some reason, I stayed calm.’


‘How did you manage to stay so controlled in those circumstances?’ I asked.


‘I thought about where I had been, Dan,’ says Martin. You can almost see the determination in his face as he engages. ‘I genuinely thought I was dead, and the game was over. I was lying on the floor, choking on my own blood, thinking “this is it” I had the overwhelming joy of knowing that I was alive. I knew that Eve was in a bad way, but I also knew she was alive. I was so thankful that I still had a life to live.’


Martin spent just over two weeks in intensive care before being moved to the major trauma ward. That’s where he came under the care of Stuart Wildman. ‘I knew about Martin before I met him. We were all amazed he had survived and, you can imagine, there was huge media interest in all the survivors, so Martin was put in a side room off the main ward for his own protection. I remember him being so incredibly calm. He was processing a lot of information and was quiet. In those early days he wasn’t bright or joyful. I often think that, at times like that, it’s best to talk about things that aren’t clinical. It’s so important to do something normal, something that feels like an everyday thing that you’d do if you were at home. I offered to give him a shave.’


I asked Martin if he can remember that offer from Stuart. ‘It was amazing,’ says Martin, rubbing his chin, as if he can remember the straggly beard that had grown during his weeks in intensive care. ‘It was just a simple thing but it meant so much at the time to me. It’s strange how something so normal can turn into something so emotional, and how one tiny act of kindness can make such a difference.’


Stuart’s overwhelming memory of that time spent with Martin was his desire to see his daughter, Eve. In the same way that keeping her alive on the night of the blast had kept him alive, now it was the thought of seeing her again that was driving his recovery.


‘He was so early on in coming to terms with what had happened to him. He had gone from being busy, active and able bodied to paralysed in a heartbeat. He had hardly any upper body strength and it takes time for your core to adjust to be able to hold yourself up. You can’t rush these things but I knew how much Martin wanted to see his daughter and I knew it would be important for his recovery. It was a logistical nightmare. We didn’t really know how his body would cope with being sat down for a long time after being on his back for weeks, and there were also all sorts of blood pressure issues and pain medication concerns which had to be really carefully managed. But, despite all that, we managed to make it happen and I know how much that meant to Martin. It was a real privilege to be there with him on the day.’


Seeing Eve had become everything to Martin because he was well aware how close he had come to losing her. He gathers himself before telling me about the day he saw her again for the first time since the bomb went off. It was 11 July 2017, his birthday.


‘The coroner had been ringing the ward she was on every day at the start because they were convinced she was going to be victim number twenty-three,’ explains Martin. ‘In total, Eve was in intensive care for nearly four months but I simply had to see her. I knew she was alive and I just wanted to be with her.’


Just before Martin went into the room where Eve was being looked after, the senior doctor took him to one side and let him know what he was about to see. It was all about managing expectation and it was a body-blow to an already battered dad.


‘He was as kind as it’s possible to be for someone in that situation. He explained to me that, what I was about to see, wasn’t really Eve. She’d been hit by a bolt in the temple and it had passed into her brain and taken out the vast majority of her frontal lobe. I remember watching his lips as he told me that he didn’t know if she would ever wake up and, even if she did, whether she would ever regain any memory or have the ability to communicate. He told me there was a good chance she would remain in a permanently vegetative state.’


Understandably, Martin stops as he remembers how hard those words hit him at the time. ‘Are you ok to carry on?’ I ask tentatively. ‘It helps to talk about it,’ says Martin. ‘Every time it gets easier.’


‘How do you respond when someone tells you that about your daughter?’ I ask.


‘I completely broke down at that moment,’ he says with tears in his eyes. ‘I was opposite this doctor and I just couldn’t stop crying. I thought to myself that if she’s not here then I don’t want to be here either. I was glad that he told me. I needed to know the truth. I needed to know how bad things were. Eve was, and is, the whole reason that I do everything in life. She was the biggest and best part of my life. The heart-breaking thing for me, being stood outside that door, was that I had always promised her that I would keep her safe and I felt like I had failed. I still give myself a hard time about it. I used to tell her a lot that, as long as she was with me, nothing would ever happen to her. She used to smile when I told her that I would protect her from anything bad and yet, there she was, unable to breathe on her own after a night out with me. My superhero cape had been ripped off and we were both fighting to rebuild our lives.’


Martin is incredibly strong. He rarely talks about Eve because it hurts too much and yet it’s clear that she is a big driving force behind his relentless positivity and desire to make a difference to others. When the dark clouds gather over him, he slots back to what he calls ‘The Hibbert Mindset’. ‘Crack on’ is one of his favourite go-to sayings.


Martin’s dad was a police officer in Bolton and his mum was a pharmacy dispenser. Growing up he spent a lot of time with his grandad who had a big influence on his outlook. He always used to tell Martin that life was littered with lumps in the road but the secret was just to keep on running.


‘My mum would always say that she was waiting for her ship to come in – something that would change everything – and that used to really annoy my grandad. He would always challenge her on it and, when I was six years old, he told me something that I still think about now. He took me to one side and said, “Martin, never wait for your ship to come in. Row out there and meet it” I have always had that thought in my mind. When everything is going wrong, when the world is falling down around you, I look for the opportunity. I think it’s a Bolton thing, a northern thing. I refuse to let things drag me down.’


Martin has always been a grafter. He had a paper round from the age of eleven and got up at 6 a.m. every morning until he was eighteen. He would clean dishes in the evenings to make extra money.


That day he went to see Eve for the first time, his birthday, he knew that coming out the other side would require the most ‘graft’ he had put into anything his entire life.


‘She comes into my head quite a lot,’ says Martin. ‘The picture of her lying in her bed that day. She was covered in pipes, pipes that were keeping her alive. I say “keeping her alive”, but she didn’t look “alive” at all. She was still and lifeless. There was nothing there. I asked if I could hug her, which you can imagine was quite difficult with a bloke paralysed from the waist down and a girl in a vegetative state. It took four staff to help to get us in position but, even though it was awkward, it was beautiful. I can’t explain to you why or how, but I knew in my heart that she would survive. That hug was so special.’


Weeks became months, but slowly Eve was making progress. The big turning point came the second time they tried to take her off the ventilator . . . she could breathe on her own for the first time! Martin constantly has to remind himself of what the consultant told him, that his daughter may never be able to walk, talk or eat on her own again.


‘She just keeps getting better and better,’ says her dad with a giant smile across his face. ‘I’ve got a video that I look at sometimes of Eve putting triangles through holes. I never thought she would have the mental capacity to do that. She was mute for two years because of all the trauma and then, I was in Australia, getting some treatment and I remember we were on FaceTime and she just started talking to me and eating on her own. It was incredible. She said, “Hello Daddy” Her speech was broken and you could tell the PTSD was hitting her hard but it was her . . . it was Eve. The medics threw out the book when it came to her a long time ago. She keeps on proving them wrong. She keeps on breaking boundaries. She’s amazing.’


Stuart Wildman, the consultant nurse, had witnessed Martin’s meeting with Eve on his birthday. Like everyone who works on a major trauma ward, Stuart has seen his fair share of grief and heartache. There are some things that stick with you, some people you never forget. Martin is one of those patients.


‘I see a lot of sad things in my job, but that day, Martin’s birthday, when he saw Eve for the first time, I went home and cried that day. It was all just so real. I have a daughter who is two years younger than Eve. I just kept thinking about her and what I would be like in that situation. I’ve been to the MEN with my daughter. My friends have been there. This is my city. For any of us Manchester dads, we all know that that could have been us. We could have been there like Martin, struggling to hug his daughter. I remember his determination to give her a kiss. There was no way he wasn’t going to do it. It was almost physically impossible, but you could tell from his face that he wouldn’t be taking no for an answer. That was the first time I saw the determination. That was the first insight into what drives him on. If there is even a 1 per cent chance of something happening, Martin is one of those people who will do absolutely everything in his power to make it work, to bring it to life.’


After seeing Eve, Stuart took Martin to St Ann’s Square in the centre of the city so that Martin could light a candle for the victims of the Manchester bomb. From that day forward, Stuart saw a new motivation in his patient.


‘He had down days but he never turned down a therapy or a care session. You get some people in Martin’s situation who just can’t see a way out. They get lost in the grief or the pain and they just start to waste away. You can see the depression ruling them and it just keeps getting darker and darker. Some people don’t want to get out of bed. They don’t want therapy, they don’t want help, they can’t see a way out. Martin was the complete opposite. He couldn’t wait to get out of hospital. He quickly became one of the reasons I love my job. I have always thought it is a real honour to give someone personal care, for them to allow you into their personal space. That is a rare privilege and, once you’re in there, you form a special relationship. Sometimes dressing his wounds would take up to two hours. You get to talk, you share stories, you see what makes someone tick. I was helping him, but caring for Martin gave me so much reward and reaffirmed why this is the job I was born to do.’


When Martin finally left Stuart’s care, Stuart didn’t think the friendship would continue, they rarely do. But, every time Martin returned to the hospital to visit the Spinal Injuries Unit, he would go back to Stuart’s ward and make sure everyone was ok.


‘He would always ask us all how we were,’ remembers Stuart fondly. ‘Despite what he’d been through, he never made it about him. He was always more interested in us, in other people.’


The second time that Martin came into the BBC Breakfast studio, he brought Stuart with him. They spoke about their friendship, the shaving incident and Martin said something that I still think about all the time. I ask Stuart if he remembers what it was because I remember looking at Stuart’s face as Martin said it and I felt it had a similar impact on him that it had on me.


‘The thing about feeling disabled?’ Stuart said.


That was precisely it. Towards the end of the interview, Martin was talking about his new life in a wheelchair and why he felt so passionately about campaigning for others to have access to the spinal care that he had.


‘It’s not my injuries that make me feel disabled, it’s people’s attitudes that make me feel disabled.’


‘I think about that a lot,’ says Stuart. ‘He’s right, isn’t he? It’s so easy to get stuck in that mindset where you concentrate on what people can’t do rather than what they can. Do you know what, Dan?’ says Stuart as he shuﬄes in his chair. Stuart is always smiling, but now there is also excitement in his voice. ‘I talk about Martin a lot to other patients. I can’t tell stories like Martin can, but I can tell other people about Martin. He is the example I use to so many.’


Martin has also had a profound effect on Paul, the paramedic who took him to Salford Royal that night and saved his life. Paul picks up the story. ‘I’d checked in on him that night and the following morning to make sure he was still alive but, after that, it was difficult to find out what had happened to him. Then, one day, my wife (Louise) saw him being interviewed on Channel 5!’


Louise jumps in. ‘That’s right. I messaged Paul straightaway. I took a picture off the telly and said, “Is this him? You know, the guy from the arena?” and then Paul came back with . . .’


‘That’s him!’ says Paul. ‘I did a bit of Facebook stalking and then I thought I would send him a message and see if he wanted to get in touch. We’ve been friends ever since.’


‘Do you remember that ball we went to?’ says Louise.


‘Yes, that was the first time we actually met him,’ remembers Paul. ‘Martin was doing this black tie charity do at the Midland Hotel in Manchester. Ron Atkinson was there! We met Martin and we just got on straightaway. He sat us on the top table and then, when he made his speech, he introduced me to the crowd and said, “This is Paul, the paramedic who saved my life.”’


The other thing that Paul and Martin share is a love of Manchester. One thing that has always struck me about this city is the way people come together in grief. Where terrorists try and sow discord and pain, Manchester gives birth to strength and togetherness. The Manchester bomb made those bonds stronger than ever.


‘We’ve both got bee tattoos,’ says Paul proudly. ‘Me and Martin, we both have them.’ The bee became an even more powerful symbol for Manchester in the aftermath of the bomb. The worker bee has long been a symbol of the city’s hard-working past. In the 1800s Manchester was full of textile mills and they were often described as ‘hives of activity’ and the workers inside them compared to bees. The bee symbol was a part of Manchester’s coat of arms which was given to the city in 1842. After the bomb, it was associated with unity and defiance; it represented Manchester’s indomitable spirit. People added it to their social media profiles as an act of solidarity and many, like Martin and Paul, got tattoos. If you ever visit the city and go to the Koffee Pot building in the Northern Quarter, you find an image of twenty-two bees on the side of it. Each bee is swarming around a honey pot and each one represents a victim of the attack.


‘I’ve got bees painted on my garden fence too. Just to remind me.’ Paul, like many Mancunians, was moved when he heard the words of the local poet Tony Walsh and his ‘This Is The Place’ poem which he read at the memorial service in St Ann’s Square.


‘I’ve got those final words on the inside of my left forearm,’ says Paul. Always remember, never forget, forever Manchester.


Paul has another reason to use Martin for inspiration. In July of 2021 he had an accident on his road bike. He hit some debris on a road near Wigan and ended up with fractured vertebrae, broken ribs, a brain injury and underwent spinal surgery in the Salford Royal. Guess who has been his great encourager during recovery? Martin Hibbert.


‘Watching Martin has helped me come out the other side of all this,’ says Paul. ‘We all know people who work hard to support a charity but Martin just takes things to another level. He’s superhuman. I am determined to show my family, to show everyone, that I can be just as positive as him going forward. Martin is a permanent reminder to me to make sure that I don’t accept average. I want to push the boundaries just like him.’


As I write this, Paul is back in the office just seven months after being in a drug-induced coma. He says that Martin’s example pushes him every day but, because of his injuries, he wasn’t able to take part in Martin’s greatest challenge: climbing Kilimanjaro in a wheelchair.


‘I was talking to him about the trip the week before my accident,’ says Paul. ‘He was like a little kid. Once he gets something in his head there is no stopping him. As soon as I came round after the accident he contacted me and told me not to worry and that, even if I couldn’t be there, I’d be part of the team. I know some people laugh at him and think he’s mad. I’ve seen the way some people look at him when he talks about climbing Kilimanjaro, but if there is one thing I’ve learned in the last few years . . . never doubt Martin Hibbert.’


‘Where did the idea of Kilimanjaro come about?’ I ask Martin. ‘That sounds like one of yours.’


‘It was,’ says Martin, ‘but it wasn’t all my fault. I was asked to speak at an event in London for the Spinal Injuries Association. I was addressing a load of multi-millionaires. We were pitching to them to see if they would take us on as their charity of the year. Anyway, we had a dinner and it raised just short of a million quid. One of the guys from the charity jokingly said, “That’s amazing, what are you doing next year to raise a million quid?” My brain started ticking straightaway and I thought, if this is going to work, you’ve got to do something that is an actual risk to your life. Otherwise what’s the point? My first suggestion was to climb Everest but then I discovered that I’d have to be carried about 90 per cent of the way, which didn’t really seem fair. I looked into things and Kilimanjaro was actually possible. I would only need help 10 per cent of the way and it was tough enough to be worth it. Only 6 per cent of able-bodied people make it to the top, only two other people have done it in a wheelchair. I look at it this way, Dan, every day I have to climb a mountain so I might as well actually climb one.’


Martin has assembled an impressive team around him for the climb. Paul is unable to go because of his injuries, but Stuart will be there alongside him on the trip. The phone call from Martin came through one Saturday morning.


‘I was lying in bed and I saw this WhatsApp message arrive,’ recalls Stuart. He is laughing as he remembers the story, but he tells me that’s because it still all feels a bit bonkers. The messages between the two of them went like this:


Martin: ‘Hi, Stuart. Hope you’re ok. I’ve got a challenge I want you to be part of.’


Stuart: ‘What is it?’


Martin: ‘You might need some time to think about it? I want you to climb Kilimanjaro with me.’


Stuart said ‘yes’ immediately.


‘I turned around to my wife and said, “What on earth have I just volunteered myself for?” There was a mixture of excitement but also apprehension, but I know all about Martin’s drive and determination and I know that, at the heart of it, he just wants other people to have the same access to the best care that he had. Having a spinal injury turns your entire life upside down. It’s not just the practical things like bladders and bowels, it’s everything. The Spinal Injuries Association are amazing but they need money to make a difference and help people to live a fulfilled life.’


Martin Hibbert is a pretty amazing man. You don’t have to spend much time in his company to realise that his passion and enthusiasm can convince anyone to do virtually anything. I haven’t often seen him without a smile on his face but, as you would expect, there are dark days. There are flashbacks to that night at the Manchester Arena and the time spent in hospital. There is the lingering spectre of PTSD. He has visions of seeing Eve for the first time after the incident and it can hit him at any time and anywhere. Sometimes it keeps him up all night. He has to keep busy. He always wants something to look forward to so that he doesn’t have to look back.


I don’t know about you, but Martin is one of those people who makes me think about how I would act if I was in the situation he has found himself in. I wonder if I would be able to think as quickly as he did on the night itself. I wonder how I would react to being told I would never be able to walk again. I wonder what it would have been like for me to see one of my daughters under the same circumstances that Martin saw Eve, and I wonder whether I would devote myself to helping others when life remains an uphill struggle every single day.


Martin isn’t religious but does enjoy talking to friends about what he describes as ‘life, the universe and everything’. He doesn’t have an answer to why that night happened to him and his family but, within a few minutes of meeting him, you realise he is a deep thinker. So what does he see as his reason for being here?


‘There has to be a reason I survived,’ he says, more earnest than at any other point in the interview. ‘The bolt went through my neck. It was travelling at about 100 mph but somehow I swallowed it. No one can understand either why, or how, that happened and believe me, I’ve asked everyone. My story has given me a voice that I never dreamed of having and that is what I use as my motivation, my reason for still being around.’


When Martin tells his story at events, the whole room falls silent. His tale is solemn, painful, but also inspirational. He talks about the fact that he has never wanted revenge for what happened to him that night.


‘Forgive me if I don’t use his name, Dan,’ says Martin carefully, ‘but I don’t hate him, you know, the bomber. I use him. On the bad days, I use his face to get me out of bed. Sometimes I want nothing more than to stay under the covers. I know that’s what he would have wanted and, if I stay in bed, hiding, even for one day, then he wins. I’ll happily admit that sometimes I cry in the shower, but I always come out and think . . . right, crack on. I was at the re-opening of the arena in September 2017,’ says Martin proudly. ‘I wanted them to see that they couldn’t stop me. I virtually broke out of the spinal unit to be there but it was important to me. Yes, I got in trouble for it when I got back, but every little win for me is a little defeat for the people who wanted to detonate a bomb at a concert. When I climb Kilimanjaro, they fail. When I get my message around the world, they fail. They nearly took my life away; they did take my legs away but they’ve actually made me stronger than ever.’


Martin often thinks about the people who didn’t make it that night, particularly Saffie Roussos, the youngest victim, who was just eight years old. He has survivors’ guilt over why he made it and she didn’t. He wants to know why a forty-year-old man who had ‘lived a great life’ made it home and she didn’t. But that has also driven him on to make a difference for others.


‘I had no idea about disability before it happened to me. You very rarely see disabled people out and there are many reasons for that. It’s because of parking, it’s because of a lack of lifts, it’s because there are no ramps where they need to go or there just simply isn’t enough space. When I’m out and I see another disabled person, I always wave at them because it’s so rare. I went to Bond Street in London and I couldn’t get in the shops. You go in and ask where the men’s stuff is and they tell you it’s on the first floor. “Where is the lift?” you ask. “We don’t have a lift.” It doesn’t have to be like this. I go to Australia for treatment sometimes and, when I’m there, I hardly feel disabled at all. Facilities are incredible and so far ahead of what we are doing here. We have the equality act in this country,’ says Martin passionately, ‘imagine if someone from the BAME or LGBT community was told they couldn’t use a shop, or a service, because they didn’t have the facilities? This is what I’m trying to change for disabled people and I will use the rest of the time I have on this planet to sing and shout about it. We have to change the mindset. When we look at disabled people we only ever see either a Paralympian or a benefit scrounger. I am neither of those and nor are the vast majority of disabled people. They want to work, but they can’t get there. When they do get there, it can be a struggle to get in and, if they do get into the office, they can’t get their wheelchair under the desk. I’m sorry, but that’s just not good enough.’


Martin’s real gift is that he is a campaigner. He doesn’t make you feel guilty for not doing or supporting something but he convinces you that things need to change by the sheer weight of reason and enthusiasm. It’s hard to disagree with that, particularly when you consider the path he has taken to get to where he is. Martin doesn’t wear slogan T-shirts but, if he did, it would read ‘Don’t Write Me Off Because I’m In A Wheelchair’. I don’t think there is any danger of that happening.


Martin wants Eve to be able to live her life to the full too. They now talk about what happened that night in Manchester. It has helped Eve to deal with the trauma and eased her PTSD. Martin has reminded her that, throughout that night, while she was unconscious on the floor, he was never more than a few feet away from her. That reassurance is as much a help to Martin as it is to Eve. Neither of them like the idea of being alone.


They haven’t been back to a concert at the arena yet, but that is the plan. At the moment, loud noises and bangs are too triggering but, eventually, Martin is confident they’ll get there. He knows it will be a hard day, but also a hugely important one.


Eve is always making progress. At the moment she is in a wheelchair. At the time of writing this, she is twenty years old and currently doing work for a nine to ten-year-old. ‘I know life will be tough for her,’ says Martin. ‘She probably won’t be able to hold down a relationship, but she’s here, and that’s the important thing. All the time there might be chances of seizures and strokes. There will be constant trips to hospital but, listen, I often laugh when I think about where she was five years ago and where she is now. I have my daughter back and, for a long time, I never thought that would be possible. Ever since that night, she has been defying the doctors’ predictions. Look at her now, back at sixth form, kicking ass. She will inspire the world when she’s ready to do it.’


I love talking to Martin. He makes you look at things in differing ways. He allows, and occasionally has to persuade you, to see things from a new perspective and his motive always seems to be to improve the lives of those around him. I have no doubt in my mind that he will go on to achieve great things in life and, if Eve is anything like him, she will too. He may well spend the rest of his life in a wheelchair, but standing on his shoulders gives me one of the clearest views possible of what it is to cling on to the positive in the bleakest of situations. That’s what I told him at the end of our long conversation. I thanked him for his time and thanked him for coming out from under the covers every day and inspiring me and many others. He answered in typical fashion.


‘We could all sit in a corner and cry. It’s much easier to mope around and feel sorry for yourself and blame others, but I want to use that as my drive, my motivation, to live life to the full.’


And that’s exactly what Martin was trying to do when he set himself the enormous task of climbing Kilimanjaro in June of 2022. If you followed any of his journey on TV, or in the press, you’ll know that he managed to make it, but when we caught up a few days after he made the summit, he was in typically down-to-earth mode.


‘I don’t think it has sunk in yet, I have just come back from having my catheter taken out, so it’s been back to normal with a bump. I’ve had messages from all over the world,’ says the proud Mancunian. ‘America, Pakistan, India, Australia . . . so many messages from so many different people who all seem to know that we managed to do what most people thought would be impossible.’


Martin made it to the top on 9 June but the last few hours of the climb produced so many doubts. ‘Walking through sand is hard enough, but imagine trying to shift a wheelchair through it. I have never done anything like that before. We were spending ten minutes going up and then slipping back to where we started. I told the porters who were helping us that I just didn’t have anything left in the tank. One of them just kept saying, “Twenty minutes, twenty minutes,” but it was the longest twenty minutes I have ever experienced.’


Martin and his team had already seen the mountain bare its teeth. His best friend, Steve Lloyd, had to pull out on day two with altitude sickness, and the team lost their medic, Chris Paton, on day four in similar fashion. ‘Chris was the man looking after my skin sores but also checking on my bowel and bladder movements. They were my wingmen so once they had gone I felt totally alone. I had to sleep with the light on. I felt so incredibly vulnerable, which is strange for me. I hardly slept at all and then we set off at 5 a.m. the next morning. I remember what you told me though, Dan, and I did it.’


When Martin first informed me about his attempt to climb Kilimanjaro he asked me if I had any advice from the time I went up there for Comic Relief. I told him to make sure he had plenty of snacks and, even though it was easy to get distracted by the seemingly endless final morning, I said don’t forget to turn your back on Kilimanjaro and enjoy one of the greatest sunrises you will ever see crack across the horizon.


‘I remember that picture you showed me,’ says Martin, ‘and, when the sun rose, I got really emotional. It was the sort of thing you only ever see from a plane. I thought about our talks quite a bit that morning, Dan. I took a photo with the team (which you can see in the picture section) and I had a little cry. There is something amazing about being that free, that silent, that in touch with your surroundings. It was magical.’


Martin also got to keep his promise to his mum. He sprinkled some of her ashes at the top and played their favourite song on his phone. ‘I know I was raising money for the Spinal Injuries Association and raising awareness but, from a personal perspective, it was all about my mum. I wanted to have a picture at the top with my Manchester United flag but I knew my mum was with me all the way. It was a really emotional moment when I played “For All We Know” by The Carpenters on my phone. I cry every time I think about it. She knew all about the climb and knew how much I wanted to do it before she died back in October 2021. I had a good sob and sent my two brothers the video from the top and that was pretty special.’


Martin is rightly proud of becoming only the second paraplegic to climb Kilimanjaro and has been staggered by the reaction to his successful summit. ‘A guy came up to me on the way down and said, “Martin, you don’t know me, but my name is Paul. I was up there a few days ago but I stayed on at base camp for another two days because I wanted to see you.” I was really touched by that but also by the porters. Lots of them kept telling me that they had never seen a wheelchair on the mountain. They nicknamed me “Lion” because of the tattoo on my arm. At the end, one of the guys took me to one side and said, “You have inspired me. I have never seen anyone like you before. I am not going to live my life like this anymore, I am going to live like you, live like Martin.” I will never forget those experiences.’


On the day that we speak, Martin tells me the total raised has gone up £100,000 in the last forty-eight hours. The million-pound dream is within reach and there is no sign of him taking his foot off the fundraising gas.


‘I want to do base camp at Everest,’ says Martin, giggling at how crazy it sounds. ‘It has never been done in a wheelchair and, since I’ve come back, I’ve been contacted by two Royal Marines and two Gurkhas who have told me it’s possible and they’d like to help. I know I still need to do a lot of checking but I’ll keep going until ministers listen and we get those changes to social care and everyone gets access to the care that is available. Seven people a day get a spinal cord injury and only one in three get help and support. That means four of those seven go home without any rehab, any help or any education. How is that possible? How can they be expected to get on with their lives? During the pandemic I was constantly hearing stories of people in a wheelchair being left in a bed, in their own mess, for two days, or left waiting at the bottom of a flight of stairs for the same amount of time. While that is still happening, I’ll keep going.’


I ask Martin if he has taken the time to reflect that it’s only just over five years ago that he was lying on the concrete floor in the Manchester Arena on the night his life changed forever. ‘I have thought about that, Dan,’ says the forty-five-year-old. ‘I have thought about the fact that I was told I would never walk again. I thought about that at the top quite a bit. I was lying in a bed in hospital back in 2017 and the only thing I could move was my head and here I am at the top of Kilimanjaro. What a message that is to disabled people everywhere. I’ve had wheelchair users contact me this week and tell me they’ve watched what I did and have left the house for the first time in ten years. I am so humbled that I have inspired anyone by what I have done. It’s not just a message to disabled people but it’s a message to the people who tried to blow me up. They wanted me dead, and if they couldn’t have that, they wanted me terrified and silent in a corner somewhere. We’ll, I’m very much alive and, I might spend most of my life sitting down, but I won’t be in a corner and I won’t be quiet. There is too much to do.’
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