
This is the extraordinary story
           of an extraordinary man... 
Formerly a corporal in the Royal Corps of Signals in the Territorial Army (TA) 
Reserve Matt O’Neill was called up to serve in Helmand Province in 2008.

During a routine vehicle patrol, his vehicle was ambushed by heavy fire and rocket propelled 
grenades, killing two Afghan soldiers and injuring others,
including Matt, who’s right leg was shattered from
the knee down. 

“It was a rocket propelled grenade that came through the 
side of the vehicle,” he said ’’ When the vehicle went up 
everything we were carrying landed on my leg, including 
the battery acid. The wound was badly contaminated, I 
was rolling around in the dirt under fire. I was operated on 
in Camp Bastion and they were going to take my leg off 
there and then but luckily I had spoken to the anaesthetist 
with me before the operation and I’d told him to make 
sure they kept my leg.” 

Matt fought to keep his leg, and endured 12 operations 
over six months before doctors were able to save the limb.

“For six months, I didn’t walk at all as the bone didn’t heal,” 
he said. “I had to have skin grafts from my thigh, bone 
grafts from my hip and I had half my stomach muscles 
attached to my leg. “Nothing appeared to have worked. 
They threatened to take my leg off throughout this period 
but I had another surgeon who suggested using another 
bit of metal in a different way. It was a year before I 
thought ‘I’m actually going to keep my leg’. That’s when we 
started to see the bone was healing, I couldn’t feel my leg 
from the knee down before that point.”

However disaster struck again in July 2011 when Matt 
broke his leg during his rehab.

“When I started walking again I was too keen and doing 
more than I should” he said. “After I broke my leg again, it 
was a definite low point. That’s when Help for Heroes 
came in and asked me what I wanted to do and how could 
they keep me motivated.”

Help For Heroes arranged for Matt to complete a course 
at Brockenhurst College, which secured him a place at 
Southampton University where he studied for a degree 
in Physiotherapy.

“Help for Heroes were very good to me,” he said. “The 
Band of Brothers network always kept in touch about 
the group activities they were doing. One day an email 
came around to say they were going on a scuba diving 
expedition and I said I wanted to go.”

Matt is now fighting fit again and has completed several 
scuba diving qualifications, most recently his BSAC 
Instructor qualification, he maintains that scuba diving 
helped to restore his confidence, and he now in turn 
hopes to inspire other wounded servicemen and 
women by teaching them to scuba dive and has now 
started on a course to enable him to teach diving to 
those with disabilities.

“I think you can relate to the wounded a lot more when 
you’ve been through similar experiences yourself. It’s 
working with lads and lasses again who’ve served in the 
Armed Forces and remembering how I dealt with it all 
and the worries I had. Having gone through that you 
appreciate everything much more and you’re a lot more 
understanding.”

We are privileged to have Matt as a physio in the neuro 
and musculoskeletal team at Parkstone. You can see his 
story in the video link below.

https://vimeo.com/album/4809080/video/238589439
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