
John served in the Army for 15 years. On leaving the army, 
he fell into a life of crime that involved drug use and 
excessive alcohol use. As a result, he committed a serious 
OFFENCE resulting in him receiving a life sentence, his 
journey through the Justice System began.

John’s Story
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Care after Combat met John in 2018, when our veterans 
service was set up for the first time at a Category C prison. 
John had already served a significant number of years in the 
system and attended the very first forum, along with several 
other veterans. 

It was clear that John was a very angry individual who had 
no trust in the prison system or the people within that 
system. He felt that he had been let down numerous times 
when things that had been promised did not materialise. 
This lack of trust, a common trait with long term prisoners, 
extended to an obvious suspicion of the intentions of 
our group, and in his own words, he had seen charities 
‘come and go’. At the end of the first meeting, he declared 
that whilst he wished us luck, he would not be attending 

another forum. The message to John at that point was that 
we would always be there to support him, and he would 
always be welcome to join us at any time during his journey. 
John returned the following month and every other 
month for the remainder of his time at the prison before 
progressing to a Category D establishment, with open 
conditions, where our support continued. 

A continual challenge with John, was trying to help him 
address his lack of trust with the system and convince him 
that there was life beyond prison with light at the end of 
the tunnel, he had to work with the system to achieve this. 
John could just not believe that this was the case, and 
it was a block to him signing up to our peer mentorship 
support project, Project Phoenix. Twelve months after our 
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initial meeting with John, he requested that support. Along 
with the available peer mentorship, he also engaged with 
the Covid response platform, Project Bowman, supporting 
veterans through unprecedented challenges.

The challenges continued throughout his time at the 
Category D establishment. He was turned down for parole 
on multiple occasions, he was also returned to closed 
conditions for a breach of regulations. However, following 
continued support from Care after Combat working 
alongside the Prison Veteran in Custody Support Officers 
and Offender Management teams, parole was eventually 
granted. John had spent numerous years in prison, he had 
become institutionalised, society had changed, the truly 
hard work required to prepare John for future challenges 

and new issues was apparent, but his mentor Gordon, was 
there to walk alongside him all the way.

John was released to Approved Premises in a location far 
removed from the area he was familiar with; in essence he 
was having to start a completely new life.  There were a lot 
of temptations that John had to negotiate to ensure he 
would not return to a life of crime.

Gordon continued to provide wellbeing support along with 
other Care after Combat staff and volunteers, a real team 
effort on a weekly basis. John was referred for support with 
cooking and personal wellbeing via an external agency, 
this developed John’s life skills and allowed him to carry out 
housekeeping and personal day-to-day tasks, developing 

"The trust I hold with Gordon and Care 
after Combat, has prevented me from 
returning to prison and more importantly, 
ending my life. If this statement can help 
others, then it is a must that it be written 
to enable another veteran to have that 
brotherhood that I have experienced."    
—  J O H N
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his self-pride and esteem. John was referred to the local 
council, and with collaborative support from councillors, 
more permanent, supported accommodation was acquired. 
With further support from Care after Combat’s collaborative 
partners; SSAFA and Hull 4 Heroes (V3P partners), the 
accommodation was furnished. John also received 
assistance in sorting out his military pension and receiving 
the correct benefits that allows for important financial 
stability. 

John’s lifelong fight against drug and alcohol addiction will 
continue, but he signed himself up to AA meetings and has 
attended them ever since, content in the knowledge that he 
will have the Care after Combat team to call on for support 
if required.

John continues to respond positively in his life choices and 
is progressing well in his current environment, he is stable, 
and his confidence has improved. John is constantly tied 
by the restrictions of his lifelong license, but he will work 
with statutory and support agencies to ensure that he 
does not return to a life of crime and prison. Collaboration, 
which has been a defining element of the support plan for 
John, will continue, and Care after Combat will be at the 
forefront of that support for as long as John requires it. 
Gordon continues to walk alongside John; John is now also 
supported by a serving member of his old Regiment.

John is a completely different person to the man who 
presented himself at the first forum; he now trusts.

Mathew joined the Royal Navy soon after leaving 
school and achieved much during his 6 years’ service. 
His reports described him as an able individual, quick 
to learn and competent in applying new skills. 

Mathew’s Story
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Mathew was deployed on operational tours, but he does 
not report any related ongoing problems. Mathew does 
report being the victim of, and witnessing, significant 
bullying during his time in service. 

Mathew left the Royal Navy because of the ongoing 
bullying. He felt unable to report the experiences he and  
his peers endured for fear of further recriminations for 
himself or them. 

After leaving the service Mathew was apparently successful. 
Supported by family, Mathew gained employment and 
afforded good accommodation, however from a mental 
wellbeing perspective he was not coping. He described 
himself as “short tempered” with a tendency to “lash out”; 

personality traits Mathew said were not applicable to him 
prior to joining the Royal Navy. He struggled to maintain 
friendships, was drinking excessively, and used non 
prescribed drugs to manage increasing anxiety. Mathew 
described himself as increasingly unpredictable and bad 
tempered and recognized that this was why people avoided 
him. Despite his insight, he did not seek support, he lacked 
knowledge of what was available and did not approach 
his GP due to the shame he attached to the cause of his 
problems.  

Mathew was eventually convicted and given a prison 
sentence following a physical altercation on a night out. 
When Care after Combat met Mathew he was acutely 
anxious, and described himself as  “out of control”. 

“It is an incredible journey alongside a long-term prisoner with 
institutional challenges and military experience. Treating a new 
home as if it were a cell or barrack room were barriers that 
will be an issue for some time. But regular face-to-face support 
have, and will continue, to manage his independent living and 
emotional stability. ”  
—  J O H N ' S  M E N TO R
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A Care after Combat mentor made regular visits to Mathew, 
building a relationship that would form the basis of trust 
for Mathew to engage with mental healthcare services 
within the prison. This was the first time Mathew had 
engaged with any mental health service. He was diagnosed 
with service-related PTSD. The mentor remained part 
of Mathew’s multi-disciplinary team which included 
healthcare and probation services. With the support of 
his mentor, Mathew engaged positively with healthcare 
and made significant progress, learning how to cope with 
anxiety and strong emotions. 

Mathew was released from prison and, once again, from 
a practical perspective he was successful. He remained 
engaged with his Care after Combat mentor but on a 

reduced basis. Mathew believed that he had mastered 
his difficulties and was less receptive to regular support 
meetings. Unfortunately, another physical altercation 
resulted in Mathew being recalled to prison with additional 
charges pending. At the time Mathew frequently voiced 
thoughts of “giving up” and harming himself, he formulated 
plans to end his life believing that the world and people 
were “out to get me”. 

Mathew had a much longer stretch in prison following 
his second conviction. However, with the consistent 
support of his Care after Combat mentor he reengaged 
with psychological healthcare. Custodial sentences can 
mean transfers from one prison to another, and this was 
the case for Mathew. He was transferred to three different 

prisons during his sentence.  Consistency was provided 
via his mentor and via the healthcare provider which had 
set up a veteran specific service across several prisons. 
Consequently, Mathew’s treatment was not disrupted 
despite the transfer of prisons. On release Mathew was 
referred to, and continued to engage with, community 
healthcare services provided by NHS Op Courage supported 
by his mentor. These were stabilising contributions to 
what Mathew found to be extremely challenging license 
conditions. Engagement with his mentor and ongoing 
psychological interventions were instrumental in helping 
Mathew navigate and adhere to his license conditions. 

Mathew has now been out of prison for a significant period. 
He was supported by Care after Combat for over a year and 

has developed skills compatible with a crime free life. He 
is working full-time in employment of his choice; he has a 
home and is maintaining long term relationships. 

He no longer uses drugs and manages his alcohol intake. 
Difficult life situations continue to present, and Mathew 
does at times need additional support, however he 
is knowledgeable about the services available and is 
confident in his ability to access them. 

Mathew is now an advocate for Care after Combat, and  
he has made valuable contributions to the development  
of services dedicated to veterans involved with the  
justice system. 
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“Prison transfers can be unavoidable leading to 
disruptions in support, care, and treatment, often 
reminiscenT of the personal impact of the dynamic 
nature of service life. Care after Combat mentors 
provide a consistent source of trusted support, 
encouraging ongoing engagement with essential 
services such as healthcare.” 
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