Chapter 1
My name is Henry and my life changed on December 12th 2001 at the age of 64 when I had a stroke. 
It started on a Sunday night after I got home from visiting a friend. I fell on the floor and couldn't understand why I didn’t know what was happening and why I couldn't use a telephone to ring for some help. I did ring and I managed to get my sister but she thought I was drunk and told me to get to bed. I was not speaking well and I never knew this until afterwards.

I didn't understand why I couldn't get up so I must have gone to sleep and when I woke up I was getting hungry so I crawled to the kitchen and drank all the milk that was in the fridge. I must have slept again and woke up the next day. It was 3pm in the afternoon and I knew that I had to try and get help but I couldn't open the door, as it was locked and I couldn't unlock it at first as it was too high.  I managed to unlock it and to open it just a bit but my right leg was stopping me opening it properly.  I finally managed to do it and when I did I waved to someone to help me.

Luckily someone saw me and realised I needed some help and called for an ambulance. When the ambulance man came he said that my leg was stopping them getting through the door. They finally managed to free me.

After they sorted me out they took me to the hospital and they were kind to me. It took a long time for arrange a bed but I was so happy for someone to sort me out and find out what was wrong with me. Some time after two friends Vernon and Chris came to see me and Helen and my sister came and I can't remember this. The next day I saw Brian and Jean, I know I was crying and I don’t know why. It was to do with the stroke that I was crying.
I don’t know the time or day that I was taken for a scan. I know when the nurse saw me crying she said it would be alright and that they were sorting me out, the nurses were very kind to me. I remember one day I fell off the bed and I was covered in blood. The next moment I was back in the bed how I got there who knows. The bed was not fixed with the rail so it was not locked right in the latch, so when I grabbed it I fell. The nurse asked if I would like to have a wash, but when she gave me the bowl, I spilt the water over myself.  I was holding the bowl with my right hand and I lost the flannel and when I went to find it I knocked the bowl with my right hand and I was unable to catch it.

In the hospital I was given water till I was better and could eat again. It was because you can easily choke after a stroke as the muscles, which control your airway don’t always open for food or air.  Sometimes the oesophagus has to be cut to get air and food at the same time.

When a nurse was pumping up my bed I felt as if I was lying on air, this was to help me to sleep better so I was told later. I was there about a week and I was told I was going to a new hospital. Where it was I did not know. This was to rehabilitate me and to teach me to walk again if possible, also to help me to see if my brain could process the things that I tried to say; it was my brain that had to find a new way to cope with the damaged part of it.

Chapter 2

It was getting close to Christmas and some of the nurses and the physio were sick so it wasn’t till New Year when I started to walk.  I was ready to try to walk and I had to stand and try so I walked and walked, and the physio said you will have to turn left or you will hit the wall. I was very happy and I slept that night as my brain was tired.

The next time my sister and Helen were there and the physio asked if I would like to walk.  I said yes and we went along the passage for a time. I was asked to turn round and go to the ward then they asked me to sit on a wheelchair to give me a lift to my bed and chair.

Every day was different and we had to have help to get washed and dressed, then we went to the restaurant for breakfast.  Some people couldn’t talk and they sat there not knowing what to do. We held up a spoon to show them and then they got started.  Sometimes they couldn’t see it and it was up to us to help them.   Don’t think the nurses didn’t help, but the patients needed to have a nurse each so we tried to help if they couldn’t manage. 

I used a spoon with my dinner and I tried one day to hold the cup in my right hand.  After a while I started to use a knife but it was hard and sometimes I had to ask the nurses to help. Sometimes I managed to help myself with my dinner. I found that if I used a knife for dinner I had the knife upside down, and with a spoon it was also upside down - it is strange with a stroke you can find these things happening.

At the same time I tried to help other friends in the ward. A new chap next to me asked for a cup of tea and he now had to drink it. I asked him what was his best arm and he pointed to his left hand, so I turned the cup round and he could drink it.

At times I was moving around but not without nurses to go with me to the toilet. At this time I used a frame and nurses were behind me to make sure I didn’t fall. One day I asked a nurse if she would mind taking me to the toilet.  When I was sitting down I said to the nurse please leave me now, and she said you must take your trousers off first, and I noticed she was right and I had a giggle. 

It was physio student who noticed that I couldn’t see lots of things. Firstly it was hard to brush my teeth and the physio asked me how I had done it before. And thinking about it I remembered, hold the toothpaste in the left hand with the brush in the right hold the top open with the right hand and that worked. 

When I tried walking back I always had someone behind me so I didn’t fall. I tried walking up and down steps, at this time my physio asked me to try using sticks when I walked. I was walking on grass and that was hard. Then we went to the ward and I sat in the chair.

I went to the physio to see if I could try and make a cup of tea or coffee, this was to see if I was safe using boiling water and I managed alright. 

Even my memory came and went, I tried to remember and some things were OK.  My concentration had been badly impaired, but I did not know this at the time, it was afterwards I realised. I found it difficult to understand conversations if I didn’t catch the beginning when someone was talking to me. 

 In the hospital when the drinks lady came round she said coffee or tea and I would say yes and so she gave me tea for a long time even though I wanted coffee. It took me a long time and then I was able to say coffee. We were all in the same boat; we were in for different types of strokes. I was affected on the right side and so I could not read and write, people affected on the left side can read and write. 
When in the ward a friend said we would love a curry for a change so the nurse went to the kitchen, and came back and arranged for it at dinnertime. It was a nice curry and everyone was looking at us and wondering how we got it. The food was very good in the hospital but it was not like curry.

I found some relatives crying after they were told that the hospital couldn’t help any more so they were being sent home. I found it very hard to accept how I was, thinking about the family and how they would have to do everything for me, washing, dressing feeding, going to the bathroom and caring 24 hours a day.  I found that some marriages ended because they couldn’t take it. I can understand this as the wife or husband has to turn away from how things were before the stroke. I can understand this is hard for them.

Chapter 3

The engine is the brain, and won’t always let you do simple things like just moving something, standing and sitting. Putting your hand out, following things with your eyes, all the things you did before, but with a stroke you can lose some of this. 

I found reading was different to understanding. I couldn’t see some words and would say them wrong we had some fun.  Sometimes it went well and the next day it would be very hard and this could be frustrating. 
I went to the physio for help with my hands and fingers. I had this game to help me with my co-ordination,  to get my hand and brain working and it was hard at first. I was told to practise and I could keep it to take to the ward.  My fingers got better, but it was very hard to work on it, but I had lots of time. It was good for my fingers, and I found it helped me with my drawing. I was happy again, as it was more for me to work on. When I had some friends come to see me, I asked them to try it and it was hard, only one person managed it. It was good for me so I kept on trying. 
My wife-to-be came to see me and we asked the nurse if we could go to the café just to give me a break. I had to use a wheelchair just in case I fell. I was very lucky to see friends the whole time I was in hospital except for three days when I didn't see anyone. I found it hard that some people had no visitors, as it was just nice to chat about things

It was very hard to see a way forward and to see the road to rehabilitation. My memory lapsed and it was difficult reading books and the newspapers.  There were lots of people with different kinds of strokes and you had to treat each person as an individual.

It also changed my hearing, everything was very loud and I found I could hear very well but I was hearing everyone at the same time. This was strange for me but later I found out it was to do with the stroke. 

Speech problems that occur with a stroke commonly involve a difficulty formulating and understanding the right word to use. People who recover from the language problem tell of the frustration it causes. Patients say that they knew that people were talking to them but they couldn’t understand a word that was said, similarly they know what to say but were unable to get the words out in the right order. This can be very mild such as an inability to recall the name of a common object such as a watch or more severe and mean a compete loss of all speech.  Sometime a different type of speech problem occurs as a result of the muscles involved in moving the mouth and tongue when articulating words - this is known as dysarthria.

The balance is also affected by a stroke and I found that I suffered some giddiness at times particularly when I bent down and was lying in bed. I found when I got up suddenly I fell over but luckily I did not hurt myself. It was very hard to get up again without some help but fortunately there was always someone to lift me up. The base of the brain has a complicated set of ‘wiring’ and control mechanisms to stop you falling over. Strokes affecting this area of the brain can cause sudden unsteadiness and many patients say the problem is just like being drunk.     

After my stroke I had my eyes tested and they were ok. My glasses were also tested and they were the same as five years before and I was surprised. 
When I was in the ward a friend next to me could not speak at all but he knew his name, if I said Bob he would say no or I would say Tom then  he would say no but if I would say Frank and he would say yes.  I have not seen him since then and I hope he is getting well. 

Most people are right–handed with the left-brain dominant and strokes affecting the left side of their brain can cause language problems  (dysphasia). Many older people who were naturally left-handed were forced to use their non-dominant hand to write and so appear left-handed. Half of these patients will have right brain dominance. There were some people in the ward who had no language but they could walk and this was strange. 

Doctors will try to assess dominance by asking you whether you are right or left–handed and by asking you which hand you prefer to use when picking out objects. I was asked to try this and it was better for me right handed and I tried to get my right hand to work, and found it good for drawing.  I had no feeling in my fingers so it was quite difficult. I was always drawing and a friend asked me if I was an artist.  There were lots of my friends talking about art and showing me what they’d done.

The speech therapist assessed communication as I found it difficult to read out loud from a book.  I would say dog and it was a house and so on. The therapist also helped with swallowing problems as when the food goes down the wrong way the patient can choke.  Many people with a stroke are unable to use the toilet causing understandable distress, passing urine and opening the bowels are private activities.   

It is quite common for patients to need several months of rehabilitation in hospital, especially when the stroke has caused more severe disability. The thought of getting home can be a major worry to both patient and their family. Will there be a problem?  The stroke team help solve their worries by a variety of different approaches. It is only you who can change things - we have to try even though it’s hard so we have to work together. 

Chapter 4
The home visit is very useful for people recovering from a stroke. Before a planned discharge from hospital the therapist takes you home for a day. Very simple problems may be found for example the steps of the house. The house may have to be altered, rails up the stairs to the bathroom, equipment to try out on the toilet seat and the shower, aids to get in and out of the bath, then the bed may need adjusting as well as the kitchen – it all has to be tried out before you go home.

When I got back to the hospital I was thinking about whether it would be all right. I knew I could make it and I sat down to work out how things could be changed. Things were different now and I must learn to read and write again, start driving and learn how to use a knife etc.

After I was told I was going home the sister spoke to me and she said that she hoped I would not feel lonely, as in hospital it is different as you have lots of friends. At the start it didn’t feel like my home, as the furniture needed changing. I have many friends and they came to see me and talk and have a cup of tea. They made the tea so I didn’t have to do it and it was just good for me to see them.
Getting started with my life I went out for a walk using two sticks and I found it was good for me and I went round my house in a circle and back home. I walked in to the town of Caerphilly and went back home again. I was asked to do a sponsored walk around the Cardiff Stadium going round and round and I did about 3 ½ miles. I was still trying to walk and this was good for me.  It was hard but if I wanted to be just as I was before the stroke then I had to try. I went to town and went on a coach to see somebody who could help me with my reading and speaking.

I started to go to the school to learn to paint again.  It was very hard but I enjoyed it, as it wasn’t just painting, I was also with my friends.  They used to pick me up in the car, they were very good. I started off thinking I would do painting as I used to like this but I couldn’t manage the paints. I tried to paint slowly, but I had problems with mixing the colours. So I started drawing instead as that is very different to painting.

Helen had been supportive all the way through but I was worried that it would be too much for her to take on.   I finally asked her if she would live with me and be my wife.  She said she would, so this was good news for me and we were very happy.  It wasn’t easy for her and she knew it would be difficult but we managed it. I tried to help and I was able to do lots of things around the house and gardens.

Chapter 5
The main characteristic of a stroke is that the symptoms come on very quickly. A brain tumour can cause exactly the same problems as a stroke, but the symptoms tend to start gradually and get worse over day and weeks. Stroke-like symptoms need urgent medical attention from your doctor. 

The sensation of pins and needles is another very common symptom and it’s often not the result of a stroke, more commonly these symptoms are the result of a trapped nerve and nothing to do with a stroke. 

I asked for aspirin as 3 years before I was in hospital for pneumonia they found I had heart palpitations. But after my stroke I never used aspirin, I had warfarin and I still have to test my blood to see if my dose needs changing from time to time. Heparin and warfarin are both anticoagulant drugs and help to stop the blood clotting in the brain. 

Depression is quite common after a stroke which is a shock to the system and many people suffer (for example loss of mobility and independence) as a result.

Each person is different, some have problems writing, some can talk but not read and some are able to give quick answers and I am not as quick as them. The brain is a thing in your head we can’t always understand.  I started to change after my stroke and I have had to learn things again slowly.  We have to do this if we can or we would just end up sitting down in the chair and doing nothing.  However some people cannot change after a stroke if they are badly affected. A friend Kathleen tried to overcome her disability, but it was an impossible task.  
Another friend is having trouble with his eyes and this is due to a blood clot, which affects the blood supply to the eye.  Now he’s not able to read or write due to tunnel vision.  It is therefore important to see your doctor as he or she may be able to suggest ways of preventing more serious attacks in the near future and should assess any stroke-like attack. 

A high salt intake has been linked with high blood-pressure. Some people smoke and this is not good for them. I have friends who have had an operation which leaves them with a stroke and they can’t work or drive or walk and talk. I have a young friend in Wales who is about 23 and she had measles, which caused similar symptoms to a stroke and she also had to learn to read, write and talk.

Hemi paresis is a weakness down one side of the body as in hemiplegic. In hemi paresis strength is affected but some movement is still possible. For example somebody with hemi paresis may not be able to lift a pen or use a plate.

Dysphasic people sometimes have reduced feeling on one side of the body.  You may find that they do not respond to touch and seem insensitive to hot or cold. Sometimes they have tunnel vision and may only eat one half of the food on their plate as they don’t see the whole plate. A person may end up washing and shaving only one side of his face.

It is often thought that dysphasic people have memory difficulties because they cannot talk about people and places from the past or because they refer to them by the wrong name. However most dysphasic people can remember normal things but they cannot communicate their memories.  Sometimes they cannot remember friends’ names then the next day they will be able to.

Chapter 6
I am able often to understand people with strokes. We are all so different. I wish we could find the reason for the strokes. Strokes are very common and one of the major causes of death and disability in the UK.  It has nothing to do with the type of work you do. I wish the doctors were able to predict the possibility of a stroke, but it is hard to know what to look for. 

Now I have problems concentrating as when someone is speaking to me I can hear everyone else in the room at the same time. With my head I do not always hear the first word that is said and it’s hard for them and me when I don’t understand them sometimes. Also I am often thinking one thing but when I speak it comes out differently, this is very hard for me and winds me up as well as other people.  But I feel it is for other people to understand the problem although it is sometimes hard for them to see this.  There has to be understanding on both sides. When you can’t do the things you used to do its just frustrating for everyone. I find that there are lots of things that I can do and there are many people a lot worse off than me. 

My hand is much better for I can now use my fingers, I can’t feel them enough to help me all the time but I manage lots of things. Some of my friends are better or worse than me, we are all have different disabilities, some have eye problems which means they can’t drive due to tunnel vision or can’t walk without a frame, or are in wheelchairs and this is hard for them.

Recently I had to go to the hospital as I have had lots of bad heads for a long time and my doctor arranged me to have a scan to see what’s going on.  They have found nothing and the doctor has given me some tablets.
I am able to work in the garden, It is very hard now but I enjoy it and love seeing the plants growing up with the sun and rain. I have to water them if it’s not going to rain. I love to plant beans each year, for a change I have put in some broad beans. I planted them on November 1st and I planted garlic to see if it will help to kill black and green fly, which has worked.

Cooking is also very good for me and I like to try cooking other things but I can’t use an electric cooker, I have to use a microwave.  I love to go out shopping for food and to find different things to cook but it is hard to read the labels. 

I recently had a driving test and can now drive again after 3 years.  But I get fed up about driving as my wife gets very nervous and doesn’t like being in the car when I’m driving.  She is getting better although she still prefers to drive herself. I love to drive as well so we arrange it between us.

However, despite everything, I do lots of things now, I can use a computer, draw, paint, do woodworking, and watch television. I also like working in the garden. I am able to drive now which is helpful as I can not walk far because of the arthritis in my knees.  I also find that when I go to the church and start to sing my speech isn’t a problem, so that’s a bonus.

1

