Profile Robert J Barrett

As a Below Knee Amputee, I have been involved in disabled sport now for over 20 years originally as an Athlete, then as a coach and again now I find myself involved as both an athlete and a manger.  In terms of career, I was a sprinter originally and then moved into Pentathlon events after competing in Seoul.  National and European Record holder in 100m, 200m, 400m, and Long Jump, in my time and National Champion in 100m, 200m, 400m, Long Jump, Shot Putt, Discus, etc.  Not sure how many of those records still stand but I know they have stood the test of time for a long time now.  

As national champion I was invited along with other athletes to represent GB in Seoul in 1988, were I managed to be involved in one of the greatest races ever seen for amputees, the final of the 100m.  All 3 places Gold, Silver and Bronze broke the World Record at the time in a superb final event; I walked away with Bronze position with a new British Record and of course like the 1st and 2nd places broke the current World Record at the time. Same thing happened in the 200m, with the same 3 athletes taking Bronze, Silver and Gold.  

In Barcelona in 1992, I represented GB, in Pentathlon, having taken 4th place at the World championships the previous year I had high hopes of being in a medal position. However I tore a hip flexor in the first event (Long Jump) and this put paid to any chance I had of a medal. My luck didn’t improve as the games continued.  After managing to repair the damage to the hip flexor so that I could compete in the 4x100m in which the GB Team were billed as the favourites.  Two of my team colleagues changed the baton out of transfer lane and the team although winners were disqualified for the error.  

So it wasn’t to be in Barcelona, and after this I decided to pursue my working career a little more giving up my full time Athletics status and going back into Technology and infrastructure within the investment banking sector working full time for Morgan Stanley again who had been one of my main sponsors throughout my quest for Paralympics success

I continued to be involved in sport but mostly from a Rugby viewpoint, were I at one time was playing for 3 teams Old Walcoutians in Surrey, Morgan Stanley and Nomura banks all at the same time.  Only once was my disability questioned by a referee before a match, in all my years of playing.  Normally it wasn’t noticed until we were all showering up afterwards. There were usually some very surprised looks then.  I think Old Walcoutians still have one of my old legs suitably booted and socked in the club colours, and it’s used behind the bar to initiate new members who have to neck a leg of ale.  I did re-enter athletics briefly to coach the Welsh national track squad for a short time.  

However I found new avenues and challenges in snowboarding, and helping new amputee boarders within the American Wounded Warrior programme in the USA in 2005 and 2006.  2006 saw our own British Limbless Ex Serviceman attend the event which takes place in Breckenridge in Colorado every year.

In the past few years I have also re-entered the sporting arena here in the UK, helping to build both a local Sitting Volleyball Club (East London Lynx Sitting Volleyball Club), of which I am the manager, and a National GB Squad capable of vying for a medal in 2012, of which I am currently the Captain.

Sitting Volleyball attracted me particularly because the award of the 2012 Olympic and Paralympics Games to London has sparked a revival in this variation of the game of volleyball. Although played exclusively by disabled athletes at international and Paralympic levels, the game is a great leveller and men, women, able bodied and disabled can play together over the lower net seated on the ground. It is also a great sport for rehabilitation, and I wanted to be a part of helping to grow the sport here in London at grass roots level.  I didn’t expect it to take over my life quite in the way it has.

This year has seen the GB Squad announce there arrival back on the Sitting Volleyball Scene by taking on the top teams in the world, when they entered into the September 2007 European Championships in Nyiregyhaza, Hungary.  Picking up invaluable experience, the tough week of clashes proved successful in getting GB’s sitting squad on track for further development. The team finished in 12th position and also picked up 'Best Blocker of the Tournament' for Richard Whitehead's performance, a fantastic individual achievement at their first European Championships. I was extremely proud to have led the team throughout the championships as Captain.

The East London Lynx club holds training sessions under the watchful eye of Coach Gary Beckford one of London’s best and most established coaches on the 2nd and 4th Weds of every month from 6-9pm at Mile End Leisure Centre and is growing in membership.  We have both Men and Women Able Bodied and Disabled members all playing together as a team, and although a very young club we have this year been to one of the best tournaments in Europe were out of 14 teams from around Europe we placed a very acceptable 8th place, a fantastic achievement.  The aim is to grow the sport to the extent were we can develop an England or UK league.  We've been supporting and playing against clubs from around the country, In Kent, Essex, and Northern England, to help advance the game, and get the clubs started, and I’m looking forward to watching the sport grown over the coming years along with the GB team as we approach 2012.  

At the moment we need more support and funding which always seems to be short.  Ideally there are some great tournaments in Europe which the club could enter but it's expensive to take a team to a tournament in Holland or Germany over a weekend.  We are also in need of some more basic things such as more volleyballs, team strip, transportation, and help with advertising for new members, and getting our message out to the community.  There are lots of challenges, but no more than the normal challenges of running a successful club I suppose.

I'm privileged to have been involved in sport for so long and to have met so many wonderful people and had so many fantastic experiences, I hope they will continue. The most profound thing for me is that if someone was to say if we could give you your life back the way it was before you lost your leg but you would lose everything you have experienced since then.  I would have to say no thank you...

I had a heart attack on October 3rd 2007 due to cholesterol build up and had the unusual pleasure of clearing the blocked arties in a 3 hour Angioplasty operation, and having 7 Stents fitted to keep those arteries which were thinning so badly now open.  The Doc referred to it as having a full metal Jacket fitted.

I feel well on the way to recovery and have been working back to full activity all be it more slowly than I of course would like but I’m getting there.  As part of my recovery Kiera has set me a goal of hiking across Cuba with her group of other fund raisers and it would be great if I could raise the funding to do that.  However I haven’t really left my self a lot of time to get the funding together so any aid you can give would of course be greatly received.

Robbie

