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How I became a therapist 
Mervyn Wynne Jones

Resilience, pride and defiance 
were etched in the faces of 
the two desperately injured 
soldiers I was alongside at  
a Birmingham hospital in  
my capacity as an Armed 
Forces press officer. Both  
had lost legs to explosions 
and, amidst the joshing and 
the testosterone, I glimpsed 
an unspoken vulnerability. 
Their humour and banter  
was punctuated by 
uncertainty as to the way 
ahead. I was hosting a radio 
journalist and, as these 
extraordinary young men 
spoke – almost casually – of 
the grim realities of military 
service in a far-off dusty 
land, I was reminded of the 
direction in which I wanted 
to steer my own life. 

Halfway through a life-
changing Masters degree  
in clinical counselling at  
the University of Chester,  
I knew that a 25-year career 
in public relations with the 
Ministry of Defence and the 
Foreign Office was inexorably 
drawing to an end. I had been 
wrestling with the ‘Should I, 
shouldn’t I?’ conundrum for 
many months but was now 
absolutely certain that it was 
time to move on. Voluntary 
redundancy soon afterwards, 
dovetailing as it did with 
gaining my Masters and 
qualifying as a counsellor, 
was the best of all solutions.

A journalist by profession, 
I joined the Territorial Army 
(in which I served for some 
20 years) at an early age  
and soon after slipped into 
working for the UK military 
as a civilian press officer. 
From Whitehall to the 
Falkland Islands, Cyprus  
to Kuwait, and Berlin to 
Bosnia, I saw and was  
often permitted to take  
part in the endeavours of  
the remarkable men and 
women of the Royal Navy, 
the Army and the RAF. 
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In bogs and on mountain 
tops, in the heat of the Saudi 
desert and the cold of a 
Balkans winter, I witnessed 
the highs and the lows, the 
grind and the tempo, and  
the euphoria and the fear  
of life in military uniform.  
I wore the uniform too, as  
a Territorial, in the Gulf and 
Bosnia, and experienced the 
adrenaline-rush of incoming 
mortar and sniper fire. 

A long stint as Chief  
Press Officer for the Armed 
Forces in Northern Ireland 
was the high-water mark 
professionally and there, 
again, I witnessed the full 
portfolio of all that makes  
up the human condition.

The values of honour, 
loyalty and respect common 
to all servicemen and women, 
underpinned by camaraderie, 
focus and drive, are inspiring. 
The goodness and caring 
among comrades in a military 
environment was brought 
home to me in a very real  
way while researching my  
MA dissertation on the role  
of the Army chaplain and  
the demands made of them  
in a combat environment. 
Chaplains are a source of  
care and reassurance to all 
around them at times often  
of extreme hazard and stress 
and they frequently embrace 
the role – in all but name and 
frequently at point of crisis 
– of counsellor. I learned 
much from them.

So why become a therapist? 
For me, it was a variety of 

things, not least having early 
in my education contemplated 
becoming a social worker. 
There was – and definitely 
now is, I’m sure – something 
within me that sought 
expression and utility. I knew 
that there was much more  
to life than kicking around  
a soundbite. I knew too that  
I wanted in some way to carry 
on working with the military 
and, without being too glib, 
that I needed to be able to 
offer something back.

I confess to feeling 
something of a fraud in 
writing this column, following 
in the footsteps of so many 
highly experienced therapists. 
I have been qualified for some 
18 months only. But I have 
been active since as both  
a voluntary and a sessional 
counsellor with drug and 
alcohol misusers and adult 
survivors of childhood  
sexual abuse and in setting  
up a peer mentoring and 
welfare service for military 
veterans called Change Step, 
under the auspices of the 
Wales drug and alcohol 
services charity CAIS. 

I embark on EMDR  
training this autumn. I  
intend then to pull both 
training and experience 
together to specialise in 
trauma counselling and  
to in some way help those 
Armed Forces veterans – alas 
increasing in number – who 
find themselves struggling 
with mental health issues. 

Mervyn Wynne Jones qualified 
as a counsellor in 2011 after a 
peripatetic 25-year career as  
an Armed Forces press officer. 
He is a trustee of the Churches 
Counselling Service in Wales 
(CCSW) and a member of  
the executive committee of the  
BACP Private Practice division. 
His article about the work of 
army chaplains appears in the 
spring issue of Thresholds.


