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interview

Muscle Man!

‘WOW! That was a trip!’
The reality is that not
everyone is wired in that
particular way or has a set
of batteries that allows them
to do the things that I try to
do. At the moment there’s an
awful lot going on - a lot of
plate spinning.
I don’t like wasting time. I’ve
got a touch of ‘OCD’ when it
comes to wasting time – I’m
very aware of the gift of time
and how we use it. Whilst
I am blessed with energy
and a drive to do what I try
to, there are some days
when it’s more difficult than
others.

People might argue
that experience of
disability is the best
teacher. How did your
diagnosis change
the way you view
disability?

Michael McGrath is a
busy fellow. When he’s
not working as a board
member for any one of
several organisations,
he’ll be consulting
with businesses,
preparing for his
next public speaking
engagement or
working for the Muscle
Help Foundation that
he co-founded in 2003
to provide experiences
for people affected by
muscular dystrophy.
You fit so much into
your life; what do you
say to those people
that use the ‘I haven’t
got the time’ excuse?
Make time! There’s your
answer.

I was a fit, able, competitive
young teenager doing all the
things that teenagers do. I
was very active, very sporty
and then I had what I refer
to as my ‘castaway moment’
when I was diagnosed with
muscular dystrophy. It was a
crossroads moment in terms
of: ‘Well, what’s this thing
called muscular dystrophy?’
and then moving quickly to a
place of blame and shaking
my fist at the sky and saying:
‘Why me?’

What I’ve learned over the
years is that life is not a
dress rehearsal. You get
one shot at it and so I try
to pack in as much as I can
into the business of day-today living. On one level it
can be massively fulfilling

and on another level it can
be exhausting, but at the
end of the day I’m one of
those people that, when
I arrive at the gates and
meet Saint Peter, I want to
arrive skidding, worn out
and exhausted, exclaiming:

Then, after various biopsies,
it transpired that my mother
was the carrier of a ‘mutant’
gene. So she was a perfect
target for my blame; I made
her life a misery for a time.
Eventually, I arrived in a
place which was significantly
influenced by a memorable
experience I had on board
the Lord Nelson as part of
a Jubilee Sailing Trust (JST)
voyage.
I was still upright and
using a stick but it was the
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first time in my life that I
was surrounded (for two
weeks onboard a ship) with
people with many different
disabilities. I think that was a
turning point for me in some
ways because I could see
people’s perceptions and I
could see people’s attitudes
and I could see how some
people got on and how some
people didn’t get on so well.
I very quickly moved to a
place where I could see the
‘whole person’ - whether
they had one arm or one
leg was irrelevant. That
two weeks, for me, was a
crucible moment in terms of
learning and observing and
interacting with a range of
disabilities and realising that
actually, here were people
who were older than me,
some were younger than me
but all taking the opportunity
to make the most out of their
lives. When I came away from
that experience I realised that
there was much more that I
wanted to do.

sponsorship from different
organisations and so on and
then the practicalities of
getting to the North Pole,
the physical aspects, reliance
on other people and the
fulfilment in achieving the
goal. I couldn’t have done
what was achieved in April
2002 or the journey to the
South Pole in 2004 without
the help, support and belief
of one or two key people,
one of whom became my
right hand person, who
believed in what it was we
had set out to do.

In terms of going to the
Poles; I learnt to become
more measured and patient
and a little more tolerant
of people, irrespective as
to whether they have a
disability or not. Secondly,
I absolutely believed that I
was going to reach the goal
that I set out to achieve and
nothing was going to stop
me. I became obsessive in
reaching both those two
goals (North and South Poles)
and in some instances it was
an incredibly lonely journey.
Lonely in terms of securing

with muscular dystrophy.
The seed was sown off the
back of those two polar
journeys. Today, MHF sits
right at the core of who I am
as an individual. On the one
hand, living with my own
progressive journey (Michael
has muscular dystrophy) and
at the same time the fuel that
keeps me going is renewed
every time we deliver one of
MHF’s Muscle Dreams. That’s
the thing that pushes me on
to the next one and the next
one. I’m quite goal-centric so
MHF’s ambition of delivering

It was about mental
toughness, resilience, drive
and self belief. It was all of
those things balanced on
a seesaw against a fear of
failure. Part of the fuel for
the expedition was having
the support of my wife and
daughter which was and
today remains absolutely
critical.

What was the
moment when you
decided to create
You clearly learnt a
lot from others during the Muscle Help
Foundation (MHF)?
your voyage with
It was a catalytic moment.
JST but your polar
Shortly after our journeys to
expeditions must
the Poles my angel investor
have meant taking
and expedition partner
an internal journey
and I thought, wouldn’t it
and learning about
be great if we could create
yourself.
experiences for other people

657 MuscleDreams based on
the approximate number of
muscles in the human body
has been teased out over the
years to a place where today
the charity has a razor sharp,
singular focus on what we
need to do.

What’s MeatBalls4MuscleDreams?
I’ve been exploring the idea
for three years or so and it
has taken as long as that
to get to where we’re at
because other things come
along. The idea is to engage
the nation’s appetite in its
simplest form and I’m looking
for a mechanism to do that
and to have some fun with it.
MeatBalls4MuscleDreams
does exactly what it says
on the tin. The idea is that
a family can invite some
friends over and host a
MeatBalls4MuscleDreams
dinner party and charge a
small amount of money –
perhaps £6.57 in support of
our power of 657 campaign
or anything they feel is
appropriate and the
multiplier effect means that
lots and lots of families
will be eating meatballs
across the country,having
some fun and coming
together to cook and enjoy a
meal whilst knowing
that there’s a cause
behind the
experience.

We want this to deliver more
understanding of muscular
dystrophy and also a financial
result that helps to raise
much needed funds so that
we can get on with delivering
more Muscle Dreams.

More:
Muscle Help Foundation
www.musclehelp.com

Follow on Twitter:
@musclewarrior
Join the conversation:
#powerof657
Michael McGrath

www.michaelmcgrath.co.uk
Follow on Twitter: @
MichaelMc_Grath
Join the conversation:
#QuantJePuis

“What I’ve learned
over the years is
that life is not a
dress rehearsal.”
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