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‘ Cancer doesn’t define me, being Karen defines me. ‘  

Karen Elizabeth Bucknall, 50 from Charlton Kings, Gloucestershire shares her inspirational 
journey about living with Bowel Cancer, and wearing a Colostomy bag.  

‘ It  was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of 
foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, 
it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had 
everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all 
going direct the other way – in short, the period was so far like the present period, that some of 
its noisiest authorities insisted on its being received, for good or for evil, in the superlative 
degree of comparison only.  A Tale Of Two Cities, Charles Dickens. ‘  ( 1859)  

The beginning.  

Life was good for me, I was half way through my undergraduate sociology degree at Coventry 
University. I was doing student radio and had my own radio show.  I was learning about 
broadcasting, journalism and media production. 

New Years Eve 2018. I was at home, alone,  with a glass of wine in my  hand, and watching on 
tv  ‘ Big Ben ‘  chime midnight, out with the old year  and bring in the  New Year. I had a  sense 
that something bad was going to  happen in my family, and I couldn’t put my  finger on it. That 
night I had the most horrendous and frightening nightmares. 

The first week of January 2019,  I  began to notice that there was blood coming out of my 
bottom. I thought piles, and hopefully they will go away. By the third week of January, it began 
to get worse. I went and saw my GP. He diagnosed me with piles, I was given some cream and  
he told me not to worry. I was worried because my family have a history of Bowel Cancer, and 
wearing colostomy bags. My Grand  Dad Wilf had Bowel Cancer, and wore a colostomy bag. 
He died in 1978, when I was only eight years of age, and my sister was five. I wasn’t convinced 
that it was piles, because I started to develop a crippling pain in my tummy, and the loose 
bowels and bleeding from the bottom got worse. 

I went back to my GP, and he said he thought it was IBS. So once again I came away feeling I 
know there’s something wrong. This carried on for a few weeks, bleeding from the back 
passage, feeling bloated , severe diarrhoea, and sometimes my poo looked almost black. I was 
also in a lot of pain in my tummy area and felt constantly tired. By early March I went back to my 
doctor’s surgery, and saw a different GP, who said he thought it might be Crohn’s disease. The 
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GP examined me and said he wasn’t happy with the mass he could feel in my tummy area, and 
wanted me to have tests at my nearby hospital. In  mid March I went to Solihull hospital and 
saw a Bowel consultant and surgeon, who gave me a very intrusive physical examination, and 
took a biopsy. He said after feeling my tummy that there was a definite mass and he couldn’t  
say whether it was benign or cancerous, but I would need a colonoscopy. I was very upset and 
cried, and the nurse had to comfort me. By this stage I was very frightened, and imagining the 
very worse.    

Early April I had a colonoscopy, and on the screen, I  saw this big ugly tumour on the screen, 
that  had hairs and teeth, and looked very angry. It looked  like an alien and invaded my body. 
The Doctor wanted to speak to me and my Dad. I had to wait until Dad could collect me. , In the 
consulting room.The kindly Doctor held my hand, and said to my Dad  and I. “ I’m afraid it’s not 
good news, it’s stage 3 Bowel Cancer, it will need to come out, you will have radio therapy, 
surgery,  a stoma hole inserted,  and will  have to wear a Colostomy bag for the rest of your life, 
and you will need chemotherapy . I just sat their dumbfounded . My Dad in shock  said “ There’s 
always one, and it’s usually Karen ………..” I just wanted the ground to swallow me up, and I 
was very fearful of what lay ahead for me.  

Radio therapy.                                   

Going into the Summer of  2019, two  things happened that would have a profound effect on 
me, shaped my future, and  made me the person I am today. May 2019. I  met my oncologist Dr 
Good  at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital, Birmingham. I remember one of the first things he said 
to me. “ I can’t cure  you, but we can control the cancer and the benign tumours. Your body 
keeps producing tumours whether cancerous or benign, we can control them,   but I don’t know 
if I can give you that complete miracle cure. “ I sat there thinking “ Blimey,  that doesn’t sound 
great, but at least he’s honest. “  

I began radiotherapy in the June and this lasted for six weeks, and for  five days a week. The 
Queen Elizabeth radiotherapy team were amazing, and looked after me really well. . My 49th 
birthday was spent at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital, I came armed  with birthday cakes.  I was 
absolutely over the moon that the radiotherapy machines had broken down that day, because it 
meant I didn’t have to have radiotherapy on my birthday. One of the radiologists, joked  that it 
was my birthday present off the NHS, no radiotherapy that day. He advised me to go out and 
celebrate  my birthday with my sister, have a good meal out  and don’t forget to have a drink 
remembering the radio therapy team.   

Fridays was always double dose radiotherapy day.  I would be practically crawling down the 
long hospital corridor, and sometimes I had to get a taxi home, because the bus journey would 
be too much for me. I had a really good radiotherapy buddy Martine, and together we kept each 
other going. We would always text each other and basically always be there for one another. 
When it was my birthday Martine and her friend that would bring her to hospital, bought me a 
big box of milk tray chocolates. Every time I think of  Milk Tray chocolates, I think of my friend 
Martine, and the jokes were used to make about the Milk Tray  man, risking danger,  life and 
limb to deliver Karen some chocolates.  
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The radiotherapy shrunk the tumour, so that they could then go on to the next stage which 
would be surgery to remove the Bowel Cancer, and add a stoma hole for my  Colostomy bags. 

Sadly Martine passed away to her Cancer. I was very upset, and I miss my radio therapy buddy 
very much. 

Student Radio Days. 

When I was at Coventry University, studying for my sociology degree. I did with CUSU Media, a 
weekly radio show, for Coventry University and the local community. It was called the ‘ Kazzie 
Bazzie ‘ radio show. It was mostly ‘ Two Tone ‘ music, interviews and trying my hand at radio 
journalism. I won a gold leadership award for my radio work.The hardest thing for me to do  was 
on radio, breaking the news to my listeners that I had been diagnosed with cancer, and  I was in 
tears on the radio. My listeners were very kind and supportive, and we’re all still friends today. 

Media Competition. 

Prior to receiving the devastating news that I had stage three Bowel Cancer  and it will take 
months of  treatments and recovery. I had entered a competition with Media Trust  in 
partnership with ITV news. We had to do a video audition on a  local news story. I did mine  on 
Coventry city of culture 2021, and 40 years of two tone music. ‘   I thought nothing more of the 
competition. Until one day I was on the bus going to Coventry, to do some weekend studying at 
Coventry University library. When I got an email, from ITV News. I thought oh it’s to say thank 
you for entering our competition,  but due to the overwhelming response we’ve had, I’m afraid 
on this occasion you have been unsuccessful, and we wish you every success in your studying 
and career. It didn’t, it said congratulations you are the regional winner for ITV Central News. I 
had to read it several times before it’s sunk in. That day I rang family and friends, and I emailed 
my lectures and they were all very happy for me.  

Somehow winning the media competition helped  me with my cancer journey, and gave me a 
goal to work towards.  I had to do a news report for the competition, and itv Central news. The 
location filming we did before I started my radiotherapy sessions. We filmed and interviewed 
people all around Coventry, and it was great fun. I learnt so much from my mentor , award-
winning ITV news  journalist Rajiv  Poppet. He also supported me, with my Cancer Journey, 
and we are good friends.  

I had the best ITV News reporting training course, with ITV Calendar  news in Leeds. I really 
enjoyed the presentation day and award ceremony, at ITV  London. 

Every week day morning I had my radio therapy sessions, then most afternoons I had work 
experience with ITV Central News, at their Birmingham news room, control room and tv studio. 
Everyone that works for ITV Central News were very kind to me and supportive of my cancer 
journey and media journey, and they have become good friends of mine. Media trust continues 
to help me in reaching my career goals, and I take part in some of the media schemes.  
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I won Coventry University Student Placement Of The Year 2020, for my Media Trust in 
partnership with itv Central News work experience. I also won another Gold Award for my local 
news tv reporting and  work experience.  

Surgery and getting used to a Colostomy bag. 

November 2019, I had my Bowel Cancer surgery, at Good Hope hospital, in Sutton Coldfield, 
West Midlands .Under Mr Raju, Mr Shariff, and my Cancer / Stoma Nurse Sister Nicola Jenkins. 
Alongside with my Oncologist Dr Good.They had been with me since the very beginning of me 
being diagnosed with Bowel Cancer. Without the surgery, I don’t think I would be around today  
to tell my story.  

The surgery didn’t go according to plan, the cancer had spread into the vagina and into the 
lymph nodes. When Mr Raju and sister Nicola Jenkins told me I was very upset. I spent two 
weeks in hospital, and made great friends with a lady called Vi, and we are still friends today, 
The nurses and staff on Ward 14,  were lovely to me.     

Colostomy Team. 

Birmingham Heartland’s hospital stoma care nurses, looked after me very well and would come 
and visit me at home, to make sure my colostomy bags were doing what they were supposed to 
be doing. I took  to my colostomy bags very well, and I see them as part of my identity. However 
I did have a lot of colostomy bag disasters in the very early days. Which were at the time very 
upsetting, and a little bit degrading at times, but with anything that’s new it takes time to adjust 
and get used to.  

Chemotherapy 

January 2020, I started chemotherapy, this would last for several months. I had chemotherapy 
every other week, at Solihull hospital. Then mobile chemotherapy at home. I remember on the 
Chemotherapy Unit, the lovely nurses, especially Sister Laura, Sister Natalie and Sister 
Leanne, and health care assistant Sam, were always friendly and made me laugh. The 
conversations we would have, and the things I would come out with,  had us all in fits of  
laughter.  I remember lots of  toast and sandwiches, and I became addicted to Bourbon biscuits 
whilst having chemotherapy. I would listen to my music via my earphones, and have a little 
disco sitting in my Chemotherapy chair and having my treatments. 

I did the majority of my university dissertation on  ‘ Men’s Mental  Health, Personal  Identity  and 
‘ Two Tone’  music, whilst having chemotherapy in hospital or  mobile chemotherapy at home. It 
was hard going, because the chemotherapy drugs, and the pain management drugs, which 
were mostly codeine and morphine put me in a different world, think hippies’  love peace and 
harmony, ‘ It was a good job I was doing a sociology degree, at least I was making some sense 
of society and the world around us. The Coventry University lecturers, especially Tom my  
Personal tutor and lecturer, just listened to my many emotions and fears. He  put up with my up 
and down moods, and lots of tears. The disability and  admin support team were very kind and 
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supportive. All the lecturers and staff were determined that I was going to cross the finishing line 
and pass my degree. We didn’t  have our Graduation Ceremony at Coventry Cathedral, 
because of the Pandemic, which was very disappointing. 

Corona Virus Pandemic, ‘ Lockdown’s ‘ and shielding.  

Monday 23rd March 2020, changed  everything for me, my university friends and lecturers and 
for the whole of the country.  I had  just done my radio show, and a few of my uni friends were 
on the show with me. That  was the last day physically spent at Coventry University, and the 
last day inside a  library. Everything went online and I had to go into shielding, following 
guidance from Gov U.K. and NHS England because I was classed as extremely clinically 
vulnerable. 

My chemotherapy sessions, my blood tests and changing my mobile chemotherapy bottle, and 
cleaning my pic line, during  ‘ Lockdown 1 ‘  was an excuse, 3 times a week, every other week, 
to have an insight  into  the outside world. A  ride on the patient transport ambulance, from my 
home to the hospital, became a much needed social life for me, and got me out of the house, 
and constantly looking at four walls. 

50th Birthday Celebrations. 

Wednesday 24th of June 2020.  I celebrated my 50th birthday having chemotherapy, at Solihull 
oncology unit. The nurses all signed a birthday card for me, and sang Happy Birthday to me. I 
bought them individually wrapped cakes, and we had a good time celebrating my birthday. 
There was no pubs or restaurants open because of lockdown. My 50th birthday party and family 
meal had  to be cancelled. I made my birthday celebrations last two weeks, with meeting up 
with friends in back gardens, and in the parks, and  lots of front door birthday visits . I had lots of 
cards, balloons, Prosecco, chocolates and presents. It was quite an achievement to reach 50, 
given the situation I was in. 

Ringing ‘ The All Clear ‘ Bell.  

On Friday, July 10th 2020, I rang ‘ The All Clear ‘ bell at Solihull hospital, outside in the 
tranquillity garden. The nurses all clapped and cheered me, and one nurse took pictures. I felt a 
sense of achievement and pride in myself. ‘ I did it, I had faced my ‘ Waterloo,’  and conquered 
Bowel Cancer. ‘ That afternoon, I had an ‘ ABBA ‘ disco in my bedroom. That night one of my 
best friends Sue  and I went out for a curry and drinks  to celebrate.         

Graduation  

Friday 23rd of September 2020. I graduated from Coventry University, with a BA Honours in 
sociology. It had been a hard long  slog, but I got there. By graduating it meant I could go onto 
journalism college, and fulfil my goal to become a broadcaster and journalist. I celebrated my 
graduation with my sister, and we had a picnic in the park, and a  nice meal out at a restaurant. 
My graduation pictures were done in both Cheltenham and Coventry. It felt  strange having a 
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degree, and having pictures taken in my cap and gown. This is the girl that back in 1986, who 
left school,  with only three CSEs.  

Broadcasting, Journalism, and media production college. 

In October 2020 I started NCTJ online broadcasting and journalism college, I’m loving every 
moment of it. I have the passion, creativity, skills  and determination to succeed as a journalist, 
and reporting on peoples stories, especially cancer stories. It’s about raising public awareness 
of living with Cancer, educating people, and reducing the shame and stigma linked to having 
Cancer.I have my own Face book, blog, and vlog. ‘ Karen’s Cancer Journey. ‘ My own ‘ You 
Tube Channel ‘ Karen Elizabeth Bucknall. I did a podcasting course, and hope to launch my 
own pod cast’s. I just need a little bit more self belief in myself that I can do podcasting, having 
Cancer I lost a lot of my confidence. 

Cancer Awareness Course. 

Again in October 2020.I started my online Cancer Awareness  course. With Bridgwater and 
Taunton College. It was a very interesting course. I often joke to my family and friends, I’ve 
done the practical  side of cancer, I need  to learn the theory now. I didn’t even know what a 
cancer cell was until I saw started the course. The college are  very kind and supportive. My 
tutor Andi, gave me good grades, and lots of constructive comments and feedback on my work. 
I was over the moon. February 2021, I passed all four units, and gained my qualification. After 
Easter I will be doing a counselling course.  

Move to Gloucestershire and new health authority  

Early November, just before lockdown 2. I moved permanently to Gloucestershire, to move into 
my new flat with my Sister  Alison. During the summer after my chemotherapy I  spent the 
Summer  as a trial run in Cheltenham to see if I could live there and make a new life for myself. 
Where we live now it is right on the very edge of the Cotswolds, and we can see the Cotswold 
Hills, and not far away from my favourite place on earth, Bourton On The Water,  just a short 
bus ride away. Having Cancer,  wearing a Colostomy bag, 2 benign brain tumours with fatigue 
ness, and  memory, concentration, mobility and balance problems means I am now  classed as 
disabled.It just means  I have retired about 17 years earlier then I anticipated, and living  the 
Cotswolds and country side dream.   

New Years Day Scare 

I started the New Year  2021, in hospital. I was watching ‘  Willy Wonka  And  The Chocolate 
Factory ‘  on TV, eating a box of chocolates and cutting out colostomy bags. When I noticed my 
colostomy bag felt very full. I went to the toilet to remove the  bag, and blood was pouring out.  I 
was haemorrhaging all over the toilet area. This has  happened before to me, and always lead 
to bad news,  that I had a tumour, either benign or cancerous. I was very upset and shaking. I 
managed to get to my mobile phone and dialled 999. The ambulance came and took me to 
Gloucestershire Royal Hospital,  Accident  and Emergency department, (  The  green zone ) 
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Which was a safe place for me to be in, during the height of the third pandemic. I was so very 
worried that my cancer had returned. After scan,  tests, and a colonoscopy things were ok, the 
Cancer hadn’t returned. It was a burst ulcer, and ill fitting Colostomy bags that were causing the 
problem.           

After care.  

My new GP Dr Kurlbaum, and all the practice nurses and receptionists at The Royal Crescent 
Surgery, Cheltenham, look after me very well. They are  friendly, supportive and understanding.  
I have had my flu jab, Pneumonia jab, and first Covid vaccine, the second one is due in April. 
This is to keep me safe and to stop me becoming really poorly with infection and the virus. 

After two years of being under University Hospital Birmingham Trust. I am now being looked 
after by  Gloucestershire Health Authority. It was strange getting used to new hospitals, new 
departments,  new doctors and nurses. I have  future appointments with the Colorectal Care  
team, gynaecology team and neurology team just to keep an eye on me, and to make sure that 
the benign brain tumours do not become cancerous, or  continue to grow. That the cancer 
doesn’t return to my bowel area or vagina area, or the lymph nodes that were localised, don’t 
come back and  decide to go on a grand tour around my body.  

Maggie’s Cancer Centre, and The Isborne Centre both in Cheltenham really helped me with my 
recovery. With counselling, support and online Zoom activities, such as Mindfulness, 
Meditation, positive thinking, and Tapping sessions. I am mentally in a good place, and look 
forward to the day when we are all out of lockdown.  I can attend groups, and meet people in 
person, and not via a zoom call. To return to  some kind normality, in our new Corona Virus 
Post Pandemic society. 

A very big shout out and thank you to the NHS. I am in true admiration and respect for all the 
staff who work for them. Without our NHS and the dedication and care,  of all the staff who 
looked after me, I wouldn’t be sharing my story with other people that have walked in my Bowel  
Cancer  and colostomy bag shoes. 

My philosophy on Cancer.    

I think having Cancer leaves you braver, stronger and smarter than ever before. You  learn 
things about yourself,  that you didn’t even know where possible. My motto is ‘  Live,  love and 
shine. ‘ That life is very precious and indeed a gift sent from God and the Angels. To always  
make the most of every day, and don’t put things off, do it today,  because sometimes tomorrow 
never comes. 

My family and friends have been amazing, very kind and generous , and have braved the storm 
with me. I am a very fortunate woman to have so much love and support, and so many people 
cheer leading on ‘ Team Karen’ Go Girl, Go………….,,,. 



8 

Macmillan Cancer support, and their telephone buddy system, really helped me to talk about 
how I was feeling having cancer , and they got me through one of the very most difficult parts of 
my life.I think having cancer is a grieving process, because you are basically mourning the loss 
of the person that you once were , to become the new person you are today. 

One day I would love to meet a nice man, and to love and to be loved in return. Unfortunately 
I’ve had lots of bad experiences with men, when you tell them that you have Cancer  and 
benign brain tumours,   you suddenly get placed into the friend zone. ‘ Forever the friend and 
never a girlfriend. ‘  

I think my story is one of inspiration and empowerment, that  you can still do things and plan for 
the future, despite being so poorly. That cancer doesn’t stop you living life to the very fullest. It 
just means that things take me a little bit longer,  than what they usually used to, but I am 
determined to get there in the end, and make every day count. 

In Memoriam.         

To those that meant the world to me, that  I have lost to Cancer. My Grand Dad  Wilf, Uncle 
Doug, Auntie Freda, Uncle Arthur, Cousin Kevin. My creative writer friend Cathie, my radio 
therapy buddy Martine and my chemotherapy chum Janine.  

 

 

           

 
 

 


