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The FHT was pleased to attend the launch 
of Wessex Cancer Trust’s Cosham Cancer 

Support Centre in May and to meet the 
inspiring team of therapists who work there. 
The centre, located on Cosham High Street, 
Portsmouth, offers free, non-clinical support 
to anyone affected by a diagnosis of cancer, 
including counselling, complementary 
therapies, befrienders, � nancial assistance 
and information.

FHT members Julie Walsh, Marilyn 
Ferguson and Maria Groves offer 
complementary therapy at the centre. 
Therapies include aromatherapy, re� exology, 
Indian head massage and body massage.

Wessex Cancer Trust already has � ve 
cancer support centres within the Wessex 
region and aims to open centres in 
Chandler’s Ford, Bournemouth and Salisbury 
later this year.

Julie Walsh 
discusses 
how personal 
experiences led 
her to her true 
vocation to help 
others through 
complementary 
therapy

My interest in complementary therapies 
began in the early 1990s when I discovered 
I could � nd relief from headaches by 
having my partner massage my toes. I was 
fascinated by this and eager to � nd out 
more. I read a book on re� exology and as I 
thumbed through the pages I knew I wanted 
to become a complementary therapist, 

Complementary cancer support in Cosham
Meet the FHT members who are helping people affected by cancer at 

Wessex Cancer Trust’s Cosham Cancer Support Centre

so I could help others. I went on to study 
re� exology at Fareham College. Just two 
weeks into the course, my marriage abruptly 
came to an end. Emotionally I was at an 
all-time low. Devastated and in shock, it was 
not only my children that kept me going but 
my re� exology course and the desire to be a 
successful therapist.

After qualifying, feeling excited and 
enthusiastic, I immediately began offering 
re� exology to family and friends. The word 
soon spread and I had a steady � ow of 
clients, with one travelling from the Isle of 
Wight just to see me.   

I went on to study body massage and 
Indian head massage. During this time I was 
working in a naval establishment full-time 
as a personal assistant by day and as a part-
time complementary therapist at evenings 
and weekends. I took my couch into the 
naval medical centre after work and carried 
out re� exology and body massage for naval 
personnel and civilians. This helped me 
gain invaluable experience and increase 
my con� dence. I regularly got involved in 
helping to raise money for naval charities by 

giving Indian head massage taster sessions at 
various events and also worked voluntarily at 
a local drug and alcohol rehabilitation centre 
providing Indian head massage to people on 
the rehab programme. 

In 2005 I studied hypnotherapy, life 
coaching and NLP. At that time I also 
worked at the Wessex Dental Specialist 
Centre in Fareham as a complementary 
therapist, helping anxious patients. As well 
as the highs of this period, I experienced 
a series of lows as, during 2005, my best 
friend discovered she had an aggressive 
in� ammatory breast cancer. As she began 
her long course of treatment, I felt helpless 
and wanted to do something to support her. 
She asked if I could give her some gentle 
re� exology. Seeing the relaxation and 
comfort this gave her was astounding as she 
conveyed how comforting it felt. Sadly my 
friend lost her courageous battle. It was a life-
changing experience and led me to pursue a 
career in helping people with cancer.

In 2012 I went to study for the 
Certi� cate in Holistic Palliative Care for 
Complementary Therapists at St Wilfrid’s 
Hospice, in Chichester. After qualifying, 
I wanted to gain experience and give 
something to the community, so volunteered 
to work at the Macmillan Centre in Queen 
Alexandra Hospital, Portsmouth, where I am 
still working on a voluntary basis every other 
Monday afternoon, offering complementary 
therapy to people with cancer.

Above: L to R: Maria Groves, Marilyn 
Ferguson, Julie Walsh and Karen Semmens 
(centre manager), 
Left: Julie and the Mayor of Portsmouth



members’ news

       INTERNATIONAL THERAPIST                                                                                        www.fht.org.uk www.fht.org.uk  INTERNATIONAL THERAPIST Issue 114   Autumn 2015  47

Something I experienced much closer to 
home was witnessing the effects of cancer 
in both my parents and sadly seeing them 
both lose their lives to this dreadful disease. 
During their illness, I helped both of them 
by providing them with complementary 
therapies whenever I could and this gave me 
the strength to cope and helped bring them 
comfort at the same time.

In December 2014 I saw a job advertised 
for a re� exologist with Wessex Cancer Trust 
at Cosham. I immediately applied and I was 
thrilled to be chosen for this exciting role. 
I work there every Tuesday from 10am to 
4pm, primarily as a re� exologist, seeing four 
people each day. I also provide massage and 
Indian head massage.

Wessex Cancer Trust provides invaluable 
support to those who currently have or have 
previously experienced cancer and their 
families. As well as the therapies, they offer 
a drop-in service where people are met by 
welcoming befrienders offering tea, coffee 
and plenty of empathy. People often arrive 
feeling very anxious and worried but the 
complementary therapies help them to feel 
relaxed and calm which makes my job very 
rewarding indeed.  

I am also a self-employed complementary 
therapist working mobile and every Friday 
at Kinch Chiropractors in Havant. I have 
found my true vocation as a complementary 
therapist and on re� ection it is my own life 
experiences that have led me to become so 
passionate about the work I do.

From next month I am also going to be 
working at Wessex Haven in Titch� eld, a 
new centre for breast cancer patients.

Marilyn Ferguson 
looks at her 
therapy journey 
and how she has 
dedicated much of 
her time to helping 
vulnerable people
I have been working as a 
complementary therapist 

since 1991, when I trained at Farnborough 
College of Technology as a mature student. 
However, my career started in beauty, 
at Selfridges in London, but the journey 
has taken me much further than I’d ever 
have imagined, to Dubai, Oman, Majorca, 
Holland, Norway and New Zealand.

At one stage I was working as a Business 

Account Manager for a cosmetics company 
which involved offering my services to a 
charity as a volunteer from time to time. 
It felt like an escape from an afternoon of 
work and helped me realise that I wanted to 
change direction.

My next big adventure started when I 
began working with cancer patients at a 
make-up workshop for Look Good Feel 
Better. I did not know anyone with cancer 
at the time. I managed the workshop for 10 
years. Along the way my sister was diagnosed 
with cancer and I was grateful that I was able 
to help with my experience.

At this point, I wanted to do 
complementary therapy for cancer patients 
and found an opportunity at Macmillan 
Cancer Support, then St. Mary’s Hospital 
and later Queen Alexandra Hospital in 
Portsmouth, which I did for 10 years. 

I went on to work at Chestnut Tree 
Children’s Hospice in Arundel for � ve years, 
with children who were terminally ill and 
severely disabled. It was very special sharing 
these moments with the children.

Along the way, I also helped a dear friend 
by doing her work while she was caring for 
her loved one with cancer. This involved 
helping six disabled vulnerable adults, all 
with varying degrees of paraplegia, cognitive 
functioning, autism, epilepsy and Asperger’s.

Following this I volunteered at a school for 
Read for Life, a charity that helps children 
who struggle with reading. This involved 
teaching in a way that is personalised to 
each child’s reading ability, pace and level of 
engagement, leading them to develop their 
communication skills and increase self-
esteem. It was two years of priceless, precious 
experience that will stay with me forever.

While all the above was as a volunteer, 
there was one more step to complete the 
practice – CancerWise in Chichester. I 
worked there for four years on an ongoing 
part-paid and part-voluntary basis, offering 
an abundance of holistic therapies, including 
reiki and crystal therapy.

Which brings me to the here and now 
– working at the Wessex Cancer Trust 
Cosham Support Centre. My sister and I 
were out shopping and happened to glance 
at an advertisement in the window of the 
Wessex Cancer Trust charity shop. Although 
my sister’s cancer has returned, she is 
determined to work a little while she can. I 
asked for her about working in the shop and 

asked about the conjoining centre for myself. 
So here we are, albeit in different rooms, and 
I’m enjoying every moment.

Maria Groves talks 
about her passion 
for massage and 
how education led 
her to supporting 
people with cancer
In 2010 I decided it was 
time for a career change. 
After working as a 

waitress and an assistant manager in retail, I 
took a Beauty Therapy Level 2 course at Peter 
Symonds College in Winchester. 

During this year I was offered a Level 3 
Diploma course in Swedish Body Massage. 
As soon as I started, I realised the massage 
course was for me. I found the anatomy and 
physiology interesting and I felt massage had 
a lot of bene� ts for clients. The free massage 
each week was certainly an advantage too! I 
also enrolled on Level 3 Sports Massage and 
Indian Head Massage courses. 

After � nishing college I was keen to 
work in a spa but found it dif� cult to 
� nd vacancies near home in Fareham. I 
continued to work in retail to keep a reliable 
income but started offering complementary 
therapy to clients who found me through 
word of mouth. 

In 2014 I attended a refresher massage 
course and I remembered a tutor of mine 
mentioning massage for people with cancer. 
Cancer terri� es me but knowing I could be 
helping someone at such a dif� cult stage 
of their life is very rewarding. I enrolled on 
an Oncology Massage Diploma Course at 
the Middlesex School of Complementary 
Medicine. I found the course fascinating; 
it gave me a great insight into how cancer 
affects the body and ways I can help to 
relieve some of the symptoms. It taught us 
how to adapt the massage for clients with 
cancer. There was a lot of information 
on nutrition as well, which I found very 
interesting and bene� cial.

After completing the course I started 
looking for opportunities to use my skills 
and I found out about Wessex Cancer Trust 
in Cosham. They were preparing a new 
facility for therapy services and, after making 
enquiries, I was offered a position. Since then 
I have been volunteering at the centre each 
week providing massage to various clients.

 I would encourage those who are suffering 
from cancer, and their friends and family to 
come along to the centre, as it is away from 
the clinical environment and really relaxing. 
I have found it very rewarding working 
with Wessex Cancer Trust and hope we can 
continue to do good things together.

For more information about Wessex 

Cancer Trust, visit wessexcancer.org.uk
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