
Sean Lynch’s last months of living describe celebration, frustration, 
trust, hope, anger, joy, feelings of connectedness or separation, tales 
of belonging but also of not belonging. Sean’s death in February 2011 
marks an eight month final journey led by Sean, in my company.   
 
In fulfilling many of his end of life wishes, wise or ‘less wise,’ and 
defining a very personal notion of well-being and the informal support 
that enables it, Sean resists more medical palliative care models to 
reach a peaceful and dignified death ‘at home’ in a Nottingham ‘wet’ 
hostel for older drinking men, surrounded by workers, friends and 
family. 

 
Sean describes himself as ‘a working-man-tramp’ and a big drinking 
man. He vehemently insists that he will ‘never change’ - moreover 
does not want to change. This throws out big challenges to those who 
would curb his challenging life style and tidy up his dying.  
 
And it also throws a spanner in the end-of-life conveyer belt that carts 
folk off to the places that dying people are expected to inhabit. Within 
this story there are lots of passionate and good intentions around 
‘what is best’ for people.   
 
Its’ strength is Sean himself at it’s the centre, guiding, challenging and 
inspiring everyone around him. Respect of partners is characterised by 
the willingness with which people are prepared to lay aside their own 
strong values and be led by Sean’s wishes, regardless of how wise or 
‘appropriate’ they might be deemed. 

 
The alliance brings out the best in everyone and in particular 
highlights: 
 

- the crucial role of other older residents as 
  peer supporters and enablers 
 

- the flexibility and openness to change 
  of committed care staff  



 
- and finally the purity and independence of  
  independent advocacy which digs its heels in, 
  to insist that Sean’s personal blue print for living  
  and dying remain at the centre at all times. 

 
Sean makes a final return visit to Ireland in December 2010, eight 
weeks before his death, accompanied by myself and an artist friend.  
Between the three of us, we make health-related decisions and 
manage pain control in Ireland as a united team while enabling and 
celebrating the wildest sweetest songs within Sean’s heart.  
 
The lovely winding lanes of childhood memories are retraced back to 
the village school, the church, the deep still lake where father fished 
with son.  Sean recalls holding the ‘big man’s’ hand - as he stands once 
again at the water’s edge, now gripping onto my hands. 

 
On return to England, renewed and hopeful, Sean plans to make it 
back home to Ireland once more in the spring-time. However cancer 
waits for no-one and as he starts to weaken again, the hostel makes a 
decision to move Sean to a local hospice.  He does not where he is 
going or why. The other older residents are not told where he is going 
or why. No-one mentions his disappearance from the hostel. 
 
The hospice is clean, caring and kind. The hospice is the last place 
Sean wants to be. Anxious and fearful, but unable to make himself 
understood, it is now up to myself as Sean’s community advocate to 
fight his corner and insist that his final wishes are honoured. Some 
staff in the hostel resist. ‘We don’t do palliative’ they protest. ‘Well 
you do from now on’ I reply. And the wonderful manager agrees. 
 
Support from the hostel manager puts into place the extra provisions, 
the extra nurses, carers and the funding that will enable Sean’s return. 
And so Sean comes back to spend his final days in his room at ‘No.32’  

 



It is now the other residents, all older drinking men who become the 
big force within the partnership - sharing the final days with Sean in 
much the way they did before he became so poorly - beer cans and 
fags on the go - memories - songs and stories spilling out along the 
way.  Sean at the end can neither drink nor smoke but he relishes his 
comrades rowdy indulgences as only a true rebel-rouser knows how. 

 
Sean dies peacefully in the arms of the daughter whom he had lost 
contact with for most of her childhood and later life.  He dies in the 
hostel he calls home. He dies surrounded by the men he has lived 
worked and drank with throughout his life. 
 
The funeral itself is characterised by the visible presence of all 
partners – community advocates, friends, family, care staff and the 
older residents dignified and courageous in Sean’s wake. 

 
The partnerships to learn from are 
 

- the bonds between Sean and his chosen supporters 
 

- their alliances and / or conflicts with formal care staff and 
management 

 

- and the strong links of shared experience between Sean and the 
other older residents. 
 
The hostel has since experienced a massive cultural shift from a place 
of silence to a place where death is openly discussed and planned for 
by everyone and where opportunities to live up to the last abound. 
 
The growing spaces in this story are inhabited by the living and the 
dying. They inspire and inform us and show us how to create truly 
person-centred practice. 
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