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Marianka Swain gets an insider’s 
tour from a Chelsea Pensioner. 
Photography by Arnhel de Serra

MAYBE IT’S 
BECAUSE I’M  
A LONDONER 

There aren’t many 83-year-olds planning 
13,000ft skydives, but Charmaine “Bimbo” 
Coleman hasn’t let two titanium knees and 
a pinned hip curb her daredevil nature. 

She retired from the army after 23 years’ service, but 
is now back in uniform and taking on new challenges 
as an active member of the Chelsea Pensioners.

Originally from Barking, Essex, Charmaine was living 
in Lincolnshire when she spotted the chance. “My mother 
had died and I was on my own, but I didn’t want to sit 
around in an old people’s home staring at the television. 

“I saw an invitation in the British Legion’s magazine for 
a trial at the Royal Hospital, and I loved it right away. It’s 
like getting a new army posting, only this one’s special.”

The Christopher Wren-designed Royal Hospital Chelsea 
was founded in 1682 by King Charles II as a retreat for 
veterans. Today, there are some 300 residents, veterans 
of conflicts such as Korea, the Falkland Islands, Northern 
Ireland and the Second World War. 

In 2009, the first female Pensioners were admitted – 
there are currently 14. 

“I have my own en suite room, and I’m the only woman 
on my block. Some men thought we should have a ward 
of our own, but we wanted to be mixed. The food’s 
wonderful and we don’t have to do any washing up.  
When we go out, transport’s arranged or we use our free 
travel passes. Although taxi drivers often refuse payment 
when they realise they’ve got a Pensioner in the cab. It’s 
the best retirement home in the world.”

Having served in the Women’s Royal Army Corp and 
the Royal Military Police in the Middle East, Cyprus, 
Germany and Londonderry during the Troubles, 
Charmaine has more than earned her place. 

She adores the Royal Hospital’s busy community: “We 
get invited to all sorts of things, like Wimbledon, the 
Oval, Ascot. Everyone wants to show us off. My friends 
say they have to make an appointment to catch me now. 
We’ve visited war memorials abroad – the Menin Gate in 
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Ypres, Belgium and Normandy – which was very moving. 
And we saw War Horse, and went backstage to meet the 
cast. People’s faces light up when they see us. I’m forever 
stopping to take photographs when I’m in uniform.”

That iconic scarlet uniform suits self-confessed tomboy 
Charmaine. Inside, the Pensioners wear their informal 
“blues” but, when out and about, it’s a scarlet frockcoat 
with brass buttons and a tricorne hat for ceremonial 
occasions. “It’s quite heavy, especially with medals,  
and I do worry about dropping my dinner down the  
front. We sneakily take it off sometimes when there’s  
no high-ranking officer around.”

Charmaine wore scarlet for her charity skydive at 
Netheravon Airfield, Wiltshire, in 2014. “I parachuted in 
Germany when I was a corporal in 1970, but I’d never had 
the chance to do a tandem. It was a freefall, which means 
if something goes wrong, you’re strawberry jam. I was 
the first one out of the plane, and it was brilliant. I would 
recommend it to anyone.” 

She followed that with a wing walk to raise money for 
the Royal Hospital and the Royal British Legion, enduring 
wind pressure of up to 100mph. “Colonel Lucas said 
‘What next – should we shoot you out of a cannon?’ I said, 
‘Fine, as long as there’s a net to catch me.’ Actually I’d 
really like to abseil down the Shard.

“People should keep pushing themselves, otherwise 
they get old too quickly. When I die, I want to be doing 
something I enjoy.” 

Though she’s known as Bimbo to her friends – an 
old army nickname derived from a Jim Reeves song – 
Charmaine’s sharp as a tack. 

“I’m proud to walk round in my uniform, reminding 
people of all the women who serve. There are so many 
high-ranking female officers now and I’m sure there  
will be more and more joining the Chelsea Pensioners  
in the years to come.” n 
For more on iconic Londoners, visit  
www.discoverbritainmag.com/london

“In 2009, the first female 
Pensioners were admitted 
– there are currently 14”

Favourite London attraction
I love the ceremonies on Horse Guards Parade – 
Trooping the Colour and Beating Retreat. It’s always 
fun peeking in the Oxford Street shop windows. And 
Battersea Dogs and Cats Home has a special place in  
my heart as I gave up my cats and tortoises when I 
became a Pensioner. 

Favourite London view
I like going round on the buses, taking in the city – 
there’s always so much going on. Battersea Park is a 
lovely spot too.

Favourite London meal
You can’t beat pie and mash and liquor. M.Manze on 
Tower Bridge Road is brilliant. It’s the oldest pie shop in 
London and uses traditional 19th-century recipes.

Favourite Londoner 
I do admire the Duke of Edinburgh – he’s very 
handsome and I like all his quips. Prince Harry is 
wonderful too, doing so much for servicemen 
and women with the Invictus Games.

THE INSIDE TRACK:  
A CHELSEA 
PENSIONER’S PICKS
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