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PREFACE
I hope to use my story to show the parents of premature babies
their little child can still succeed and live an enjoyable life,
regardless of the pain, suﬀering and risk associated with the birth
of a premature baby. This book was started a few months after
my eighteenth birthday and after I had finished my A Levels.
Through both good times and bad, there is still light at the end of
the tunnel. This book recounts my story; not all outcomes are the
same. Some outcomes may be more positive than my story.
Unfortunately, some are less so. One must remember any
setbacks to which this book refers may not be relevant to all
cases. Medicine has advanced dramatically in the last eighteen
years.

WHAT IS A PREMATURE BABY?
• A premature baby is born before 36 weeks gestation. This
category can be broken down into ‘late pre-term’ (34-36
weeks), ‘moderately pre-term’ (32-34 weeks), ‘very preterm’ (born at less than 32 weeks) and ‘extremely preterm’ (25 weeks or less).
• A healthy, full-term baby is born at 40 weeks.

P R E M A T U R E B A B I E S I N T H E F A M I LY
Premature babies are nothing out of the ordinary for the paternal
side of my family. The Bhalla bloodline originates from Northern
India. According to the old
records and familial
folklore, the Bhalla
bloodline has seen a
premature baby ever y
other generation. This
premature baby has always
been the youngest child
and has always been born
ten-weeks premature. This
child is known as the
‘sutmaya’, as it is born in
the seventh month of
pregnancy.
My grandfather, Ramlal, was also born ten weeks early, in a rural
village in Northern India, called Nakodar. ‘Dada’ (as he was
known on the paternal side of my family) died a few years before
I was born. Hence, I never met him, although I have been told
many a time of his story and the parallels with mine. Given that
he was also born in the seventh month of pregnancy, in a rural

village in the first half of the twentieth century, his story is
amazing. He also lived an exciting life in India, Kenya and the
United Kingdom, overcoming all the setbacks one would
associate with being a premature baby born in a rural village in a
developing country.

Thank you for reading this book. I hope it acts as a reminder that
the tiny baby in the incubator can grow and be capable of being
“normal”. Some of the quotes to which this book refers were
written in a chronology of events written by my mother for a
speech given at a fundraising event for the unit.

Zack Ramlal Bhalla

C H A P T E R O N E : E A R LY
TROUBLES

My father, Rokesh, my mother, Caroline and my older brother,
Harry, before I was born.
After several years of constant nagging, my older brother finally
got his wish: a baby brother. Even better for him, he got that

baby brother a bit sooner than expected. The same good news
cannot be said for my parents, and definitely not for me! My
mother was suﬀering from pre-eclampsia, which usually occurs
in the second half of a pregnancy or after the baby has been
delivered. Symptoms include swelling, headaches, pain in the ribs
and sight issues.
In severe cases, such as my mother’s case, there is a risk of
serious complications for both mother and child. My mother had
been in and out of hospital as a result of this condition and was
treated in St Mary’s Hosptial, Paddington. My mother was
suﬀering from memory loss with swollen fingers and toes, and
was in hospital from mid April 2000, missing Harry’s 8th
birthday.
On 3rd May 2000, she was informed by her obstetrician, Dr Peter
Mason (who also delivered the Duke of Cambridge and the Duke
of Sussex) that the next day the baby would be delivered, in spite
of the due date being ten weeks away. The medical teams needed
to do this to save my mother’s life. Priority was (quite rightly)
given to my mother, as she had another child and a husband,
both of whom had to take priority over a foetus. Dr Mason told
her “My first duty is to you. I am afraid I have to deliver the baby
to save you”. A few weeks after my eighteenth birthday, I learned
my maternal grandmother had urged my father to give the same
priority to my mother, if he was asked to make any decision.

Although this may seem diﬃcult to comprehend, it is
understandable, given that a family unit without a mother is far
more vulnerable than one without a little sibling. Early delivery
was the “lesser of two evils”.
One could only hope I would survive.

CHAPTER T WO: THE
MOMENT OF TRUTH
Thursday, 4th May 2000. St. Mary’s Hospital, Paddington. The
moment of truth.
That morning, according to my mother, everyone felt very
confident, although my father was tired, having been up most of
the night talking to two of his brothers, both of whom are
doctors.
My mother was taken
down into surgery in
order to have an
emergency Cesarian
Section. This was
necessar y, other wise
there was a chance both
she and I would both
die. Apparently, she
The ‘skinny dark red body’ at roughly
could feel ‘strange
two minutes old.
pulling sensations’ in
her stomach, which resulted in her seeing ‘a tiny dark red leg
followed by a skinny dark red body and then a whole baby’.

At 12:47PM, I was born. 30 centimetres, 2lbs 2 ounces, no hair,
no eyelashes, no toenails and no body fat. I later learned my birth
weight in terms of percentiles. I was measured by the doctors
and placed between the 0.4th and 2nd percentiles!
One would normally expect an incredibly premature baby to be
delivered with ease. No resistance at all.
This was not the case for
me. According to
eyewitnesses, I tried to pull
myself back into the womb,
squealing and kicking.
After inevitably losing my
battle against a surgeon, I
was poked and prodded and
several tubes and wires were inserted in various places. I started
to pull out the oxygen tube. Within hours, the doctors decided I
did not need it. If I was rejecting this help, I probably didn’t need
it. The tube was then removed.
After the rather unexpected and stressful ordeal of an emergency
birth, my mother ordered my father to stay with me. She was
taken back to the ward, and did not see me until the following
evening. The nurses took a Polariod photograph of me, which

they delivered to the ward where my mother was being treated to
reassure her I was being looked after.
Whilst all of this was going on, my brother was in school. After
everything had calmed down, my father went to collect him.
Harry was taken home and given a snack, before being told he
needed to hurry up so they could go to the hospital, since the
baby had been born. Harry did not believe my father, who has a
track record for being a fool and making up jokes.
After my father finally persuaded
Harry they needed to go to the
hospital (and that this was not a
joke), the excited and somewhat
curious eight-year old was able to
catch a glimpse of his little
brother. I was still in a critical
state, but that did not diminish
Harry’s excitement in seeing me
f o r t h e fi r s t t i m e . I n d e e d ,
eighteen years later, my father
still comments on how Harry put
his hands through the gap in the
incubator, stroked my half-centimetre long hands and said in a
squeaky high pitched voice “Hello Zack” (thus taking on the role
of a third parent by naming me!)

In spite of Harry’s elation at becoming a big brother, my mother
and I were not out of the woods yet. Would my mother survive?
Would I survive? Would I suﬀer any developmental diﬃculties?
Would I have a decent quality of life?

C HAPTER THREE: WHAT
JUST HAPPENED?
By the evening of Friday 5th May, my mother’s situation had
dramatically improved. She was wheeled over to the Winnicott
Baby Unit. Upon entering the Intensive Care Unit (ICU), she
remembers seeing ‘a dozen cots’. My mother recalled seeing her
newborn son as being like a ‘tiny, dark red, little rat lying under
plastic bubble wrap, wearing a woolly hat with oxygen tubes
weaving through it’. Her shock was apparent, given that one of
the nurses came to comfort her upon seeing me for the first time.
Within the ICU, my mother found a
shelf with literature relating to the
Winnicott Baby Unit, as well as what
the doctors and nurses were doing in
order to care for the vulnerable babies
in their care. She was fine by this
point, although I was still in danger.
After a week (which was still nine weeks before I should have
been born), I progressed from bubble wrap to blankets. By this
point, I was still laden with wires and tubes, and although I had
grown, I was still lacking thighs and buttocks!

Not long after the initial trauma, my
parents were informed I had become
jaundiced. After being given a pair of
foam sunglasses which made me look
like I was a hipster or on a beach in
Hawaii, and enjoying the light
treatment. This was, however,
another scare for my parents, given
that during this period, there was a
risk of going blind or suﬀering from
long-lasting sight issues.
By this point, surely nothing else could go wrong, right? Is the
only way up?

CHAPTER FOUR: LIFE OR
DEATH
Just when things were looking so promising, something terribly
unfortunate happened. This was both incredibly rare and, for the
large part, highly improbable.
In the middle of May 2000, I had yet another fight on my hands,
against MRSA (Methicillin-Resistant Staphylococcus Aureus), a
disease which kills adults, never mind a baby who should not
have been born until mid-July. According to the Oﬃce For
National Statistics, 666 people died in 2000 specifically as a
result of MRSA, although this number is elevated when taking
into account similar illnesses. The outlook worsened again.
As a consequence of contracting
such a contagious and
potentially deadly disease, I was
moved into isolation, which my
mother described as ‘lonely’ in
her aforementioned chronology.
She sat beside me for more than eight hours a day for as long as I
was in isolation. She would watch me sleep or chat to me, and
feed me via a tube.

As the weeks passed by, the MRSA began to disappear. Another
hurdle was overcome in spite of having an incredibly weak
immune system. Remember, I still should not have been born
yet!
One must remember how rare this situation is, and also how
unlucky I was to have caught such an illness. In spite of this,
such a recovery again shows how premature babies are capable of
being vulnerable and strong at the same time. The Winnicott
Baby Unit’s staﬀ undoubtedly helped overcome this significant
setback.

CHAPTER FIVE: IN THE
CLEAR
As the MRSA was clearing up, it was finally time for me to
properly meet my family. As part of the treatment and care
process, my mother, father and brother were all encouraged to
come to the hospital to hold me, so as to have a proper
introduction. This was done through the aﬀectionately called
‘Kangaroo Care’, in which the baby is held and cuddled against
bare skin; for a certain amount of time, under supervision, so as
to introduce it to the intimacy of a cuddle.
My mother and brother would be able to take part in ‘Kangaroo
Care’, where they would be able to hold me with all the wires
and tubes still attached. It was vital I was in contact with bare
skin, so as to enhance the experience and also prevent irritation
from clothing and chest hair (sorry Daddy!)

A photograph which at
one point may have
seemed impossible.
Caroline, Rokesh, Harry
and Zack. Together at
last.

‘Kangaroo Care’ —
complete with baby and
wires.

Progress was slow but steady. My pillow was a plasma bag. Due
to the softness of the bones which comprised my skull, it had
flattened to the shape of the pillow. Although this is no longer an
issue with modern gel pillows, the back of my head is flatter than

normal. Parents of premature babies
should be aware of this and try to move
the baby’s head more often.
As the time passed, I got stronger and the
outlook was becoming more and more
positive. Would one have imagined this on
4th May 2000?

Baby me with Nana
Jill (maternal
grandmother).
By the middle of June 2000,
another big milestone was
reached. According to my
mother’s chronology, on one very

My first day visiting home in
St. John’s Wood Road,
London. Not long after, I
would be home for good…

hot Saturday, she asked the
nurses if she could take her tiny
baby me (who was 5lbs) for a
walk. The nurses advised against
taking me for a walk around W2,
although they suggested I be
taken home upon the condition of
being returned by 7PM. My

mother, who had by now been instilled with a high level of
confidence in her baby-tending abilities by the nurses, took me
home for the first time in St. John’s Wood.
The next day, she asked if she could take me home again. Flushed
with success, she was permitted to do so. By 7PM, I had again
been returned as promised.
The following day (Monday,
18 June) proved to be yet
another unexpected
milestone in what had so
far been a tumultuous start
to life. One of the nurses
approached my mother and
said “we need your
incubator ” due to the
levels of demand to be
expected in a London hospital, I moved into another room of less
intense care. Barely half an hour later, my mother was asked a
question she had been hoping to hear: “will you go home and just
bring him back if there is a problem?” Given my mother’s confidence
and proactiveness thus far, it was clear that I would be safe with
her, even though I was still not meant to have been born for
another month. On that note, everything was bundled up and we

left, forever grateful to the Winnicott Foundation and the
Winnicott Baby Unit of St. Mary’s Hospital, Paddington.
One may struggle to imagine
these moments immediately after
a premature baby has been born.
This makes these photographs
more incredible. On 4th May
2000, the notion of a baby Zack
lying in bed at home would not
have crossed anybody’s mind.
This same notion would have been battered by the threat posed
by MRSA which I also managed to contract, yet in spite of all the
odds, I pulled through, thanks to the doctors and nurses of the
Winnicott Baby Unit. A premature baby may appear to be
vulnerable at first, but deep down, they have a fighter’s spirit,
and can overcome anything.
Now I was in the clear, it was time to live my life. There were
still a few question marks. Would it be a normal childhood? Was
there anything which hasn’t been spotted? Would I be able to
walk? Would I be able to talk? How would I compare to my
academically successful big brother?

CHAPTER SIX: FROM
PREEMIE A HAPPY CHILD
As many other parents of preemies would attest, the notion of
living a normal life whilst looking at a tiny human may be
inconceivable, especially if said child develops a complication or
associated illness. In spite of all of this, by August 2000, my
family and I were able to go on my first holiday, albeit within the
United Kingdom, to Ashbourne. This was the first sense of
complete normality for us all.
By the end of the first year, apart from a slight delay in speech
and walking, all seemed well and, as my family photos show, I
was a happy, smiling baby who appeared no
diﬀerent from any other. The only medical
issue which may have any direct relationship
with the premature birth was the need to use
an inhaler, given that my lungs were
underdeveloped (and still are today). Given
everything that happened, this is a relatively
minor side-eﬀect.
The end of the first year must have seemed surreal to my parents.
One may struggle to see the next day after a premature baby has
been born, let alone the end of the first year. For me, it was a big

event which saw a large number of family and friends to a 1st
birthday celebration.
Indeed, Nana Jill believed that after everything which happened,
my development seemed perfectly normal by the time I was three
or four years old. My late paternal grandmother also believed I
would be fine. All we could do was wait and hope!

CHAPTER SEVEN:
LEARNIN G DIFFICULTIES
Some people may question whether any learning diﬃculties in
my case are directly linked to my premature birth, although it
arguably is a contributing factor. In 2003, we moved to
Birmingham, and whilst at school, my teachers realised I was
having specific diﬃculty with maths and arithmetic. When I was
eight years old, my school and parents decided to have an
education psychologist see me. This psychologist likened some of
my cognitive issues to a child whose brain has been severely
injured in a high speed road
traﬃc accident, which in part
was a consequence of a bleed
on my brain when I was born.
In spite of the discovery made
by the Educational
Psychologist, we waited a
further six years before an
oﬃcial diagnosis was be made.
At the age of thirteen years,
seven months, I was diagnosed with Dyscalculia, as well as
having processing issues. This was already clear, having failed
several key examinations and failing to make it into my preferred

secondary school based on the mathematical and processing
issues which were later diagnosed. After a lot of hard work over
the following years, I ended up getting a B at GCSE Maths (as my
lowest grade), which many people would have never expected.
Perhaps we will never know how much of a role the premature
birth had to play in my learning diﬃculties. Regardless, it was
another positive step forward, and something which my parents
may not have been able to imagine in 2000. In terms of my
results in comparison to my brother (who was born at full term),
our grades were fairly similar.
Even more amazingly, I ended up getting the necessary grades to
get into my preferred school, albeit at Sixth Form
as opposed to 11+ entry. I then spent the
academic years 2016-2017 and 2017-2018 at a
leading school in the Midlands. Would this have
been a seen as a possibility in 2000? Nobody
knows for certain, although the odds would not
have been in my favour.

CHAPTER EIGHT:
DEFYING THE ODDS
What do you imagine a premature baby doing in the future
whilst it is lying there in an incubator? As my parents would say,
one cannot really think of anything other than the small little
baby lying there. I am sure my parents would never have
imagined me doing an everyday task, never mind some of the
crazy things I have been able to do within the first eighteen
years!

SWIMMING AND SCUBA DIVING
Whilst standing there in front of an incubator, would you ever
imagine that very baby swimming or going scuba diving a little
over ten years later? I do not think my parents would have
thought it possible. From infancy, I loved swimming. Whilst
most babies were sitting in their little rubber rings in the pool, I
would be trying to swim as fast as possible whilst in the rubber
ring. By the age of 13, I was a
qualified scuba diver. Three years
later, I was qualified to the point
where I can enter shipwrecks and
dive with nitrox (a increased
blend of nitrogen and oxygen). I

can do all of this in spite of having underdeveloped lungs as a
consequence of being a preemie, which, in theory, should aﬀect
my breathing and ability to swim.

GO-KARTS
Could you imagine a small premature
b a b y l a t e r r a c i n g g o - ka r t s ? I t
happened! My success was…
questionable, but regardless, I was
physically able to drive a kart, and also
capable of comprehending rules,
winning races and acknowledging
certain levels of danger.

BEING OVER SIX FEET TALL
Perhaps the most surprising element of Chapter Eight. By the
time I was sixteen, I was taller than both my parents. From 30cm
to 6ft in sixteen years. By eighteen, I am nearly as tall as my
brother (who is roughly 6ft 3”). A tiny baby is still capable of
towering over you one day! My father likes to remind me he is
the shortest man of our household!

B A R M I T Z VA H
My mother is Jewish, and she raised both her children as
‘Hinjews’ (Hindu from the paternal side, Jewish from the
maternal side). Saturday, 4th May 2013 was a really special day.
The little Jewish boy became a Jewish man. Again, I cannot help
but question whether my mother
ever thought such a day would
come. It did come. My mother
made a message board for guests,
which was bordered by photos of
my first thirteen years, including
some of the photographs from the
incubator in St. Mary’s Hospital.

R U N N I N G A S M A L L B U S I N E S S AT 14
This one may seem a bit extraordinary, but it’s also true. In order
to fund a planned school trip which sadly never actually
happened, I started my own business, in
which I made and sold my own homemade
candles. I sourced all the raw materials,
made the products at home (leaving a
small layer of wax all over the kitchen) and
sold them at craft events. This inevitably

tested my mathematical skills, motor skills and visual capabilities
— all areas where people thought I might struggle, when I was in
the incubator.

GETTING INTO DURHAM UNIVERSITY
16 August 2018 was A Level Results Day. I have gained a place at
Durham University to study Business and Management with Study
Abroad. An exciting few years await…especially given that I got
an A* in Business A Level with 265/300, even though I only
needed 221/300 to get an A* grade! Onwards and upwards!

E I G H T E E N T H B I R T H D AY
Adulthood at last. Upon reflection, there may have
been people who thought I would not survive beyond
eighteen minutes. Eighteen years was inconceivable.
Despite of the rocky start, I have now reached the age
of so much excitement…being able to buy a beer,
being able to vote, and let’s not even begin on the idea of paying
taxes! That little preemie has finally become an adult.
All of these things, plus much more, seemed impossible at birth. If it had
not been for the tremendous eﬀorts of The Winnicott Foundation’s staﬀ,
these milestones and events may have not been possible. I am forever
indebted to their tremendous work, and I hope those who have read this
book realise their premature baby is capable of living a normal life.

CHAPTER NINE: THE
WINNICOTT FOUNDATION
For more information on The Winnicott Foundation, please visit:
www.winnicott.org.uk
Text Baby19 to give £3 to 70070
Your donations can save another child’s life, or can help comfort
a family during times of immense hardship.

‘ON ONE LEVEL MY BABY
HAD THE VERY WORST
START TO LIFE HE COULD
P O S S I B LY H AV E , B U T O N
ANOTHER LEVEL HE HAD
THE VERY BEST START,
AS HE HAS THE GOOD
FORTUNE TO BE IN THE
WINNIC OTT BABY UNIT. ’

— CAROLINE DRESDEN,
2000

ZAC K BHALL A
U N L I K E LY S U R V I V O R
A P R E E M I E ’ S S T O RY,
EIGHTEEN YEARS
L ATER…

In support of

Zack Bhalla’s book, Unlikely Survivor, recounts the story of his premature birth.
Premature babies can pull through and be a normal person capable of doing
normal (or even extraordinary) things. Zack started to write this book two
months after his eighteenth birthday, a milestone which seemed unreachable
when he was first born.
Family photographs in this book © Caroline Dresden, Zack Bhalla, Rokesh Bhalla,
Harry Bhalla 2000-2018. Book written in July 2018. Permission is required by the
creator to reuse any photographs in this book. All rights are reserved.

