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I don’t think Phab [Physically Handicapped and Able-bodied; a charity encouraging integration within the wider community] differs [to] an ordinary youth club, but I do think they are more structured in the sense that they are possibly more planned. They’re not all about pop music, they’re not all about parties, they’re not all about sport, they’re about a lot of different things. We would go swimming, we would go sightseeing, we did go out and about, you know. They were more about encouraging a person to see what was around them, particularly as not everybody had seen what was around them or could easily see what was around them. I mean, some of the parents went to work ([parents] of disabled people) so they didn’t go out very much, and quite a lot of disabled people, certainly at the start of Phab, were very vehicle-less. You know, you’re not talking about a vehicle being a major accessory; it wasn’t heard of in quite the same way that it is today. I mean most people have got a car, some people have got two.

What was the year when you went on your first Phab course? 

Absolutely hectic.

So what [was] the year?

Year?  

Yeah, yeah.

Well I came home at Christmas ’64 – no, ’63 – so it would be ’64.
It was the summer of ’64. And, so obviously that was, you know, the beginning of a changing time, socially. What sort of numbers were (in the early days again) involved your particular Phab club then? What kinds of numbers of people?

A lot of wheelchair people, but also some quite disabled people with speech difficulties because they had nowhere to go. The original idea behind Phab was that Phab was going to be a bridge in between the able-bodied world. In other words you were going to come to Phab, find out what you enjoyed, and go and do what you enjoyed. It never really hit that for a lot of people because a lot of people still came because they still needed Phab because there wasn’t as much support anywhere else, and they couldn’t jump that last little bit of the bridge. I would have loved people to have jumped the bridge because I think it would have given outside organisations just what they needed to accept disabled people. I mean, the guides and scouts have always accepted disabled people as I said before. But some of the other organisations were very slow to acknowledge that we could do anything with them, and were very unsure about taking on anybody disabled. So really, in some ways, Phab hasn’t done all it should have done to promote outside organisations but then you can’t suddenly cut people’s enjoyment off because that would have been awful, that would have put them back about 10 paces. You know, and you can’t do that to people because once they’ve all had freedom they want freedom and they want that freedom to continue because that freedom is important to their quality of life and their well-being. And you can’t just suddenly turn round and say to them, ‘Well you’re able, you’ve been to Phab now, you can go to any organisation you wish to,’ because, although that might be what’s needed, it isn’t what effectively happens because of the transport or because of their innermost fears. I mean…

So was the idea...
... people still have very real fears about going somewhere unknown. I mean one or two of the most obvious things that happened was when we visited other youth clubs.  They were absolutely petrified, some of them, sometimes, you know, because they hadn’t met any disabled people en bloc before and they couldn’t understand how the able-bodied understood us. So you’d go somewhere and there’d be all our lot enjoying themselves, and the others would stand on the touchline waiting to sort of be involved. And that happened once or twice – [it] didn’t happen very often cos most of the time when we went we went to something where everybody would eventually get mixed up anyway – but occasionally it backfired on us and we’d get people being really out of place because thy just couldn’t cope with A: seeing that many disabled and B: they just couldn’t get their heads round it.  

The original idea that, you know, Phab would function as an enabling organisation, enabling people to sample things, if you like, and then go on in perhaps non-disabled context to take others things up; but you found, did you, that only a few young people then had had actual face to face contact with disabled people?
Yeah. I think, you see, when you have a disability where you are fairly able but you are still disabled, the possibilities of going other places are much wider because you can get yourself there. That doesn’t always apply. But when you’ve got somebody with a multiple disability, a multiple handicap, or cp [cerebral palsy] with something else, who can’t talk to you, whose only way of showing you that he can enjoy himself is by his eyes and I’ve come across that, and I’ve come across how much he enjoyed himself – I could always tell. Only had to look into his eyes and I knew. And it is so important. That is where Phab is important because it virtually becomes the only place that they can go because they know that they’re going to be accepted, and they know they’re going to get the right sort of support. And with that level of support there is also a vast amount of support in the background from family and that, and family have to be confident that their offspring is going to be looked after, and not going to end up in a state.

And being involved as you were in the running of Phab locally and taking such an active part in Phab yourself, aged 17, 18, 19; how did this then change your outlook?

I grew much more aware about other people’s feelings. I think I’d always been aware, but I certainly learnt an awful lot about people and I discovered that, because I was enjoying it so much myself, it meant so much to me to make other people enjoy it as well. And so it was twofold: I was getting a great kick out of doing it and I was trying hard to make it more possible for more people to enjoy it, for more people to go on it, for more people to be accepted, and it gives you a kind of insight into nothing you can believe. I mean, it also brings problems. People had tremendous problems. Problems of not getting on with parents, not being able to reconcile themselves to the fact that they’re disabled, not being able to reconcile the fact that they haven’t got a boyfriend, not to be able to reconcile themselves to the fact that they’re not going to have a job because that’s too complicated and the world can’t support two people let alone support one and all these kinds of things. You get them all thrown at you at the same time because they’re all living problems. And they were big problems in those days and I decided that, rather than get stressed up because I couldn’t have a job, I would do things that were possible. And because I made that decision quite a long time ago and I stuck to it, it’s brought me riches beyond belief, it really has. OK it’s brought problems as well because I’ve always been the sort of person that’s done things first, [laughs] you know, like care. You know, that’s brought problems as well. But you have to, because it puts everything in its proper perspective and I do not regret at all being disabled.
What led you to the belief then that, after you’d left school and in the early years following leaving school, a job of whatever kind wasn’t something that you would be tackling?

Oh gosh that’s an enormous question.

Who was telling you really that a job wasn’t for you?

I don’t know really; I think I came to the conclusion that I’d seen other people get so miserable and so unhappy that I wasn’t going to go down that path. Somewhere I have innate wisdom. [Laughs.] I don’t know where, but it seems to come to my aid quite a lot. It seemed to be telling me the right way to go. I mean, I didn’t get confirmed until about 30 years ago. It took me a long time cos I was looking for a church that would come to me as well as me go to it, and a lot of churches weren’t doing that. And I worked hard and I found a very good vicar who understood where I was coming from cos he had a wife who’d been in a wheelchair. She was only temporary disabled but she died in the end cos she’d got cancer, but he knew where I was coming from. And I think if you get people to encourage you, you know, you’re on the right track. It’s when you don’t have anybody to encourage you and you don’t get anywhere that you begin to feel, well am I doing the right thing? And because I need so much help, like being dressed, fed and what have you, I’m very realistic about society and I would far rather be realistic than live in cloud cuckoo land hoping for something that isn’t going to come my way. I don’t say ‘isn’t’ but ‘hasn’t’ come my way, let’s put it, and if I say ‘hasn’t’ that’s better than ‘isn’t’ because ‘hasn’t’ means that it still might come my way, whereas ‘isn’t’ it’s a bit too final.
And were you given, you know, the option of discussing with anybody or any organisation any kind of work options at all?
No. I’ve done CSV [Community Service Volunteers] for a whole year and been paid for that. The money went on an access guide for Wellingborough.

We’ll perhaps come to that separately, but...
I worked with [them] back in the eighties. I’ve done various bits and pieces for all sorts of organisations but it’s no good being voluntary. I have had very little paid work but I do do it when I can, providing it doesn’t interfere with my benefits, but I do do it. Unfortunately the paid work that I’m offered is never enough to cover my expenses for my care for me to come off benefit. So it’s a bit of a chicken and egg situation. I couldn’t do it full time because it wouldn’t pay for my care and I need my care in order to do what I do.

But in the early days when you were, you know, living back at home...
And, well, in the early days I think it was harder for me to accept.

... was it ever discussed?
But I think you do, because I was busy. Yeah, I keep myself reasonably, fairly busy. I don’t very often have much free time and because of that I’m not bored. And because I don’t really know what boredom is, if I’m bored I read. Well, I’m not bored, but if I’ve got spare time I read. If I’ve got spare time I read the newspaper, read a book, you know.

Was it ever discussed with you, you know, as to whether you might want to explore any options that were then possibly available at all?
I don’t think it was ever mooted. Because I think by the time possibilities might have happened it was too late anyway. You know, I mean I’m 58 now, I’ve certainly had a great yearning over the last 15 years to do something, but to do what and with whom I haven’t got a clue because nothing’s come up. 
So how did you feel, you know, when you entered your twenties and you’re busy still with Phab?
I must admit I felt quite optimistic. I had one or two experiences with men, one which left me a bit devastated but I coped, I just eventually coped with it. You do, you have to. You can’t hang on to things what might have been – if you hang on to them too long they take over. You’ve got to let things go and start again or do something or come to sort of reconciliation point. I would never hurt anybody. If they hurt me yes, they hurt me, but I try not to hurt them back. It’s very difficult to do sometimes but my belief is such that disability is not here to hurt people, disability is here to provide understandings between people. And if I can make people understand and if I can avoid conflict and I can avoid hurt – not always totally, because I’m a person like anybody else and I get cross about things – but I’ve learnt that it’s far better to stay calm and practical than it is to go and get on a high horse and scream your head off.

So was Phab then, in your twenties and so on, the main way in which you met other people?

Yeah. I mean, because I’ve always been an outward sort of person – outward in mixing with people and things like that – things were nowhere near as bad as they could have been, and certainly nowhere near as bad as trying to find somebody that last year at school. Nothing could ever be as bad as that again. Well yes, I suppose it could; I mean this last year’s been hard because of lack of care. But lack of carers rather than lack of care. But, you know, nothing has ever seemed so devastatingly low because my parents didn’t like me to get upset either, which I suppose is another inborn thing. If you’re told that if, you know, somebody doesn’t like you to get upset you don’t get upset. You cope with it in another way and I suppose my way of coping with it was going out to Phab, to camps wherever I went and having a good time, which put everything back in the right perspective again. And I mean that is what I say when I say I’ve been incredibly lucky.

And in terms of opportunity to form close friendships, Phab was the main way that you met people was it?
I’ve got friends all over everywhere. I still find, well, I find that people tend to come to me rather than me go to people because I still think people have a fear about wheelchairs in their houses and things like that. I think that still exists but it doesn’t for some people but it’s just practicalities sometimes. I mean it’s not always easy to go places and certainly as I’ve got bigger, in other words as I’ve got more solid, it’s got harder to go to places and do things and that sort of thing, but I’ve got one or two friends in Wellingborough who ask me to their houses, and that always gives me a great deal of pleasure. I always love going out, love seeing people, and, I mean, when I go up town I always talk to people because I think that’s essential as well.

So in addition to being involved in Phab you went, did you, on camping trips?
Well, camping came with Phab as well because I was involved with camping cos of Guiding and I went camping in 1960 before I actually left school and I’m still going to the same camp! [Laughs.] I’m going again in August. I shall have gone now thirty-ish... 43 years now.

Which camp is this, Dorcas?

It’s Woodlarks at Farnham in Surrey. It was given by the Strover family, who lived on the outskirts of Farnham, [Martyn and Dorothea Strover and Christina Tisdall formed a charitable trust, each having donated an initial sum, and bought just 3 acres in 1930.  As funds came in over the ensuing years, a series of further plots were added until in 1938 the land amounted to its present 12 acres] for a campsite with tents, not modern campsiting but with tents and a dormitory which holds about eight to a dozen. And it was given in the 1930s and it’s wonderful. It holds weekly camps, which people can go to, from May to September every year. And they also have a workshop which is in the grounds but that is not do with camp, that is for physically disabled women and some men. It used to be women only but it does take men now who are disabled who make things, you know, to sell and that sort of thing. And they’re just planning a two million pound re-vamp. It’s got a heated swimming pool but the actual dormitories first aid block, toilet, shelter have been there since the 1930s, [its] had bits added on, and they can’t add any more on now because it’s so old.

And so who is it run by?

It’s run by Woodlarks Campsite Trust, and it’s still in the same family. In other words the people that gave it have both died. He was in the First World War, Colonel Strovers was, and his wife. He died a long time before his wife but I met both of them, and then his daughter ran it and now his daughter is still nearby but the granddaughter’s more involved, so it’s passing down the… But they’re a very involved family; it’s still family orientated. They’re a charity, they have a committee, they have all the, you know, they just let it out to people who are willing to organise a week, and our camp is one of the oldest camps that goes. And we - Pathfinders we are - have been known for about… It was one of the first camps to start up on a regular basis. That doesn’t mean to say it started up in 1930s, it just means that it was one of the first camps to start on a regular basis. Some of the other camps that started up at that time have had to fold because, you know, all the members have gone. But we draw from all over the country so…

And so Pathfinders – that’s a particular grouping, is it, that meets there?

Yeah it’s just a name for the group that meets for one week a year. And we meet from people from all over everywhere. We take quite a lot of people from Manchester, which is a wonderful experience because they hadn’t seen countryside, quite a lot of them, you know, and we give them an opportunity to do things that they’ve never done before. And it’s very much like Phab except it’s outdoors. It used to be a lot more Guide-orientated, you know, than it is now. We run it with anybody that wants to come and help.

Ideas similar to the Guiding movement, you mean?

Yeah. But, I mean, we used to recruit solely from the Guide movement but we don’t anymore, we just recruit.

And so you’ve been there, have you, the same week typically?

Yeah. We have the same week every, well roughly around the same week every year.  We’ve moved one week this year because we had a week last year where it was the result week of the A-levels and that affects our helpers so much and we were so short of help, and you really can’t be that short of help. You know, there were people running around and it’s hard work then. But it’s wonderful because when I first went, back in the sixties, there was about nearly 50 of us and it was fab being outdoors and everybody encouraging everybody else. Slept in a tent, cooked sausages, cooked me own food over a fire, helped people, all a very broadening experience.

[End of Tape 6, Side A.]

[Side B.]

When you came home from school, you know, you said that it was a rough time for you and that Phab and your other involvements changed your spirit of mind. In sort of acquiring the confidence to explain disability to others and to feel part of things, how long did that kind of confidence take to come to you?

It’s never ending. It hasn’t ended yet. Because I always find there’s new things to learn about. I learnt a lot through Phab, I learnt a lot through camp, I learnt even more through travelling. I went on some world conferences which, although they cost a lot, were very effective at bringing back ideas, thoughts of how lucky we are to live in England when some people don’t get anything, thoughts about disability, about why some people with some disabilities happen in some countries and why some countries they don’t survive because there’s not the medical attention, why the major disabilities carry things on their heads and other disabilities don’t survive, how governments tackle the problem or don’t tackle the problem, I mean some don’t, people don’t have any governmental help at all. You know, it’s a vast learning experience and it just does not stop. It’s like anything when you start. It’s like an iceberg. You never know what you’re going to learn. And, I mean, I am amazed at some of the things in this enlightened day and age, if it is enlightened day and age, are still not solved. I still have problems when I go into hospital because they don’t know how to move me or they don’t want to move me the way that I like being moved.  And, you know, things like that, for me, can be a hindrance. And it’s awfully hard work sometimes to get little things across to people.

And the conferences that you went to abroad; what was the organisation then that you were involved in, in travelling to these conferences?

Well I suppose really I’d become involved with Ability Northants, which was Council for the Disabled in Northamptonshire, and that’s been a 20 year involvement.  But before I was involved with that, Phab started going abroad so I started going abroad with Phab, which was a great experience. We had some wonderful times. We had some first class helpers. Admittedly the first Phab course abroad, the people were picked to go on it, and I can quite understand why they had to be because they really didn’t know how it was going to go, and we all went in an old ambulance and travelled around in it and went and got there and...
Where were you headed? Where did you go?

Paris, France. And we stayed at a boys' school out of Paris. Quite a long way out of Paris, which was reasonably accessible, it wasn’t the best example. The gardens were superb and the chef was a wonderful man. He used to make profiteroles long before profiteroles were the favourite that they are now. And he used to fill them with fresh cream and he used to come round and pass them all around. He was fantastic! And, you know, so we did have quite nice food.

So, what year would this first trip to France, to Paris be, Dorcas, do you think?

Yes.

What year?

I don’t know whether Paris was my first trip. It was certainly my first trip with Phab. I think … yes it possibly was my first trip.

What year would that be, d’you reckon?

Well I’d been to Our Chalet which is the International Guides Chalet [International Guiding House, Adelboden, Switzerland] with the Guides. And then I took my own helpers. They chose the helpers that went and we went. And that was quite an experience cos we flew. No we didn’t, we went by train. We didn’t fly. Or did we fly?  No, I think we flew. Yes, I’m sure we… yeah we did fly. But I had several helpers just for me because I knew it wasn’t going to be that easy and that was quite an experience I remember.

So would this be late sixties sort of time, that you...?
Flights are quite easy as far as I’m concerned so long as I give them the right information. And I’m always very careful when I go to the travel agent to make sure that they know the right information. Because I know that several of my disabled friends have been on holiday and it hasn’t been successful because sometimes they haven’t enquired very closely enough about access and things like that, which you need to be. You need to make the travel agent aware of what you mean by access.

So when you went to France for the first time – let’s imagine it to be what, would you think probably late 1960s? – what was the sort of attitude that you encountered, you know, in the street if you like? What reaction did you get from people?

A lot of negative reaction from the average French person in the street because I don’t think they’d really seen disabled people, yes, but I don’t think they’d ever seen disabled people thoroughly liberated and just thoroughly enjoying themselves! [Laughs.] And I must admit we were a very happy party on the whole; we went around quite happily. And I know we went round a roundabout the wrong way and the French policeman just threw up his hands in despair and said, ‘Oh, you English’, sort of thing! [Laughs.]

So you drove around and what things did you do on holiday? Visiting places?

We went to see Chartres Cathedral [Cathedral of Chartres], which is something that I have done more recently because I wanted to go back, because I have never forgotten the windows of Chartres Cathedral because they’re mediaeval glass. And that is wonderful because there isn’t a lot of mediaeval glass round here! [Laughs.] And I remembered the windows and I wanted to go back and I went back and it was worth every penny just to see those windows. We also went to Versailles, which I’ve also been back to, so you can tell they had great impact on me because they are one of the things that I had to go back and see. We went to the Eiffel Tower, which caused a riot because one the blokes kissed me underneath the Eiffel Tower and that was fun! And then at teatime he said I’d got a mouth like the Mersey tunnel, which caused another riot! Oh we did laugh! [Laughs.] I mean, it was just so good humoured.  

Did you go up the Eiffel Tower at all?

Yeah I think we did, and I’ve been up it since. I mean, I love Paris. Paris to me is art.  I’ve got a good friend who lives near Paris and I just like Paris. I really, really like Paris. I like Paris, I like Rome. I’ve had some wonderful times in Rome on with friends. But I just love Paris. I like lots. I like the churches La San Chapelle, behind Notre Dame. Notre Dame I find a bit disappointing cos it’s always full of tourists who don’t want to move out of your way and don’t want you to see anything, and I find that very hard going.

So when did you first go to Rome?

Rome I went to because one of the boys that I got to know through dad became a priest. He was a particular friend of mine, a very good friend, and he did his training (his seminary training it would be) in Ireland, and I couldn’t go and see him in Ireland but I went to Rome to see him, and I made lots of friends in Rome through him. And I went several times and I have some very fond memories of Rome. I’ve seen Rome walking; literally being pushed around Rome. A bit like Paris cos I’ve been pushed round Paris as well. And, and I still think it’s the best way to see these places because you really do see them. I mean, you’re on foot, you take your time, you get there and you look round and you observe. And one thing that Guiding always taught me was to observe so I really appreciate some of the places that I’ve seen.

And your early trip to Rome, going around via wheelchair; how did the wheelchair stand up to going around?

Not very well I must say. [Laughs.] There’s loads of funny tales that I always share [inaudible]. I needed a wheelchair to go to Rome because I had my wheelchair checked before I went and he said, ‘Oh you can’t take that chair, it’s gone on a bit [got old]; it’s got a crack in it. We’ll supply you with one’. Well the one he supplied me with was so old it didn’t stand up to the first day in Rome. Both wheels went square as we went off a pavement and caused a little policeman panic because he saw it happening and he thought it was like a Charlie Chaplin film, so did I because my wheels just clanged, both of them.

So they buckled?

Yeah buckled, yeah. But they went back but they were severely not right. So we went to my friend’s from where we was lodging, and where his church was and we said we’d got to get a new wheelchair. So he took us out on the Appian Way out of Rome that evening to a hospital and this priest came out, took one look at me and said, ‘Large Lady,’ and disappeared and brought back a wheelchair that was even older, that wouldn’t even fold up. So we had to tie that to the top of this little Fiat car, which made us twice as high, and we got back with it, untied it, got in with it. Next day we went to the Coliseum and the front wheel dropped off this chair and it rolled between the gutter and it rolled straight between the legs of a priest who had got a hat on and a long, long gown. It bounced on his gown into the [?]. I was the only one that was seeing it because all the helpers were talking. I was doubled up with laughter, I was absolutely nearly squeaking with laughter – it was quite funny. And, it was still rolling when I told them it was gone, the wheel. And they rushed after it. Then a little man came up with a bit of wire from his ice cream van, wanting to tie this wheel in with this bit of wire. Well we couldn’t get it on so I had to cuddle this wheel all the way back to the other side of the Vatican. Cos I mean it was all right, it was only the front wheel, so long as somebody held the back I was perfectly safe; I wasn’t going to fall out cos I mean it was just like pushing it with four wheels on except there was no wheel that side. So we got back with me cuddling the wheel, it was pouring with rain, so I sat in the shower room and bathroom and three hours later they still hadn’t mended it. So we slung the spanner at it. No, we couldn’t mend it. So we decided well what were we going to do? So we tied it on with a crepe bandage. And the next day I went to a papal audience with this bandage on. And I had to say a prayer every five seconds that the wheel wasn’t going to drop off [interviewer speaks] because I was absolutely terrified that the wheel was going to drop off, either in the middle of [laughs] the service, which would have absolutely awful, or when we were moving along the Vatican you see.

So who was the current pope then, Dorcas?

Three popes ago, Pope John something or other.

John Paul?

Pope John the… No, before that, back in the early seventies.

 And what was it like the...
Yeah. And…

.What was it like seeing the -
…the one before the one that only reigned a few short days.

Right. What was it [like] being in the presence of the then pope?

Oh it was wonderful. But I must finish telling you the story about what happened.  The guard said, ‘There’s hundreds of seats for disabled people, afterwards, so I suggest you sit here and we’ll move you at the right moment.’ So I was sat there, which wasn’t our seat number at all, but we were with other disabled people. And then afterwards we moved again. I said a quick prayer so that the wheel didn’t fall off.  And he came round and he looked straight at the bandage on the wheelchair, straight at me, and he said, ‘How are you?’ and ‘Where are you from and how are you?’ So I said England and then I said that I was fine. I mean I was. But he did give the bandage a queer look on my wheelchair. [Laughs.] So we had this problem and we got two more days through with this bandage on and we got really fed up with it. So I sat again in the bathroom, sat on there for three hours and Ken was just about pulling his hair out. That was the fella who come with us to help. He chucked the spanner at it.  The spanner hit a bit of the chair, the nut that we’d been trying to get out all week dropped out and we were able to put it back together again. [Laughs.] But by this time, I’d got a ring of confidence round me bottom from sitting on the loo for too long! [Laughs.] Oh we had some wonderful moments, we really did, I mean the things that I’ve done on these, pumped over cobblestones at Pompeii and had all sorts of adventures. I mean I’ve had a wheelchair collapse in Paris as well when I went on a private visit, and we had to get help. That was quite strange as well cos we were going to Notre Dame that day and Little John’s wife – John who’s helping now – his wife, before they were married, who I meet at camp, was picking up the spokes as she was going along and putting them in her pocket as they were falling out of the wheel! [Laughs.] So, I mean, these adventures are real… I mean, I make people laugh because I have had some tremendous adventures and they all add to joys of living.

And, you know, opportunities to go to different places, see different people and experience the world in that, in that way. So in undertaking the different trips with Phab and with other situations, you were as well getting further involved, were you, in disability issues as we would now describe them?

Yes because I found out in some of the countries, I found out in France and in Italy because I got to know some local people, particularly in Italy they said that the disabled there used to come out at nightfall, just have a quick hurry round and go back home again. You didn’t see them very much in the daytime, in fact only until I used to go [in] my later years, did I actually see any disabled people other than tourists. I saw more disabled people in France because I actually went to Lourdes a number of times, which I also thoroughly enjoyed, but don’t go now. Because I’m not a Roman Catholic. I’m not against [coughs] anything. I’m quite a free thinker where religion is concerned, and I did benefit greatly particularly 22 years ago when my dad died; I went to Lourdes the week he died, because I was already booked to go. And…

What was the atmosphere like at Lourdes?

Very wonderful, if you can get it. Some people found it far too commercialised. But I’ve been to lots of places and, yes, you cannot have that sort of situation without the commercialisation: it comes with it. I mean, the Holy Land where I had a most wonderful time with Phab, was very commercialised. And Lourdes is very commercialised. But there is still a wonderful sense. Hosanna House is not in Lourdes, it’s out of Lourdes, and that’s the most wonderful principled place in rural France that you could ever get. Also you go round a grotto, get away into one of the fields across the other side of the river, and you’re far enough away just to hear the singing and not to hear all the... [inaudible]... that goes on. But it is a most marvellous experience and I’ll tell you why. It’s a very humbling experience because you always see somebody who is much worse that you are and needs help. Well you don’t just see one person; you see lots of people like that. And you see lots of people who are very much in need of help. You see a lot of people who despair as well. But you also see a lot of people who give hope. And somehow all through the commercialisation, all through the despair, there is something there to give you an uplift. In fact I would say that every time I went, although I wasn’t physically cured, I certainly felt better for going. I think it does something for your mental abilities as well. It really refreshes you. You know, I don’t know what it is. It’s not tangible, it just happens. And I don’t know why it happens, I don’t know whether it’s because you’re receptive to it and it just happens or whether it’s prying about it or what it is. I’ve actually met somebody who was cured. I don’t know whether I want to be cured. I have no desire to suddenly become able-bodied for some reason. I think I am satisfied enough with my life as it is not to really want to suddenly be able-bodied. 

And so seemingly this person then gained sufficient strength from a visit to Lourdes to feel differently from what they were?

The first pilgrimage I did was exceptionally hard. Hard because all of them wanted to be cured and were terribly disappointed when they weren’t. And I could have told them that they weren’t necessarily going to get cured in that sort of way. I wasn’t disappointed at all. I was just so grateful for the peace that it gave me. And, as I say, it’s not anything that you can really put a finger on. It’s just being there. I met a young man there and got very friendly with him, but he was so disabled, he so wanted to come and live in Wellingborough with me, and it just wasn’t possible because I needed to have, he couldn’t speak, I needed to talk for him as well as talk for myself, I needed to guide him everywhere. And really, my vicar, who I’ve previously mentioned, said, ‘You’ll take on too much. It’ll become too much and it’ll become a burden and you’re better off without that burden.’ And I think that is really why I’ve possibly not gone back. I could go back and go with a different group; I would like to go back sometime. But I don’t think I could go back and feel as... I don’t think I would feel comfortable because I don’t want to be thinking about this person and I don’t think that’s fair.

And so as the years flowed by, one year followed another, what were your motivations, what kept your outlook as it was?

Being able to go away, being able to be with friends, being able to find new challenges, do new things, help more people, and eventually become a carer for mum as well because when her health started to go I was sort of keeping her going as well as keeping myself going. So life to me has always been one challenge after another, which I grasp when I can, and I’ve also been to some wonderful places, I mean I’ve done lots of things with RADAR [Royal Association for Disability and Rehabilitation], I’ve done world conferences with RADAR, I’ve done conferences with Mobility International, and, you know, there’s been all sorts of things that have kept me going, for which I’m mightily grateful. And after Phab, of course, came my book writing.

RADAR (the Royal Association for Disability and Rehabilitation) and Mobility International then, how did your involvement there come about?  

Well that was something I came across through RADAR and the world conferences. I met somebody who was Mobility International orientated and they got me involved in their things.

So what was the aim of the organisation?

To provide a place to go at a sort of semi-conference level, to go and visit and learn and enjoy as well. So part of it was receiving the information about that country, and part of it was giving, enjoying that country as well. So it was a bit like Phab only it was on a different scale. It was for a much more all-age concept. You know, they weren’t all young people although the majority were young, but we had professional people come and give us talks about disability of that country, about what was being done in that country about all sorts of things. And that was good as well, that was that.  But, although it still exists – I think it still exists – I haven’t been on it for a number of years because it’s expensive, and it’s increasingly difficult to find helpers to go on these things.

So it was an international gathering, what, every year, was it, typically?
Yeah. No I think it was every other year. And whereas when I first started going they had a nucleus of helpers, gradually they’ve lost that nucleus of helpers so things have become more difficult, so you couldn’t go unless you could have a helper because, you know, there had to be enough people to look after the group. But it was like a mini RADAR world conference in a sense. Only it used to target up one country at a time, where RADAR...
[End of recording.]
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