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SYNOPSIS

 

 

As a child growing up in rural Suffolk, I was surrounded by the countryside, in awe of the amazing creation in which I lived. Every Sunday I would attend my village Sunday School where the teachers would give us extracts from the Bible and the Scriptures to study. They would explain them to us, so that we would learn how our world was created and the importance of God in our lives. 

As I grew older, I attended the secondary school where the education and lessons were far more intense, none more so than science. In these lessons, I was educated in the Theory of Evolution and how the world was created over millions of years, which contradicted the stories in the Bible of how God created the world in seven days, resting the last day.

This is just one example of where I became totally confused and started to have so many questions in my mind about the balancing of science and my faith. This, for me, meant that the existence of God had become challenged by the notions of science. From my early teens up until my early thirties, my relationship with God was virtually non-existent. It wasn’t until I had had a serious accident (which totally changed my life) that I reached out to God in prayer for the first time in a very long time and asked for help.

From that day to this, I have felt His existence; indeed, His strength. I have felt guided and yet, despite some unbelievable experiences of the power of faith, I still had these questions at the back of my mind about balancing the Bible with science. My faith carried me to the other side of the world for a life-changing operation. Still dependent on a wheelchair, the healing I received gave me the confidence to travel the world, embracing other faiths. 

In 2019, at the beginning of that year, every single question I had ever had was answered in such a spiritually connected way that it completely changed me and all I had ever been led to believe. 

I felt God’s presence and received the answers to my questions. 
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It was a beautiful warm evening in the late summer of 1988, and I was playing with my children in the garden. We were running around, jumping hurdles, and I was doing hand flips, something I had performed many times, especially as a young soldier and gymnast in the army. But on this occasion, I fell badly, and my body piled hard into the ground, leaving me dazed and feeling the sensations slowly fading away from my body.  As I laid looking at the sky, I realised I had done something bad, and although I tried to get up, nothing seemed to want to move. It was as if I was glued to the ground. It turned out that I had actually broken my neck, which resulted in changing my life beyond comprehension.

It seemed within minutes that the emergency services arrived, and I was taken to hospital. I don’t know why, but I had a sense of calm and, ironically, I think that was because, on two or three occasions prior to the accident, I had dreamt of being paralysed. It was as if I was being prepared for something. After arriving at the hospital, I was carefully moved into A&E, whereupon I was examined, and various tests and scans were carried out.

Then, my head was placed in what I can only describe as a clamp. This clamp was screwed into my skull with a weight on the end which would draw my head away from my body to try to stretch and relieve the pressure on my spine. I laid in a bed with my neck being stretched for six weeks. I was transferred from my local hospital to the National Spinal Injuries Unit at Stoke Mandeville, where specialists in both medical physiotherapy and occupational therapy came together to try to rehabilitate me and teach me how to live my life in a wheelchair. I really struggled with that possibility and became quite rebellious.

Reluctantly, each day I would make my way to the gymnasium or to the various physiotherapy departments and undergo physiotherapeutic exercises to encourage some level of movement and sensation back into my body. On occasion, I would sit with a psychologist and together we would try and balance my mind to focus on a way forward to help me come to terms with the way I would now have to live my life, the activities I would have to let go of, and the few activities I might embrace to go forward.

The more I talked and listened, the more hopeless my situation felt. At times, I would literally collapse on the bed, exhausted as the simplest of tasks would drain me. I remember one night, lying on the bed in total silence, closing my eyes and praying for the first time in a very long time. I prayed to God to say that I felt like I had totally ruined my life, and there was no way forward, so I gave myself to Him.

For the rest of that year I focused on physiotherapy, occupational therapy, hydrotherapy and trying to regain some of the sensations and movements back into my body, up until the point in November of 1989, where it was assessed that I was as rehabilitated as much as I could possibly be. 

I was discharged from the hospital to go home to try to find a totally new way of life, to readjust, see my children, and be in a wheelchair. It was so hard knowing that I couldn’t be as physically capable with them as I had been before, but I was determined to be the best I could possibly be, as a Dad and father to them.

In a strange sense, because of my physical situation, I became more patient, more of a listener, and slowly learned that it was far easier to explain myself through the understanding of the way people saw me and to take away their underlying concerns on how to approach me. Needless to say, over a period of time, I felt a change within myself. I wasn’t the gung-ho type of person who would go in “all guns blazing”. I had a sense of calm within me, becoming more focused. More focused on situations and problems and becoming a listener.

In the village where I live, there is a Church and two Chapels: a Church of England Church, a Baptist Chapel, and a Methodist Chapel. I used to attend the Church, and for the first time in a very long time, I actually went to a service. As I sat listening to the sermon, I couldn’t help but feel a strange sense of relief coming over me, a connection if you like, to the point that after the sermon I went to the preacher who was a really sweet, kind lady with a gentle face. I explained that I would like to talk more with her, if possible. As a result, some days later, there was a knock at my door and there stood the minister from our church, Mary. As we sat there talking, and her embracing me within the depth of faith, I noticed that she started to cry. Her tears were not from anxiety, nor stress, but had a sense of peace about them, like something was being released from her. It astounded me, that as she talked, I felt I wanted that sense of peace. I really wanted what she had.

At the end of our conversation, as she got up to leave, she came across and put her hand on my shoulder. She blessed me, and after she left, I felt the tears slowly starting to run down my face, and I couldn’t understand why. I wasn’t sad, nor feeling depressed, but I had a great sense of emotion and didn’t fully understand the cause of my tears. All I knew was that I was hungry for more.

As time progressed through the 1990's, I began to rehabilitate myself, becoming more focused. I had a sense of drive about everything, and the slightest movement or sensation that I got back encouraged me to work harder. Every day I would do physiotherapy and become as independent as I possibly could by working out. I converted my garage into a gymnasium using pipework to make parallel bars, and an old bench was converted into a workout bench. I did weights and exercises every day to try and build up stamina and strength. I would propel my wheelchair, sometimes for as much as a mile every day, to build up the strength in my arms to enable me to lift and transfer myself from bed to a chair, chair to car, and give me a greater independence in life. My constant focus was on being a better father to my children.

For the first part of the 1990's, I worked really hard at trying to rehabilitate myself. Every day I would go out to the gym doing weights, bench work, and bench presses, and I would stand in between the parallel bars and focus, wondering if I would ever be able to stand up within them. The only exercise I could do at this time was work on my bench or stand in my standing frame which supported me totally. I could propel my wheelchair up the road. Depending on how tired I became by the end of the day, it would determine how much I could do the next day. I could never quite get that constant balance, because like most people, I would work hard on a good day, and end up paying for it the next.

I worked hard in the gym, and it was a very good way to maximise the limited mobility that I had. The exercising helped me to maintain a fitness level, which in turn, enhanced my health. However, I needed more: I needed mental stimulation as well. I didn’t want to just sit and look out of the window and vegetate each day.  In the early 1990's, the internet became more available and as a result, I bought a computer. I taught myself to use it and began to surf the internet. Here, I could gain information about disability, accessibility, and the laws that surrounded it, and found myself being drawn into understanding exactly what was expected of companies in relation to their duty towards people with disabilities. 

When the 2004 Disability Rights Act came into force, I was quite amazed to find that it was such a grey area. Basically, there were limited guidelines given by the Government for service providers to follow in order to enable them to give access to people with disabilities. They had to make reasonable adjustments to their premises and their services to ensure that people with disabilities could access the service they provided. This was exceptionally difficult because there were many types of services with many forms of provision that would give people with disabilities information.

But of course, there are many forms of disability, people with varying levels of ability, and it was going to be virtually impossible to accommodate all those needs. I started to ask around some smaller companies in my area about what they intended to do to provide this service. Most literally came back saying, “We’re not sure what is really expected of us”. 

I then began to study the law itself and what it would entail, so I decided to get more involved with that. I am certainly not a business mind, but I felt that if I took the charitable approach and tried to explain what my level of ability was and what facilities I required, using myself as a guinea pig and as it were, it would give them some insight into the level of service and facility they needed to provide. 

I was astounded at the response I had. I was welcomed with open arms. Doors were opening around me all the time. The more companies I approached; the more people were listening. The reason behind this was quite simple: they had nowhere to go to ask these questions. I began to approach bigger national companies, supermarket chains, DIY superstore chains, major high street department store names. I slowly began to learn that they felt more threatened by the Act, as opposed to feeling they could provide a service that would give them a completely different customer base. 

Often, I would sit with them and discuss the possibilities of the service that they could provide, indicating the types of things that people such as myself needed to get around their facilities. We talked about how we could work out a balance of service by enabling them to provide a safe, accessible environment, and facilities (such as toilets, good signage, and induction loops for the hard of hearing) being installed. I explained that if they could cater for severe disability, they would cater for all disabilities.  More importantly, it was in staff training their approach to customers that would also help people with hidden disabilities, like anxiety, that I could see was vital.

Together we would devise a programme that would work, and as I put together this programme of information, I was being contacted by other companies. The programme focused on accessibility, ensuring that once people were on the premises, they could access services to their fullest abilities. A key issue of this was staff training and communication, and understanding that not all disabilities are physical.

The introduction of good signage for the visually impaired, and induction loops for people with hearing disabilities are the key to making a successful service, but without staff training and communication, they are meaningless. To understand that some people suffer from anxiety and mental health issues, and that they could be approached in such a way that they felt calm in the environment, then they would slowly open up and be free to access the service, which was available to everyone, feeling part of the community.

I found myself on a campaign trail, doing interviews with BBC Radio Suffolk, going on other BBC radio stations, and encouraging companies to provide these services. When I was asked about the fees, I would be charging for this type of information, I explained that I just wanted a better world for everyone, and if they would like to make a donation to a charity that, the donation itself would be payment enough just for me to share the information I had about myself.

My campaign road lasted 10 years, and I found myself setting up seminars where I would invite companies and disability groups to introduce themselves to each other and to explain how to fulfil people’s needs and make the best use of the facilities that they should make available. As a result, doors were opening up and down the country. I was working towards a better world which people like me could begin to access again. 

Big company names were approaching me: a representative from Harrods of London asked me to go and assess the store for the facilities they had provided. DIY chains, supermarkets, high street names, hotels, and restaurants, all these organisations were coming to me, but I hadn’t forgotten about the smaller companies. I would have various conversations with hotels and restaurants, all asking what facilities would work best for people and how they could protect themselves against liability under the Disability Rights Act.    

Often, I would visit a hotel and explain the difference between an adapted room and a wheelchair accessible room. I would explain that it’s not as easy as putting up a handrail, and that there are other things required to ensure that not only could a person in a wheelchair have an enjoyable stay, but also feel safe and in control of the environment that they are staying in.

This campaign trail led me to be introduced to the bigger companies and people of a higher level, directors, and company chairmen: people who could make a difference. I think it was because my approach was purely that of education, not persecution, nor that could lead to prosecution. Basically, my approach was one that would enable companies to adapt and comply with, what were then considered to be, reasonable adjustments. 

Because I was in direct contact with senior members of companies, they were the people who could make the decisions and, as a result, changes were being made. They were astounded when they realised that my intentions were purely to create a better world and a better environment for people with disabilities, and that I was not out for profit. The donations flowed, and by the end of my campaign, the amount I had raised and given away was astonishing. It wasn't just money; it was also equipment that was given, which I was able to pass this on to the various disability groups around East Anglia, where it could be used best.

A prime example of that is that I was approached by a DIY chain. One of their directors asked whether if I was to be given a number of ex-display kitchens, could I make use of them and find them a home. My reply was, “Most certainly!”. He said, “That’s good, because we have a warehouse full of them, and you are welcome to use them!” 

So, my first challenge was to find a location where I could store numerous kitchens before distributing them to various locations that could make use of them. What happened, as so often does in these circumstances, is that the answers just came to me, and with that, the solution to the problems that I was dealing with, such as the problem of finding storage space for an unbelievable amount of kitchen units.

I went in search of a large, dry building that could accommodate a large amount of kitchen units. I contacted a farmer friend of mine who had recently retired from dairy farming but stayed in the farm. I explained the situation and the problem I had. He too, as a Christian, was more than happy to help, and offered me his massive grain store. He told me I was welcome to use it free of charge, and that he would do anything he could to help me with the storage. By this time, I had made many friends in the world of campaigning. Let’s not forget, as I said from the start, disabilities are not just physical but also mental and often hidden. One of the friends I had made was a counsellor who had worked in drug rehabilitation. An amazing guy, with the patience of a saint.

He was involved in the process of converting an old building into small flats for young addicts to be rehabilitated. Needless to say, one of the things he needed was kitchens. So, I contacted him and asked him if he could kindly get some of the young people under his care to come over and assist in the unloading of the containers. I would gladly donate the kitchens he needed to enable him to complete his project on the flats much sooner. He jumped at the opportunity, and that following day, as the container arrived, he came with several helpers to assist with the offloading. They were enthusiastic, and I was amazed to see that they had gained a sense of achievement with the possibility of new goals, thanks to the support of his counselling. On that first container, there were also five mobility scooters. These had also been donated because they were no longer required in store.

I managed to raise the funding for the scooters to be serviced and to ensure they were safe for use.  I was introduced to numerous people with various disabilities who had a great need for mobility scooters, but not the money to purchase one for themselves. So, the scooters were then donated to a workshop facility which could offer to loan them to different people and allow them to have a better standard of life. 

I recall on one such occasion at a seminar where I was approached by a lady who thanked me for the donation of her mobility scooter. I said I was pleased to help and hoped it would be of assistance to her.  She smiled and said: 

“It’s the difference between whether I go to church or I have to stay at home, because the journey is just a little bit too far for me to walk.”

That conversation and the smile on her face made me feel that the things I do are really worthwhile, and that encouraged me never to give up on the fight for the rights and accessibility of people with disabilities.

I was also asked on a number of occasions to join various companies who were putting together a committee of people representing disability associations. The object was for them to establish what facilities they may need to supply to enable full accessibility to their premises and services in order to fulfil the Disability Rights Act adequately. 

I found my patience running out, not with the companies but with the people from the disability associations!  More often than not, all they had done in these meetings was present problems, and I would emphasize that the reason we were there was to find solutions.

Of course, over the years of campaigning, I spoke with literally thousands of people with various forms of disability. A huge majority of these people had the same goal. All wanted a better life for those like themselves, to work towards access for all, and for the opportunity to be part of a community. Yet, there were a few individuals who would frustrate me. These were the people who used their disability to get what they wanted from life. I strongly believe that we should adapt our lives to get what we can from our disabilities.
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The disability campaigning took a great deal of my time but didn’t stop me from focusing on my own personal rehabilitation and I always felt that, within that, I had some level of guidance. For example, I had designed and manufactured parallel bars six months before I knew I could even stand up. They stood at the bottom of my garden for a complete six months, yet I just knew the day would come when I needed them. 

It was one summer afternoon. I sat in the garden with the sun on my face, just meditating on the things that had happened and the things I wanted to do, when something told me to go down the bottom of the garden and stand in the parallel bars. At the time, I was totally alone in the house, so if anything had happened, there was no one to call and no one to help. I wheeled down to the bottom of the garden and positioned my wheelchair up under the bars, feet on the ground. I slowly leant forward and grabbed the handrails as best as I could. 

I gently pushed down on my legs and was amazed to feel my body lift itself. It went completely upright, and I stood up between the bars. I was in such a state of shock when I looked down at myself, that I collapsed back in the wheelchair. Within seconds, I composed myself and did it again, and then again and again and again. I was convinced that this was a big step in the journey of my healing, telling myself that this was the next phase towards walking. My knees were locking sufficiently enough to stop my body from moving like a pendulum between the bars.

I would go through the motions of standing and sitting for hours on end, each time strengthening my knees just a little bit more, which in turn would build up my legs. I wasn’t physically able to take a step, and I had no other sensations in my legs, other than the fact that when I stood it was like an automatic reaction for my legs to lock. It was quite a while before I could stand for any length of time, but as I progressed, the time standing would increase until it got to the point where I could stand for as much as thirty seconds to a minute before my arms got tired and my legs weakened, and I had to sit down.

I felt that the next stage from standing was to try to take a step, but I couldn’t let go of the bars to take a step as my legs just couldn’t take the weight. So, as an engineer, I sat and designed myself a type of walking frame that could give me the support of the parallel bars yet enable me to move forwards with a rear mounted seat so that if I fell back, the seat would catch me and stop me falling on the floor. 

It was well over a year before I’d completed the design and found a company that could manufacture the actual frame for me. Fortunately, there was a charity I had been involved with that assisted me with the finance of the purchasing, development, and manufacture. When the walking frame arrived at my house, I remember looking at it, focusing and telling myself that this was the next phase of my rehabilitation and that was what I was moving forward.

It took me nearly six years to achieve this much through constantly working out, through exercise, working with leg weights, arm weights, benches, pedal machines, electronic stimulation, and acupuncture. Every minute of every day that I worked out was rewarded by knowing that I could soon be taking one step forward. 

Over the coming years, this progressed to the point where I was actually beginning to take semi-steps, but I wasn’t exactly stepping forward with my complete leg. By lifting my hip and sliding my leg through and dropping it, I could then put some weight on it and ease the frame forwards on its wheels (without letting go of the bars) enough to take a second step, and again on the other leg: lifting my hip and the wheel, so my leg would oscillate forward. In a sense. I was teaching myself to walk in a totally different way. 

I worked hard for
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