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his career when he was cruelly
struck down with polio. Thirty
years on he now believes that
salutary brush with death was
one of the best things that ever
happened to him
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as surely as 1 had been g

polio. But polio had ¢
vivor, and here
} remarried and
dramas of myv 20s and early 308
decades enabled me to puisuic my pr
as a BBC radio producer, literary editor and

Disability was a fact of my hii
more than that. Scott Fitzgerald
Ernest Hemingway: “The rich are differe
which Hemingway replied: *Yes. they |
money.” I somebody had suggested
disabled were ditferent, I would
they have less mobility.”

Leaving aside the anxieties associa
Late Effects of Polio, I no longer v
simply as a thief that came in the nig
ago and took away half my body. We ¢o
sometimes amicably, at other tin
better or worse. lts Jong-term effect was
my life a sense of direction ot might oth
have lacked bad. Like others who've brushed v
death, Talways have a seeret !
have been spared for a purpose. T eannot digs
this fecling by calling it religious: s, U aty
merely superstitious. Yet it has sustained
through some durk times,
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e day I nearly
ied was the day
[ began to live

TONY GOULD was a young
Gurkha officer at the peak of
his career when he was cruelly
strick down with polio. Thirty
years on he now believes that
salutary brush with death was
oree of the best things that ever
happened to him
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olio has been both one of the
& worst and one of the best expe-
riences of my life. When I got it
it seemed like the worst thing
that could possibly have hap-
pened. It was in Hongkong in
1959 and I was 20, a National
Service officer in the Brigade of
G urx\naa One moment | was playing football, the
next T was in a hospital ward, flat on my back,
struggling for breath, When they lifted me out of

bed, T eried out with pain. But when they lowered

me into a box with a yawning lid, pain turned to
terror. Was this was my coffin? Wete they bury-
ing me alive?

I swore at the doctors, but they persisted, forc-+

ing a tube down my throat and clamping the box

tight shut around my neck, so that I lay there like
s assistant- with only my head exposed.. .
The coffin was, in fact, a tank respirator or ‘iron:

a conjurer’

lung” — and it was to be my home for the best

part of & month. I watched the world go by ina

mirror set at an angle above my head. There was
also a glass shelf, for a book to be placed on, so
that I could read if someone turned the pages.
After a couple of weeks, the Royal Army Med-
ical Corps colonel in charge of my case came to
1l me he was taking me off the ‘danger list’. T
_4sn’taware I’d been on it. He remarked casual-

ly: “l suppose you know what’s wrong with

you...” Until then it hadn't pccurred to me that it
might bave a name. I knew nothing about polio.

i learned that
Iy an intestinal infection, if the virus gets into the
bioodstream and attacks the nerves in the spine,
it cuts off the impulses from the brain to the mus-
cles, which then wither and die. The resulting
patalysis might or might not be temporary,
depending on the extent of the damage.

"The first six months are critical in terms of recov-
ery, but you may make progress at a slower rate for
up to twa years after the attack. T was lucky. My ini-
tial recovery was rapid, and within two months 1
was strong enough to be flown back to England.

I had been abroad for nearly two years,
Although my father had been flown to Hongkong
to see me while T was still on the danger list, I was
;‘35\‘(“110|<)?§m;vi\ unprepared to meet my family. In

my fantasies | might have imagined returning

home a wounded hero, certainly not an invalid.

“here were adjustments to be made on both
seets. My maother, who'd had a premonition of
disaster when 1'd first flown out to Malaya, now
had to face the fact that her son might be a hfelong
cripple. My ten-year-old sister feared that I would
be unrecognisable and was relieved to discover
that [ could stil] tease her the way I'd always done.
But it would be a while before I'd ‘be physically
fit enough to return home.

Adter six months of intensive phvsmthudpy in
hospital, 1 took my first faltering steps on crutch-
es, with the weaker of my legs encased in a
caliper. It was like walking on-stilts. My parents
took me out for a celebratory dinner at a nearby
hotel. It was my first excursion and 1 insisted on
kmmnp;m'ying my father on a short walk round
the garden. It was a cool evening but 'when we
returned, sweat was running off me.

At that stage 1 believed — [ had to belicve —
that T would make a complete recovery. But that
ittusion was shattered when the chief medical
officer of the RAF rehabilitation centre to which
I’d been sent told me he didn’t think there was
much more they could do for me. I was dumb-

founded. Every professional I'd encountered had -

encouraged me fo believe that I would, eventual-
ly, walk unaided. Now this man was calmly
telling me that T couldn’t expect to make much

t polio is caused by a virus. Initial- -
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more progress. I was being
Army with a disability pﬂl’lbi
was now complete: I wasa ¢

As cripples went, however . was not- pdmcu»
larty unsightly. Indeed, a squadxon -leader who'd
lost both his fegs endeared himself to me by
remarking,’ Hmmm. tall, dark and with an inter-
esting limp...”

[ began to perceive dimly that there was more
to life than youth and strength. If I couldn’t devel-
op my body. T would have to develop my mind. I
had left school at 16; now 1 would go to univer-

* sity and educate myself,

t this point I reacted againist
the conservatism of my
upbringing and professed
myself a socialist, causing

known you’d feel like that,’
my father said, ‘T wouldn’t
Al éa=have wasted all that money
‘;endmg you to pubhg school.” I fell in love with a
gitl whom I remembered as a flat-chested 14-year-
old but who'd grown curvaceous in my absence,
and annoyed her parents by keeping her out late (by
wiy of revenge, they privately dubbed me ‘Lnng
John Silver’).

I' drove my first adapt;d car, whxch had a
notice, then obhgatorv saying, ‘Disabled Driver,
, with such ferocity that my
rural neighbours were wont to mutter into their
pints, ‘Disabled driver? Sticling Moss, more like,’

Hankering after the old life made me choosc to
g0 to the School Of Oriental And African Studies
at London University to study Hindi after doing
my GCE A-levels by correspondence course. Per-
haps I would be able to return to the East, with
another language to supplement the Gurkhah I'd
learnt in the Army. I soon realised my mistake. M y
interests were pulling me in another direction. So
ended up at Cambridge reading English instead.

That was the watershed. At Cambridge 1 took

tension in the family. ‘If I'd
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_waizzying as leaming to walk agais. But in pro-
 viding me with a a goal at such a crucial lm e of my
life, polio had done me an cnormous i

In the same month and year (April 1959
contracted the disease in Hongkong, the
ham City and England international fooibaic

Hall died of pofio in this country. By that tim
anti-polio vaeccine discovered by Jonas S:
been available here for a couple of years, but the
take-up was slow. Hall’s death changed tha
overnight and clinics were set up alf over the UK,

Not long afterwards Albert Sabin developed (he
oral polio vaccine, which proved casier to admin-
ister. It was used for the first time in Britain during
the Hull epidemic of 1961 — the last serious out-
break in this country.

As & result of these vaccines, polio is large
thing of the past in Europe and the Americas
least. Tt is still rife in India and the Far East, as
well as in parts of Africa, despite continuing
efforts by the World Health Organisation and
Rotary International to eradicate it.

For anyone under the age of 30, polio is part of
prehistory. But for polio ‘survivors’, polio is not a
thing of the past. Not only do we live with what-
ever degree of paralysis it caused. we also face a
new threat, the so-called Post-Polio Syndrome, or
Late Effects of Polio, which range from new mus-
cular weakness, reminiscent of the initial attack,
to extreme ME-like fatigue.

My belief that my polio was not a progressive,
degenerative disease was thrown into doubl. for
30 years L betieved that I had put polio behind e,
I might walk with a caliper and a stick {afier 20
years I switched to two sticks and dropped the
caliper), but at least 1 could walk. After univer-
sity I went out into the world of work and just got
on with my life.

_ I'had also got married although, in retrospect,
my firstmarriage was a very Sixties affair, almost
casually embarked upon, after a whirlwind
rormance. Two children swiftly followed, and then
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