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Preface





Blind for most of his life, John Wilson did more than anyone else has done to cure and prevent blindness. In his later years, he sought to apply that experience to the prevention of disability in general. He changed more people’s lives for the better than many others who have claimed to benefit humanity.


I never met him. I only became aware of his work in 2001 when I was appointed non-executive chairman of Sight Savers International, an international non-governmental organization which he did so much to create and build. His name is well known, indeed famous, to people who work on problems of visual impairment. By any standards, his achievements rate comparison with those of other great humanitarians. I have therefore asked myself why I was ignorant of him until I became involved in this field. It is uncomfortable for me to admit it but I fear that my mind, perhaps like the minds of most people, was closed to the problems of disability for the selfish reason that I had not experienced them either directly or through close acquaintances. A failure of imagination and understanding cuts us off from a large area of human life. The discovery of what disability actually means, and how disabled people deal with it, can become a humbling, thought-provoking and even stimulating and inspiring experience.


This book should perhaps have been written by a visually impaired person, for he or she would certainly have had more insight into Wilson’s experience of being blind than I can bring to the task. But blindness was only one aspect of his life. He was a man of action, a global traveller with an extraordinary sensitivity to the unseen world around him, an internationalist, a leader, a source of profound inspiration to many people, an accomplished speaker, a husband, father and grandfather, a puckish humorist and a lover of  life. And of course he had his faults. To some of these things I hope I can bring insights.


I have learned a certain amount about visual and other impairments in the last few years, though probably not enough to have entirely avoided language of a kind that may irritate some disabled people who read this account. If so, my apologies to them in advance. As the world has become more conscious of the nature and scale of disability and as attention has become more focused on the rights of disabled people, so the language used in discussion of these issues has become more important. References to ‘the blind’ or ‘the disabled’ offend because they imply a group of people who are separate from the rest of the human race, and ignore their personality and humanity. This is not a matter of political correctness. The words used affect the attitude of the user to a person described in this way. If we think of people largely in terms of their impairments, we do close our minds to their personality, which is invariably more significant and important. As John Wilson often said, ‘First, I am a person. Second, I am disabled.’


But this consciousness of the language used in the discussion of disability is a relatively recent phenomenon, just as the consciousness of disability as an issue of human rights is recent, too. In writing this book, I have taken the view that it would be un-historical to change the language used by Wilson and others in earlier times. Their words must stand. But it is unlikely that any reader will consider that Wilson himself was guilty of not seeing disability in its proper perspective. He was one of the earliest campaigners for the rights of disabled people. He often said that his own blindness was just a nuisance, nothing more. As will be seen, he lived and worked as though he meant what he said.


In one way it is an advantage that I never met him. His was a powerful personality. The power was felt by all who met him. As with other such people, his charisma created a myth. An objective biography must try to penetrate that myth: an easier task if one has not been directly influenced by it.


The materials I have used are unusual. For much of his life Wilson kept a diary in Braille. In his latter years he recorded extracts from this diary on tape, adding reflections and comment as he did so. He excluded from the tapes the parts of the diary that he felt to be too intimate or sensitive to publish. I have not attempted to pry into the unrecorded parts of the diary, not just because I do not  read Braille but because, in the case of someone who died so recently (1999), an invasion of that kind risks distress to those who were closest to him. I do not for a moment believe that the unrecorded parts contain the kind of revelations that are so beloved of the tabloid press. I doubt that, if I read them, I would need to change my account of the man and his work in any substantial way.


For there are other rich sources. In addition to the tapes, which Jean Wilson, John’s widow, kindly made available to me (so that I have been able to listen to his voice for many hours), there is much written material. John Wilson says comparatively little on the tapes about his work because he was a prolific writer of memoranda, reports, articles, speeches and letters and, naturally enough, saw no reason to repeat their content in his diaries. The mass of his written work lies unregistered in the archives of Sight Savers International where I have studied it. For the period of his life before the organization which became Sight Savers was established, there are valuable papers both in the National Archives at Kew and in the archives of the Royal National Institute of the Blind, the latter also, for the relevant period, being unregistered. Since so much of this material is not registered, and precise references to documents are not therefore possible, this book is not peppered with footnotes. The location of documents that are quoted will usually be evident from the context. Where Wilson’s own words are quoted, they come from the tapes unless otherwise stated.


I have talked to well over sixty people, from many parts of the world, who did know John Wilson: to his widow, Jean, and other members of his family, to colleagues with whom he worked in Britain and overseas, to friends and critics. The picture that emerges from all these sources of the man and his work is remarkably consistent.


The book is only broadly chronological. The first two chapters, discussing Wilson’s education and upbringing and then his early employment and the events that led to the creation of an organization for dealing with blindness overseas, do progress chronologically. But in Chapters Three and Four, I have adopted a thematic approach, the first dealing with his focus in the 1950s and 1960s on Africa, and the second with his later campaign against blindness in Asia. This handling makes, I think, for clarity, but it needs to be borne in mind that his interests spread across the world and that on any given day he could be dealing with Accra, Calcutta, Hong  Kong, Moscow or New York, or virtually anywhere else for that matter. Chapters Five and Six follow new general themes that relate to the second part of his life and work. Chapter Seven suspends the story of his work and considers instead the man in the round; while Chapter Eight assesses his legacy, his achievements and their consequences for today.




 





My book is not a public relations exercise for Sight Savers or for the International Agency for the Prevention of Blindness or for Impact, all organizations with which Wilson’s name will long be connected. They are perfectly capable of presenting their own case to the world. But it is an account, I hope objective, of how they came into being and developed. The story of international non-governmental organizations is for the most part an admirable one, if largely untold. I believe that, in Britain at least, we would benefit from more published work on how these bodies grew from disparate origins into the highly influential and effective instruments that so many of them now are. Perhaps this account will contribute to that work.


I have no medical training or background. Any medical terms which are used are explained in a way that I, and therefore others, can readily understand. If, despite checks carried out by some who have kindly read this text, there are still errors, that is my fault.


The organization which began life as the British Empire Society for the Blind, and which today is called Sight Savers International, was also known by two other names in the course of its development. I shall explain these changes in their proper place. But, to avoid burdening the account with the repetition of cumbersome titles, I shall refer to the organization wherever possible simply as ‘the Society’.


I am very grateful to Jean Wilson for encouraging me to write this book and for her help with materials, as I am to others in the Wilson family. I have been determined to write as objectively as I can about John Wilson, as I have said, and they have unfailingly respected that determination. I hope they will find the outcome, in the round, an accurate portrayal. I also thank Richard Porter, Bjorn Thylefors, Carl Kupfer, Donald McLaren, Miriam Benn and Gorindappa Venkataswamy for reading and commenting on various parts of the book, as I thank, though not by name because the list is too long, all those who spoke to me about their memories and assessments of Wilson’s life and work. 


In my searches in the archives, I have benefited from the professional assistance of staff at the National Records Office at Kew, the Royal National Institute of the Blind and Sight Savers International and I express my gratitude to them.


Any profits from this book which would normally go to the author will be divided equally between Sight Savers International and Impact.


It is largely in the conviction that the personality and achievements of John Wilson should not go unrecorded, particularly in an age when much shallower personalities and accomplishments so easily achieve ‘celebrity’ status, if only for a fleeting period, that I have written what follows.



















Chapter 1


A Different Upbringing





One rainy morning in late October 1931, a twelve-year-old boy, John Wilson, walked as usual from his home in Murchinson Street, Scarborough, to his school – the Scarborough High School for Boys. The day’s timetable included a chemistry class. The pupils were to carry out an experiment. Wilson later described what happened: ‘There was a rubber tube leading into a retort filled with water. The idea was that the oxygen, when it was produced, would come bubbling up into the water. It was my turn to heat the test-tube with a Bunsen burner. I was sitting on a high stool very close to it, playing the blue flame from the Bunsen burner on to the test-tube when it suddenly exploded. The chemicals had been wrongly labelled and produced an explosive mixture. It must have been quite an explosion because they say it shattered whole rows of bottles and wrecked part of the room.’ A classmate confirms this: ‘There was a huge bang. We got peppered with glass. Everybody was bleeding. I got some glass in my face, but they managed to remove it.’ One boy present was blinded in one eye. John Wilson was blinded in both.


The school building has been used for various purposes in the last seventy years and now houses the School of Creative Arts of the Yorkshire Coast College of Further and Higher Education. It has been much refurbished and modernized but in the corner of one classroom there remain some of the sinks and cupboards of the old chemistry laboratory, clearly the area where the accident happened. Wilson remembered being carried downstairs after the accident and taken to hospital, though he soon lost consciousness. ‘When I woke up, there was no pain. All I could see was a ragged star-shaped ink pattern like an ink-blot.’ His parents – George, a Methodist minister, and Norrie – arrived. His mother kissed the only part of his face not covered by bandages. John stayed in the hospital until Christmas 1931, when Norrie insisted that he should come home. 


Wilson always said in later life that he did not at the time think of the event as tragic. It was, he said, catastrophic for his parents and much effort was spent in soothing their anxieties. But his own attitude was more one of accepting his blindness as a fact and entering with energy and zeal into a life of which blindness was only a part. A sighted person may find that hard to believe, but others who lost their sight at a young age have said similar things.


Jacques Lusseyran was a French underground resistance leader during the Second World War. He survived incarceration in the Buchenwald concentration camp for fifteen months and eventually became a university professor in the United States. He was blinded when seven years old, in a school accident like John Wilson, and in the same year. He wrote in his autobiography that he thanked heaven for making him blind then, at a time when the habits of body and mind had not yet been formed, when the body was still ‘infinitely supple, capable of making just the movement the situation calls for and no other; ready to settle with life as it is, ready to say yes to it.’ ‘Grown-up people,’ he adds, ‘forget that children never complain against circumstances … For an eight-year-old, what “is” is always best … A child’s courage is the most natural thing in the world … A child does not think about the future, and so is protected from a thousand follies and nearly every fear’ (And There Was Light, Floris Books, 1985).


The case of the blind philosopher and activist, Martin Milligan, is admittedly different in that he lost his sight at eighteen months. But his retrospective comments chime with those of Wilson. He did not regard it as a terrible blow, nor a devastating deprivation: blindness just did not seem to be a problem for him as a young child. He took it for granted and learned to live with it (On Blindness by Bryan Magee and Martin Milligan, OUP, 1995).


There is another reason why Wilson did not feel the full impact of the event in his youth. Although he was totally blinded by the accident, and never saw again, a distinguished ophthalmologist led him to believe that there was a good chance that he might recover. Later in his life Wilson practically never complained about his blindness, but this false prospectus did leave bitter feelings. ‘It was a very cruel thing to do because it must have been perfectly obvious at that time that there was no chance of recovery. I was for a time something of a visitor to the world of the blind.’ The uncertainty  made his subsequent rehabilitation and the learning of Braille considerably more difficult because he long laboured under the impression that his blindness was a temporary phase. Not until his late teens did he begin to accept that it was irreversible. Unsurprisingly, he came to insist always that ophthalmologists should tell their patients the truth.


Before the accident John’s father, George, had already announced his intention of preaching the following Sunday on the biblical text ‘All things work together for good for them that love God, to them that are called, according to His purpose’ (Romans 8.28). Following this severe blow to the family, those around him suggested that he might prefer not to preach at all, or at any rate not use that text. George insisted that he would deliver his sermon as planned, a statement of faith and optimism in the face of adversity which his son would remember and return to.


George Henry Wilson was born in 1872 into a farming and lead-mining family. He married Norrie (Leonora Carrick) in 1901. As a child, John Wilson was brought up in a series of manses – in Nottingham, Chorlton near Manchester, Bakewell in Derbyshire, Scarborough in Yorkshire and Belper in Derbyshire. The Methodist influence was a significant strand in his upbringing. Although later on he would have a distinct leaning towards Anglicanism, there was a tension between this and his Methodist roots. He would, for example, always feel slightly guilty about having an alcoholic drink for there was never any liquor in his parents’ house.


Norrie was a busy, amusing person, devoted to her children. She, more than anyone, regarded John’s blindness as a disaster. She came from a musical family and was an accomplished pianist. George was distinctly eccentric, dithery and absent-minded to a fault. One winter evening when he was preaching in chapel the police arrived. Doubtless apologizing for the interruption, they asked him to switch on the lights of his car which he had parked inappropriately. He walked out of chapel, got into the car and absentmindedly drove home, leaving his congregation in extended ignorance of his whereabouts.


A man of strong faith, he was an unusual Methodist minister. He was a keen botanist. But his great passion was archaeology. He was President of the Peakland Archaeological Society; he formed the Peakland Explorers Club whose members conducted expeditions to the caves of the Peak District; and he published two small books  and several articles on caving and archaeology in Peakland. He was once told that he should not be in the Church at all since he spoke of events of ten thousand years ago which, some sectors of the Church still considered, was inconsistent with the biblical dating of the creation of the world.


One evening in 1924 when John was five years old he was woken in bed to be told that his father and brother, Ernest, had come home with a great treasure. ‘There, on a carpet, glittering in the firelight, was a silver Saxon cross of St Bertram, Saxon jewellery and piles of Saxon coins. It was all packed up later in a large cardboard box and sent to the British Museum. A treasure-trove enquiry resulted in all of it being claimed for the Crown.’ The discovery had been made at St Bertram’s cave inside a rock cliff called Beeston Tor in the Manifold Valley, in Staffordshire. It was of some significance for the Anglo-Saxon period of British history and received much media attention at the time, locally, then nationally, primarily through the Daily Mail, and then internationally. Although most of the items passed to the British Museum, George was allowed to keep a few pieces and received some £70 in recognition of the historical value of his find.


As a small boy John Wilson took part in some of his father’s archaeological work and continued to accompany him after his accident when his task was to sift with his fingers through piles of debris in search of fossils, pottery and ancient coins. Ernest, who was seventeen years older, and of whom John was particularly fond, was a keen member of these caving parties. John was the youngest member of the family, and there were three sisters who were a good deal older, but with whom he remained close. Much later he recalled how, following his accident, his sister, Joan, used to take him for walks at night through the streets of Scarborough until he developed enough confidence to go out in daylight.


George’s predilection for collecting went beyond his archaeological finds. He was an avid collector of books and would buy whole lots of miscellaneous items in order to acquire the books contained in them. He once returned home with a life-size plastic statue of a nude woman. His wife refused to have it in the house, so he put it in the coalshed where it became blacker and blacker in the dust until it eventually disintegrated. A second acquisition was a large hemisphere map in a frame which was propped up by John’s bed, where father and son would trace long, imaginative journeys  across Africa and India. Much of the young boy’s life would be spent in travelling to these two parts of the world.


Speaking years afterwards of his childhood, Wilson remembered nothing of the house the family occupied in Nottingham, and had only vague memories of the one near Manchester – not surprisingly since he was only some five years old when they moved to the manse in Bakewell, Derbyshire. But he had vivid memories of this house and of pre-accident Scarborough. ‘When I think of Bakewell, and the early days in Scarborough, I see them in full colour. Places we lived in subsequently I think of in terms of sound, and, just occasionally, when I do manage to think of them visually, in monochrome.’


He recalled the ‘fine, square house in Haddon Road, Bakewell, looking out onto a recreation ground with the blue River Wye wandering through it’. There was a sizeable garden, which George cultivated expertly, framed by a large hedge. The heady perfume of yellow and gold flowers remained a distinct memory in Wilson’s mind. At a deep bend of the river he caught minnows and sticklebacks in a jar and kept them in a bowl in the garden. In Haddon Road itself there were chestnut trees: he remembered their candles, all alight in the early summer, and the polished, deep mahogany nuts in their curious, spiky cases which appeared in the autumn. Each year a circus came to the recreation-ground opposite his house, with merry-go-rounds, flying chairs and a shooting gallery. In the town there was a market at whose entrance ‘orators and tricksters’ practised their crafts. In the cattle market butchers used white chalk to mark the parts of cows that they wanted to purchase when the beasts were slaughtered.


Many years later, when in Buxton, John Wilson found a box of toys which he thought he must have had when in Bakewell. ‘As I touched each of these toys, they came back to me in full and vivid colour, although I was told that many of them had in fact faded in their colour. Perhaps Keats was right in his “Ode to a Grecian Urn”: such images are immortal and don’t fade like the objects themselves.’


Not all his visual recollections were sunny and comfortable. Two other images came back to him. There was a nunnery nearby. He would look with terror at ‘the silent hooded ladies walking along the path. For some reason, probably because of my non-conformist upbringing, there seems something very evil about those nuns.’ One  day he and a friend saw two dogs copulating. He knew what Siamese twins were, thought these must be Siamese dogs and knelt down and prayed to God that He would allow them to become separate again.


Many seeing children of Wilson’s generation would have had similar experiences of growing up. But in their case the early images would have been largely overlain by the multitude of scenes through which they moved as they grew older. For a boy who had no new visual experience after his blinding, the remembered earlier images had a special sharpness and value.


When the family moved to Scarborough in 1930, he at first found the terraced house at 83 Murchinson Street, with its stone floors, dingy and cold after Bakewell, but they made it shiny and cosy. It was a time of acute economic depression. Wilson recalls children walking about in rags with bare feet. It was a very difficult time for the fishing community. In the style of the time, one aristocratic lady descended to harangue the fishermen’s wives on the merits of making a nutritious soup from fish heads, which they proceeded to do. Wilson recalls with approval that a fisherman who was present challenged the notion: ‘What I am asking is, when we are eating all these fish heads, who is eating the fish?’


The last scenes the sighted Wilson saw were of Scarborough. In 1980 he tried to recapture those memories and wrote: ‘The Scarborough sea in winter is sombre and grey. And after one of those great Northern storms the sky is exhausted and the sea running silver. And on the horizon the spectral outline of ships. In the summer the same sea, under the sunshine, flashes golden and purple with highlights on the waves. And that small, beautiful, smelly harbour, where the tubby fishing boats are moored, and the crab pots, and the herring gulls screaming and laughing like drunken barmaids.’


An account of a conventional upbringing might at this point attempt to assess the influence of childhood years and parental personalities on the subject’s subsequent development. It is safe enough to say that John Wilson grew up in a loving and close family and retained a strong sense of family throughout his life. The eccentricity of his father and the Methodist environment may connect with the radical streak which is detectable in the later Wilson. The unusual will-power and single-mindedness which would be such marked features in the adult may owe something to the grimness of an economically depressed Britain in his formative years. But the major influences on his personality were still to appear, as he adjusted to his loss of sight.


At home after the accident, he learned how to listen in a different way and how to move without seeing, in part by the use of sound. ‘When you walk along the street, you begin to get used to the shadow sound of a tree or a lamp-post, the differing echoes of a wall and a hedge. You build a panorama, a view of those things.’


He began to take his first Braille lessons at home from a blind woman teacher who lived nearby. ‘She wore lavender perfume and we sat together on a bouncy, overstuffed, swollen settee in a room full of ticking clocks.’ Another visitor to his house was a blind social-worker from Bridlington called Bull Allison, who took him to visit other blind people in Scarborough and well-known institutions for the blind in York, Leeds, Manchester and Liverpool. Wilson would say much later that his early acquaintance with work for the blind in Yorkshire opened up for him an interest which would lead him to join the staff of the National Institute for the Blind (now the Royal National Institute of the Blind). But, as we shall see, there were other, I think more decisive, influences that led him in that direction.


It was certainly Allison who prompted a key decision by George and Norrie Wilson to send their son to a boarding school for blind boys where he himself had been. In 1933, shortly after he went there, John Wilson began writing his Braille diary, which he continued with few gaps until 1943, and then, with rather more gaps, until 1956, producing only an intermittent record in two more volumes after that date. In 1989, when he dictated extracts from his diary onto tape, he said that he had not kept it out of a wish for perpetuity nor because he envisaged that he would later wish to read it. He did it because of ‘the itch to write’ which was always with him; and sometimes because the exercise provided a type of catharsis. The diary, he stated, is truthful, sometimes embarrassingly so, and he insisted that it was not written for anyone else to read. As I have explained in the Preface, it contains little about his work because he wrote accounts of that elsewhere. He also felt it necessary to leave out material of a particularly intimate nature, especially relating to ‘the tangled and deeply felt relationship with a woman at Oxford’. But with all their limitations the tapes do provide rich material, in particular about his formative years. It must be rather unusual for the writer of a biography to be able to listen for many hours to his deceased subject talking about his life. His voice became very familiar in my home during the months of writing.


In June 1932, John Wilson and his parents took a train to Worcester in order to visit the Worcester College for the Blind. This remarkable institution had been founded in 1866 by Reverend R.H. Blair, a local clergyman who believed there was a need for a ‘college where the blind children of opulent parents might obtain an education suitable for their status in life, and such as might enable them to become not only useful but even valuable members of society’. John Wilson claims that when he visited it in 1932 there was a notice outside reading ‘Worcester College for the Blind Sons of Gentlemen’. If so, it was well out of date because in 1903 the college had exchanged that elitist description for ‘a School for the Higher Education of Blind Boys’.


Be that as it may, Wilson was lucky, because he entered Worcester College at a time when it had acquired, and by all accounts deserved, an excellent reputation owing to the efforts of G. C. Brown, the headmaster from 1912 to 1938. Wilson describes him as a scholar with outstanding degrees in philosophy and history, a good amateur boxer and a swimmer of county standard. Brown took the view that blindness was ‘not a barrier nor even a handicap, but just a nuisance to overcome’ (An Experiment in Education: The History of Worcester College for the Blind, ed. D. Bell, RNIB, 1967). John Wilson’s attitude, as he came to reflect on blindness years later, was very similar.


He was at Worcester for five years, from 1932 to 1937. It was then a small school – some forty-five boys from the age of eleven upwards, many with multiple disabilities, some mentally handicapped. In his time only about twenty were able to take a full part in college activities. But he was one of that number. Worcester was a decisive influence on his life. A contemporary remembers him arriving for the first term – shy and lost (as generations of new boarders have felt). He had also missed a year’s study because of his accident and he was still far from fluent in Braille. By the time his diary starts in 1933 he is already changing. He was, say contemporaries, a born raconteur and he used to regale the other boys in his dormitory with stories practically every night, alternating between high romance and heroism one night, and comedy the next. He had taken up  rowing which was a strong sport at the college; he was a good swimmer; he hated running but had to do it; he took piano lessons; and he later played the accordion and saxophone in the school band. He wrote and acted in the school pantomime. He learned to dance at the fortnightly school dance and the termly ball, in which a local girls’ school joined.


He says less in his diary about schoolwork but all the indications are that this progressed well. It was not plain sailing. With memories and expectations of a sighted child he was consistently frustrated, then and afterwards, by the limited amount of literature available in Braille and the ‘stultifying slowness’ of the equipment then used by visually impaired people for calculating, measuring and drawing. By 1935, at the age of sixteen, he was beginning to write poetry, much of it of the solemn, introspective kind to which many teenage minds are prone, and he was asking himself large questions about religion. He was becoming an ardent listener to the radio, a habit which lasted for the rest of his life, and he began to record in his diary key international events – the rise of Nazism, German re-armament, Mussolini’s invasion of Abyssinia, German entry into the de-militarized Rhineland, the Spanish Civil War, the abdication of Edward VIII, and much else. He often described these events in considerable detail, but he rarely made a political observation.


When the Silver Jubilee of King George V was celebrated in 1935 he copied the text of the King’s speech from the newspaper into his diary. He later quoted a few sentences which had especially struck him: ‘I ask you to remember that in the days to come you will be the citizen of a great Empire. As you grow up, always keep this thought before you. And when the time comes, be ready and proud to give your country the service of your work, your mind and your heart.’ We shall see that Wilson was often moved by the ‘magic of Empire’ as well as the concept of the Commonwealth and, though he might have expressed it differently, a belief in service.


Reflecting many years after on his time at Worcester, Wilson commented that he had since visited schools for the blind in a hundred countries but Worcester still seemed to him remarkable, far ahead of its time, not only in education for the blind but in education generally. The academic standards were high, although others found the teaching staff of variable quality. In sport, it never occurred to him that the college could not compete with, and indeed  beat, schools like the local grammar school with its hundreds of pupils.


The school motto was ‘Possunt Quia Posse Videntur’: ‘They Can Because They Think They Can.’ (Wilson said that the boys translated this as ‘Can They Really Be As Queer As They Look?’) But for once the motto really did point to the school’s principal achievement. It gave disabled boys confidence at a time when they most needed it and the means and tools to develop their lives. Those who were blind learned to compensate for their blindness by developing an acute sense of hearing, touch and smell. They were given little mobility training but were sent off to find their own way, without canes, and walked for miles. The impressive range of sporting activities developed in them a physical courage and, in a few, Wilson included, something close to physical recklessness. School friends remember him as extremely positive in his attitude to life, courageous and adventurous, communicative, at ease with strangers, a boy who had adjusted to blindness as well as anyone who was blinded in his youth. The schoolmaster who taught him to row regards him as the ‘best all-round chap as a schoolboy that I ever came across’.


The college may have publicly discarded its earlier class-ridden self-description before Wilson went there. But it still aimed to turn out well-spoken, socially adept young men. Peter White, the blind BBC presenter, who went to the school in 1958, says in his autobiography See It My Way (Little Brown, 1999) that even then ‘Worcester boys acquired posh accents … (they) thought they were better than everyone else. Unfortunately, they also had a habit of proving that they were … it filled us with so much braying self-confidence that most of us emerged finding it difficult to believe that anything we did could be regarded as less than totally admirable.’


The college’s admission system was pretty rigid. It declined to take Ved Mehta, the distinguished Indian writer, because of his lack of formal education, and its examination system was to screen out David Blunkett, the blind Labour Cabinet Minister. But Wilson always spoke with gratitude and pleasure about his time there. He had no doubt that it had given him a strong capacity to believe in himself. The headmaster conveyed to the boys his firm conviction that there need be nothing beyond the reach of a blind person if he or she had talent and confidence. Wilson recorded one of Brown’s  sayings, ‘The reality of the fear is not necessarily related to the reality of the danger.’


While Wilson’s positive attitude towards his time at Worcester is attractive, I cannot help wondering whether there were not periods of blacker moods. Only about a year after being blinded he had been sent away from home and family to the inevitably strange atmosphere of a boarding school in a different part of England and was surrounded by disabled boys. It is hard to imagine that there were not, at least initially, times of loneliness and sadness. But when the BBC presenter, Sue Lawley, asked him on ‘Desert Island Discs’, a few years before he died, whether these huge changes in his life had not been a great shock to him, he denied this: ‘I don’t remember it that way. You accept it as a child. There was so much to do to adjust to disability.’ Whether that stoical attitude was really so firm at the time, or whether Wilson is here in part transposing to his childhood the attitude he adopted to blindness subsequently, is hard to judge.


In January 1937, the beginning of his last year at Worcester, he had a career interview with the headmaster, who told him that his examination marks would fully justify an application to an Oxford college. Brown acknowledged Wilson’s current wish to be a writer but told him he would need a settled job as well. Physiotherapy? That, said Wilson later, did not appeal in any way. The Church? No, because it would be wrong to view this as a profession rather than a calling. Business? ‘It seemed to me that this would not be suitable,’ said Wilson vaguely. Teaching? That appeared to offer quite a lot, but no, because, he said, teaching in a sighted school would be difficult, and the amount of scholarship needed to teach the blind would in most schools be less than demanding (I doubt if he would have subscribed to this remark in later life). Given the view then taken of careers open to visually impaired people, that seemed to leave only the law. Wilson had not thought about this before but was very much attracted to it.


Discussion resumed in July when it was decided that Wilson would seek to go to Oxford, probably St Catherine’s College, if it could be afforded. He and his father calculated that with a grant from the National Institute for the Blind, the local authority and a trust, plus a compensation payment to which he was entitled, they might raise £220. The Wilsons were not well off and his father, who was about to retire, had some difficulty finding money to  supplement the grant. In the event he was offered places at St Catherine’s and Pembroke and accepted Brown’s advice to opt for the former on the grounds that it was (then) a non-residential college which would be easier for him than collegiate life.


In 1934, the Wilson parents had moved from Scarborough to Belper in Derbyshire where George Wilson conducted his last ministry, before moving again in 1937 to their retirement home in Buxton. Here John Wilson spent the summer holidays with his family before going up to Oxford in October 1937.


Oxford can be a lonely and somewhat bewildering place for any first term undergraduate, though in most cases the loneliness and bewilderment do not last long. For a blind person there were added problems. Although Worcester had given Wilson considerable self-confidence and physical skill, it was nevertheless a protected environment in the sense that it was entirely geared to the requirements of disabled children. Oxford, of course, was not. When he arrived there in October 1937, his first need was to learn to cope with a large, busy town. He had not used a white stick or cane before, nor would he until much later on. He used no guidance devices to get around but relied on very sharp hearing and what he called his ‘obstacle sense’ which enabled him to detect at a considerable distance lamp-posts, parked bicycles and entrances to houses and shops.


Looking back on those days, he thought he had appeared very sighted, striding along in his undergraduate gown, and he often provoked angry comments from people as he got in their way. It in fact took him about a year before he was really familiar with walking around the town. After that he had little difficulty finding any building he needed.


He describes a walk he took from the college boathouse on the river through the meadows of Christ Church: ‘A bird is singing close to me. An astonishing, startling trill. It must be pleasant to make a noise like that, whether you want to or no … What a nice laugh that girl’s got – a soft contralto. Why do Oxford girls all seem to wear the same perfume? Damn that hole … Christ Church is very quiet – tea, I suppose. I bang my head on that thing again. I wish people would not be so sympathetic. The children aren’t. They just laugh.’


He remembers walking across a tablecloth and picnic in the meadow, but says that the picnickers took it well and they had a  beer together. A woman friend who knew him then commented on his mobility: ‘In those days the High Street presented many a hazard as a number of the colleges had cellars under the pavements which were often left open for the barrels of beer. Walking with John was somewhat perilous as he refused to take an arm even when crossing the road, and often one’s heart was in one’s mouth as he strode firmly forward.’ Another woman friend says that, physically, he was almost reckless. When they went swimming in the Cherwell he would simply change and dive in without a thought for what might be passing on that often busy stretch of water.


By his second term he was feeling considerably more confident about the geography of the town, and in his diary for early 1938 he set himself an agenda: ‘There are many obstacles but I will cope with them. Having now found my way around the streets of this city, I have the chance to enter into the wonderful academic and social life of Oxford. This year I will do three things – begin to become a competent, academic lawyer, develop my gift of writing so that I can make good prose and sensitive verse and also get to know some of those charming, sophisticated girls. That may be the most difficult barrier of all. To overcome the not unreasonable repugnance which I suppose a normal girl might have towards a blind man, and at the same time avoid a relationship based on curiosity or sympathy.’ He also recorded a foreboding that, as Europe moved closer to war, the gaiety and beauty he now sensed around him might be superseded by a much less agreeable environment.


Work, writing and women. Many undergraduates have set themselves a similar agenda, if perhaps, in most cases, less consciously than he did. His law tutor was Theodore Tyler, a blind Balliol don, who was himself a product of Worcester College. At that time, there were not many law books available in Braille, so Wilson employed the services of a succession of readers of varying quality at a shilling an hour to read to him while he made notes in Braille. The Braille-writing machines of the time were too noisy to use during lectures and tape-recorders were not available. Fortunately, he had a good memory, and he would make notes on a Braille handframe and then write them up in the evening. Sometimes sighted friends would read law books to him, and in the vacation members of his family would perform the same task. By June 1938, as his Law Moderations exam approached, he was working hard in preparation but was worried about Roman law which was his weak point. Although  that proved the most difficult paper in the examination, the others were less taxing and he was provided with the services of a typist ‘who got the stuff down with extraordinary speed.’ He records in July that he had passed with distinction and that his tutor told him that his papers were some of the best of his year.


The notion that he might make his way in life by writing was still quite strong in his mind. He began to attend the Apollo Club, a poetry society, of which he was to become president for a short period. Here members read their own poems and stories and distinguished writers would appear from time to time. Wilson was present when George Orwell addressed the club on the Spanish Civil War. And one evening Tolkien spoke, ‘with his high piping voice and what at the time seemed an unwholesome obsession with elves, dwarves and little hairy men from Middle Earth.’ How much poetry Wilson himself was writing at this time is not clear but, as we shall see, when his first emotional relationship with a woman developed, poetry would become a central activity. Meanwhile, he had also joined a history club in college and read a paper to its members on ‘legislation and scientific humanism’. The chairman congratulated him on its originality which, says Wilson, ‘showed that he had not read Julian Huxley’s book, from which I cribbed most of it.’ More relevant to his future career, he also joined a group of undergraduates at St Mary’s Church who called themselves ‘somewhat pompously’ ‘The Committee for Human Causes’ and included people who, he says, later founded Oxfam and the Leonard Cheshire Homes.


But however intent he was on his work and his writing, a desire to get fun and broader satisfaction from life was never long repressed. On arrival at St Catherine’s he had written to enquire about rowing. While those in charge seemed at first very doubtful whether a blind man could be trusted in the boat, he was soon rowing practically every day in the Second Eight. This enthusiasm continued throughout his time at Oxford and he eventually rowed at bow in the First Eight for his college.


The sounds of Oxford continued to give him great pleasure. ‘In the meadows you hear all the bells. Merton’s, strangely incomplete, like an unanswered question; the confident boom of Christ Church; in the distance the clang of Keble, like an alarm clock.’ And not just bells. The ‘beautiful, patrician voices’ of the girls, which he heard as he walked the streets, were a particular attraction.


Like many of his successors he was both irritated and amused by some of the University’s rules. Warned on arrival not to drink in public houses and ‘common taverns’, he promptly gathered a companion and went off to celebrate at the Lamb and Flag. He noted that girls were not allowed to visit college rooms after dinner had begun and were on no account to visit the clubs of male undergraduates. But there were other possibilities. He attended the final service of a Christian Mission run by the Oxford Group which finished with a kind of confessional, during which a girl stood up and confessed that in her first term she had ‘lusted’. A New College undergraduate sitting next to Wilson said ‘I’m going to invite that girl to tea.’


Once he went to an Oxford pub with four other undergraduates who claimed to be ‘professional debauchers’. When they left for ‘various destinations’, he refused to go with them. ‘They said I was a prudish virgin. I’m certainly not a prude and I shall be delighted to have a reasonable chance to lose my virginity, but not on those terms – a squalid encounter in a back street, to buy from a casual stranger something as private and committing as sexual intimacy.’


When recording parts of his diary covering this period, Wilson admitted to his surprise that, although he had three sisters and three attractive cousins, he then knew little about female psychology, to say nothing of anatomy. But was it so surprising? Given his accident, his closeting in a boys’ boarding school for the next five years and the mores of the time, it would have been more remarkable if he had been knowledgeable in these areas by the time he was nineteen. Many years afterwards, young Englishmen of that age who had moved to university from boarding school would be just as inexperienced. In his case, things were about to change.


He had in fact met his first woman friend the previous summer at a holiday camp on the east coast where his family were staying. During a ladies’ night, when women asked men to dance, he was approached by a young woman who turned out to be a good dancer. They spent most of the evening and a good deal of the rest of the holiday together. They met again when he was back in Oxford in the autumn term, went to the cinema and held hands in the dark. ‘This was all such new ground for me and certainly for Joan. I ought to have learned more about it years ago.’ By November they met for the last time. Another more significant relationship was about to develop. But Wilson reflected that he had been fortunate  to find such an affectionate, uncomplicated and sunny person for that innocent first relationship. He hoped that she would find someone else and that their ‘brief but chaste’ romance had helped her, as it had certainly helped him, to cope with something much more serious.


Towards the end of the autumn term in 1938, a young woman called Miriam Embray was canvassing in Oxford for a Labour election candidate. She entered a student residence, knocked on a door, was called to come in, did so and found a room in complete darkness. When John Wilson put the lights on she realized why. He immediately went into a tirade about the old men who were hopeless as readers of law textbooks and how he could not make sense of his Braille notes. She took the relevant book, sorted out the meaning and stayed for hours talking. During the Christmas vacation, he wrote to her from Buxton and they met again as soon as the next term began.


Miriam was nearly nineteen, a year younger than John. She had come to St Hugh’s College, Oxford, on a state scholarship and was reading French and German. That January they began to talk about poetry. John told her that he had always been convinced he could write good poetry and, perhaps, significant literature, but he had read so little, having concentrated at Worcester on the few books he could read in Braille. She told him that she thought he had a rare talent and set out to read poetry to him: Housman, Pound, Coleridge and Shakespeare’s sonnets figured early on. Donne, Marvell, Wordsworth, Clare and Baudelaire are mentioned later.


‘She has a wonderful way of reading,’ wrote Wilson, ‘without any affectation of mood, laughter bubbling behind her voice at the pompous passages, and sudden highlights at points which catch her spiritual interest.’


By the end of the month they believed they were in love. John Wilson wrote:








‘What liar likened the coming of love


To a tempest of fire and flames?


Rather it came on white, wide wings of silence


Dropping into the still air


To us who fear to speak its name.


Hold your breath, my love


This bubble bursts at a breath.’













On Miriam’s nineteenth birthday at the end of January, Wilson gave her a beautiful copy on india paper of the Complete Oxford Shakespeare, with a poem he had written on the flyleaf. She described it to me as expressing the feeling that they were living a shared dream which would, if the Gods were propitious, develop from its gossamer beginnings into a truer waking experience:








‘Our song is the frozen laugh of bells


To rhythms the river taught


Our dreams are the powder of word dust


Atangle with gossamer thought


But these must wake as the rainbow wakes


From the silver sleep of the rain


But the lotus draught of the dream god


Will make them sleep again.’











Miriam had already told Wilson about Charles, another man in her life. He now came to Oxford to meet him, but Wilson found him chilly and unsympathetic and called him ‘the old cabbage’. A week after that Miriam wrote to say that Charles was intending to propose to her, that she was bemused but nevertheless knew that the ‘horrific rush’ of feeling must override all else. It must mean, she thought, that John could not have meant as much to her as she truly believed and hoped. She had made, she said, an appalling mess of reading the significance of her emotions. Wilson recalled decades later his own feelings of loss and blank depression.


A mutual girlfriend tried to help him at the time by saying that she believed Miriam had been very happy with him. She added, in case no one had told him, that Miriam was rather beautiful – blonde and petite – and clever (a photograph of the nineteen-year-old Miriam confirms her beauty). But his depression continued. He sent Miriam a long, bitter letter and an equally bitter poem he had written called ‘The Song of the Wooden Man’, ending:








‘But there is a garden


The immaculate flower is open to the sunshine


God grant that she may be happy


She who for a moment truly loved the wooden dancer


Seeing only its gaiety, not its creator


And she will laugh and sing 


Such a pathetic young man


But he’ll grow up


And I did him good.’











Miriam then re-appeared with the news that she and Charles had broken their engagement, envisaging that she and John might resume their relationship. However, he had been badly bruised and made it clear that for him love had to have ‘the implication of permanence’. They continued to see a good deal of each other but Wilson says that his diary for this period is too intimate to record on tape: ‘For me, it was a time of tenderness, wonder and beauty – seeking for, but never quite finding, the trust of our earlier days.’ At the end of that summer term, Miriam, unsettled by the expectation of war and for other reasons, decided to abandon Oxford. In 1941 she married Charles, though the marriage lasted for only seven years, killed by the war, especially the Blitz, which disturbed his mind considerably.


So John Wilson’s first love affair lasted less than a year. But its effects were much more long-lasting. During their relationship Miriam had talked at length about what he would do after Oxford. She had, by his account, argued that a lot of people would be blinded and disabled by the coming war, quite apart from the people who were blind already, and that they should together study what could be done. So Wilson obtained a set of books on blindness and disability and Miriam read them to him instead of poetry. Wilson always regarded these exchanges as a turning point in his life.


Miriam is now in her eighties. She remembers John Wilson vividly and with affection: ‘He was slender, not tall, attractive to look at, with a pink skin and fluffy hair and a quirky, humorous mouth that would twitch a bit as of a preparation before he said something, especially something comic. His manner was eager; his speech quick, even a little rushed sometimes, as his thoughts would pour out in abrupt little bursts. John was an enthusiast. He was fun. His blindness was only a disability to others. To him it was a spur to achieve everything ingenuity, courage and intelligence could invent or envisage as possible.’ When she had first met him he had told her, like others, that he believed he might recover his sight before he was twenty-one, but she considers that before they parted he had realized that this was a fantasy. 


I asked Miriam, who was in time to become a university lecturer in English literature, what she had thought of Wilson’s poetry. She replied that his poems were often poignant though they were immature, both emotionally and in a literary sense. I am less qualified to judge. But I share that view.


Wilson’s remaining time at Oxford was probably the least happy period of his life. He had been disillusioned by his first love affair. In September 1939, his sister Winnie, to whom he was deeply attached, died at the age of thirty-five. And war was approaching. His diary, as at Worcester, recorded factually the main events in the build-up to war but, as before, offered almost no political judgement. In October 1939, he returned to an Oxford which had changed beyond recognition. Undergraduates were drilling in the Parks with rifles and bayonets. The boathouse was locked. There were no crews on the river. ‘The city has lost its laughter. Everything seems to be provisional, waiting for some monstrous conclusion.’ Each morning when he passed the Divinity Schools, he found people queuing to enlist. He asked a disillusioned sergeant about his own prospects. The latter replied that he was coming to believe that the higher commands of the armed forces were recruited exclusively from the deaf and mentally handicapped, but he did not really think that there was a job for the blind. Wilson buried himself in work, for there was nothing else to do.


At the end of 1939 his tutor encouraged him in his developing view that he should make a career in work for blind people and arranged for him to visit the National Institute for the Blind in London. Its Secretary General, W. McG. Eagar, suggested he should spend a fourth year at Oxford and take a Diploma course in Social Administration and also do some general social work, following which he would take him onto the National Institute’s staff.


First, he had to take his final degree examination. Oxford had become a rather lonely place for him. Most of the young people had left the student accommodation where he was living and it was being filled up with army officers ‘and their bridge-playing wives’. He worked hard at his law books. His diary – and the tapes – become much thinner. He has nothing to say about his finals. Several of the obituaries of Wilson, published on his death in 1999, stated that he obtained First Class degrees in Law and Sociology. But this is wrong on nearly every count. The University and College records show that he was one of eighteen students who obtained a Second  Class degree in Law in 1940 (there were two Firsts). There was no such thing as a degree course in Sociology at Oxford.


In October 1940, he returned to the University for his post-graduate course in Public and Social Administration. He found its practical aspects depressing. He had to visit mental institutions, orphanages and homes for the old and handicapped which he thought Dickensian and deplorable. ‘You got no sense that the show was run in the interests of the residents. Worcester had taught me about participation and I saw none of that.’ But academically he found his examination in May 1941 fairly easy and he was awarded a diploma with distinction in Public and Social Administration.


War was the constant background. On Good Friday 1941, he tried to compose his mind for Easter. But there constantly intruded ‘the thought of the shattered homes of England and the dead men in the Balkan Passes. I tried to think of the love of God merging with the sins of men through the unresisting suffering of a perfect being. But more contemporary are the thoughts of Gethsemane and the lonely cry of Jesus on the Cross.’


Despite the sadness of his last year or so, and the changed character of Oxford in wartime, he would generally look back on his time at Oxford positively. And so he should have done. He had mostly enjoyed himself, especially on the river. His academic achievements had been respectable. He was more mature emotionally. He was a physically confident, determined and focused young man who now knew the direction he wanted his career to take, at least initially. It is perhaps a little strange, given his prowess later on as an exceptionally persuasive public speaker, that he never mentions the Oxford Union – the university debating society. If he ever attended it, it certainly did not figure largely in his Oxford life. But the Union was not everyone’s cup of tea. It was never mine.


As he left the University, he believed that the enchantment and experience of Oxford would stay with him forever. Which they did. He came to be much decorated and honoured. But few things gave him greater pleasure than his Honorary Fellowship of St Catherine’s to which he was elected in 1984. Reviewing his life in an obituary, Sir Patrick Nairne, formerly Master of St Catherine’s, was to describe him as perhaps the most remarkable of the College’s alumni.











OEBPS/logo_1_online.jpg
dim





OEBPS/border_online.jpg





OEBPS/9781900357333_cover_epub.jpg
ind Albert Schuweitzer

John Coles

BLINDNESS

and the Visionary

The Life and Work of John Wilson






