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White
Good evening.  You'd have to be made of stone not to acknowledge that Dr Lin Berwick has led an extraordinary life lived with extraordinary fortitude.  Born with cerebral palsy which resulted in her being unable to walk she became totally blind as a teenager.  Though it was assumed by most that she wouldn't work she talked her way into a job as telephonist with a major bank.  Subsequently she's been psychotherapist, broadcaster, writer and preacher and she's now written a book about it.

It was also assumed by many she wouldn't marry but in her late 30s she discovered the love of her life with whom she founded a trust to build accessible holiday homes for severely disabled people.  And yet it seems that whenever Lin Berwick appeared to have achieved happiness something came along to snatch it away.  As with her first job, for example:

Berwick
My mother worked at the bank with me and she was coming up for retirement and she worked behind my back with the management to work it out so that I would leave on medical grounds at the same time that she did, so that they wouldn't have the responsibility of helping me round the bank and supporting me up and down the steps and so on.

White
This is because she was acting as your carer basically.

Berwick
She was yes.  And although it was wonderful it was also very stultifying because I wasn't allowed to make my own friends in my own way without my mother at my shoulder commenting almost on everything I said and did.  So I wasn't really free.

White
You say that in many ways - and you say this again in your book - that your blindness was the best thing that ever happened to you, people will find that odd in a way, explain what you meant by it.

Berwick
Up until I became blind I had a very limited education, I literally occupied my mind and I was in a school for physically handicapped children and they weren't dealing with sight issues.  So when I became totally blind and I went to Dalton House it was at the time in the mid-60s when there were a lot of blind people there, due to retrolental fibroplasia and so we had a wonderful opportunity for a good education.  And I took O Levels and I also had a wonderful flute teacher in Michael Campbell.  So my mind was just expanded and that was fantastic.  And that was the realisation that I had a brain and I could make something of my life.

White
And so what difference do you think that had on your life, if you were seeing how it worked, how it has worked and how it might have worked what do you think the difference has been?

Berwick
I think it opened up the door for me, I don't think I would have been given the opportunity to have had telephony training and go on to psychotherapy, psychotherapeutic counselling and therefore I think it totally changed my life completely.

White
And yet, it seems to me, that you've often had the experience of losing the things that you valued, having them kind of snatched away, like your first job for instance.

Berwick
Yes, yes.  I left the Commonwealth Bank of Australia as a switchboard operator, didn't know what I was going to do next and then had the opportunity to use my counselling skills and develop that.

White
It seems to me to raise the whole issue that runs through your life, as reflected in this book to some extent, of control doesn't it, I mean can you just explain about what taking control of life actually means for you with your level of disability?

Berwick
Well the only control that I really have is independence of mind.  I don't have independence of body at all.  I am dependent on a carer for almost every task, apart from putting food in my mouth.  But the one thing that is my salvation is that I have a very clear thought process intact and this is why I love writing because on paper I can be free and I'm also a lecturer and a freelance journalist.  So I'm always looking for journalistic work.

White
Which means that to have achieved so much you must actually have seized control and I just wonder what you've had to do to do that - I mean does that mean that at times you've had to be very assertive, possibly to the point of upsetting or offending people?

Berwick
A lot of people find me quite a formidable person, they think I'm quite fierce at times but actually inside I'm a very nervous person, I'm in many ways quite vulnerable.  My husband saw my gentle side but I have to trust people to really let that come out.

White
And yet the loss of your job, that first banking job, actually, as so often in your life, led you to something you wanted to do more because you became a counsellor and in the book you use a phrase that really - that jumped out at me - the wounded healer - explain it.

Berwick
I think you can only really understand other people's suffering if you've been there yourself.  Therefore, you can get alongside someone and share in their pain and rather than be platitudinal you can say I know how you feel and you really do know how they feel.  But of course you have to realise that your experience of something, even though it may be identical, may not be the way the other person sees it.  So you're trying to be empathetic but you're doing it from the stance of having been there, done it and bought the T-shirt.

White
Did people try to discourage you from counselling because of your disabilities, particularly your blindness?

Berwick
Oh yes, particularly the centre where I did the training they said, when I qualified, we don't know how the client will respond to you when seemingly your problem is worse than the client's.  And of course in the field of counselling eye contact is very important but in reality I have found that if someone's grieving and they're very tearful the last thing they want is you looking at them.

White
Did this apply to preaching as well?

Berwick
Well I suppose that's where the wounded healing situation comes in because when I had the call to preach I suppose one could have thought that it was arrogant in a way, I mean who was I to think that I could get up there and preach the word of God?  But when you're called you have to answer.

White
We should say this is a love story as well isn't it, in middle age you fell in love.

Berwick
I did, I didn't marry until I was 37 and to be honest with multiple disability I didn't think anyone would be daft enough to take me on.  But Ralph saw past the disability and we worked hard and we get our charity established and built two holiday homes for the Lin Berwick Trust and we're raising money for a third and so life has its challenges and victories and we just have to live for the moment.

White
But you talk in the book about the way in which actually meeting Ralph and marrying Ralph, it did transform your life.

Berwick
It was the most wonderful free blossoming experience I've ever had, he was a fantastic man and I'm so proud to know him, so proud to be married to him. 

White
And what's this book for - what are you trying to achieve with this book?

Berwick
I suppose because I felt so let down by God when my husband got Parkinson's Disease and subsequently made a decision to take his own life by withholding food, medication and water and I was with him right up until the very last second, I suppose through his illness we went through so much, it was a 16 year nightmare and every time he had a downturn in his disability I felt it myself.  And it wasn't only his personal Calvary but it's mine as well.  And I got very angry with God, I was furious that he had to have so much suffering and that I had one lot more to deal with.  I felt that I'd had enough hits in my life and now I'd got one more.  But through my life I look back and I picked 37 incidents in which I didn't think God was there at the time but as I reflect I realise that he was there and that it was all part of God's rich pattern.

White
Don't you still ask yourself did God's rich pattern really have to give me two disabilities at least, take away things as soon as I got them, take away the job and then take away the man I love, you must still ask yourself that question?

Berwick
I do and particularly this year because I've had three months of illness and virtually no mobility at all and yeah I'm really struggling and I am asking myself what does God want of me but I feel that he wants me there to promote the book, promote the issue of Parkinson's Disease and its suffering to try and make things a bit better for those who come after and hopefully I'll still be in there fighting until the end.

White
This is a book about faith and yet yours has been greatly tested to such a point that when I interviewed you shortly after Ralph's death you did say you had lost it - has it returned?

Berwick
I think it's coming, I think it's coming but I have to say this illness of mine that has gone for three months is sorely testing me. 

White
Can I ask you one last question about faith which has interested me, meeting you and reading the book, you are one tough lady and one suspects that you would have coped somehow whatever life threw at you but I just wonder is your strength more about having a faith rather than one faith in particular - is it just that you needed something outside of yourself to explain what's happened to you?

Berwick
Gosh that's a question.  I am absolutely convinced that God is there, God is in the world, he does not cause suffering, he walks alongside us and if you think that we've just had Easter the whole point about the Easter message is the empty cross, the victory over the suffering and I think that's what my life is about.  I have had many victories over many aspects of suffering.  I'm still fighting.  I don't know how many more times I can pick myself up from the floor but I do believe that there is still a purpose in my life, otherwise I wouldn't be here, I'd be doing exactly what Ralph did.  And when I reach that point I probably will do the same.

White
You really would, that's a - I mean that's something that will take some people's breath away, given your faith, given your Christian faith.

Berwick
Yes but if I can't have a quality of life I don't want quantity either.

White
Dr Lin Berwick.  And Lin's book God's Rich Pattern whose 37 short chapters are each accompanied with a thought and a prayer is available in audio, on eBook, large print and Braille, more details on our website.

Now the round-up of snippets of news from around the country, here's Lee Kumutat.  Lee:

Kumutat
Thanks Peter.  Argus is an EU research project on global positioning systems or GPS, in which a number of technical organisations and visual impairment charities are collaborating.  The goal is to produce a satnav type service that will guide people with impaired vision along electronically pre-defined tracks but rather than using only speech prompts it will use acoustic and tactile signals as well.  It is also hoped it could benefit people working in conditions of poor visibility like search and rescue teams.  Argus is looking for visually impaired people to complete a short survey to help shape what this system should be able to do.  So if you'd like to help details will be on our action line.

If you're a ballet enthusiast or interested in how dancers move into their positions two audio described performances of a ballet based on Beauty and the Beast are planned for April.  Before each of the performances blind or partially sighted people have the opportunity of a touch tour, including getting an idea of some of the balletic positions.  The first performance is at Milton Keynes Theatre on Saturday 21st April and then on Saturday 28th at the New Theatre in Cardiff.

If testing yourself against the elements is more your cup of tea then you might like to attend a five day course in mountaineering.  This residential class is backed by the Mountaineering Council of Scotland and runs from August 27th to 30th in Aviemore.  You can try your hand at rock climbing, abseiling and Canadian canoeing.  The course has been held annually for the last 12 years and this year they'd particularly like to hear from novices.

White
So do you fancy having a go at any of those?

Kumutat
I've done canoeing but I fell in the water before I even got in the boat so I'd give it a try.

White
Right, well we'll see if we can find something to enliven your summer.  What's next?

Kumutat
Peter we are to get a thousand more talking buses across England.  Bus companies applied for these through the government's Better Bus Areas Fund.  Peter Bond, partnerships manager for Centro in Birmingham, which coordinates the private bus companies in the West Midlands, told me why it had asked for more talking buses.

Bond
Well Centro were aware of the government's early day motion 3666 which is supported by many West Midlands politicians and MPs, therefore we've been looking, with bus operators, at solutions to improve audio and visual announcements for next stop with operators over the past two to three years.

Kumutat
Why in particular were you looking at that, what's the feedback about talking buses and visual displays?

Bond
Well it does multiple things:  It assists blind and partially sighted people in knowing where the next stops are; it also assists deaf people through the visual displays but it also assists new passengers and irregular customers to know the area that they're travelling in.  So this helps not just people with disabilities but the wider bus travelling public.

Kumutat
How many new talking buses will be introduced?

Bond
Well we'll have 40 as part of the Better Bus Area Fund but we've already got 10 operating in the West Midlands, we've got a further 26 being installed and we've got 70 committed, including these 40.  So by the end of 2013 we'll have over 100 buses in the West Midlands equipped with this information.

Kumutat
Guide Dogs for the Blind, who has been running a talking buses campaign, says this is good news but that legislation is the only way we'll be certain all buses will announce where they are going.  At the moment, Peter, it's only just under one in five that has the on board audio visual system.

White
Interested to get your reactions to that.  Lee Kumutat thank you very much indeed.  And that's it for today.  You can find details of the items on today's programme or leave your own comments for us on 0800 044 044 for the next 24 hours and you can e-mail us at intouch@bbc.co.uk and there's a free download of tonight's programme from the website.  From me, Peter White, goodbye.


