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				Prologue

				 

				It is 11 November 2010, just one year since I finished writing my autobiography, Just Jill, which was published on 16 July 2010, and I am on holiday in Majorca with my husband Alvin and my sixth guide dog, Amanda. It is 39 years today since I qualified with my first guide dog, Topsy. Like Amanda, she was a black Labrador, and she gave me back my independence after going totally blind in 1964. Today is Remembrance Day, and 11November certainly holds many memories for me. It was the date of the birthday of the grandmother I never knew.

				 

				How My Life Changes...

				Since writing that first paragraph I became so busy that I didn’t have time to write any more. However, now it is 1 July 2011 and I have decided that I must make time to write this book. 

				Remembrance Day this year will mark the ruby anniversary of my guide dog journey, and I want to write a tribute to my six dogs, all of whom have given me companionship and the confidence and independence needed to carry out my voluntary work, keeping me safe and preventing me from having any accidents. In those early days with Topsy I never dreamt that a dog could do all the things that my six dogs have done. Although I did write a little about each dog in Just Jill, I will go into quite a lot of detail in this book so that people with no experience of blindness or guide dogs will be able to understand a little of the life of a blind person and the fantastic work that guide dogs do. Generally, most people that meet me want to know the name of my dog, how long I’ve had her and how old she is, which takes a bit of thinking about, especially if I’m queuing up to buy a railway ticket and my mind is on the job in hand. I suppose it keeps my brain working well.

				Since my last book was published, I was awarded an OBE in the 2011 New Year’s Honours, 28 years after receiving an MBE. Back in 1983 my third guide dog, Brandy, wasn’t allowed to accompany me to the award ceremony, but you’ll have to wait for Amanda’s story to find out what happened on this occasion.One hundred people go blind every day in this country, and I sincerely hope that this book will help them to cope with their new way of living and encourage them to consider having aguide dog if they’re fit enough to do so.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Foreword

				 

				This fascinating book takes us behind the scenes of the partnership between a blind person and her guide dog and gives a highly readable and moving account of what that partnership really means.

				Jill Allen-King is already known to many as a tireless and inspirational campaigner for the rights of blind and partially sighted people. Her book Just Jill, published in 2010, gave a remarkable insight into her life, from losing her sight totally at the age of 24, on her wedding day through her struggle to regain her confidence and independence, to her continuing high profile and high octane work, now in her 70s, on behalf of blind and other disabled people.

				This latest book tells the story of the six guide dogs who have supported Jill over the past 40 years and without whom her own story would be very different. As Jill tells us, no one who is sighted can really understand the relationship between a blind person and their guide dog. Each of Jill’s guide dogs has shared important stages in her life and each, in their very different ways, has been an integral part of all that she has achieved. I have been privileged to know Jill and all of her guide dogs, and to work with her on transport and mobility issues over many years.

				Behind the calm, confident image of a blind person and guide dog walking along the street with which we are all familiar is a demanding and at times stressful process for the blind person of learning to put their trust in the dog. For the dog too there is a steep learning curve and many obstacles and challenges alongthe way.

				As Jill describes so vividly, not all partnerships work out and dogs – like people – have their own characteristics and personalities. The book starts with the loyal and devoted Topsy who gave Jill the confidence to travel again after losing her sight and with whom she started her lifelong campaigning work. But then, for a brief period, came Bunty whose over-exuberance and greed made life very stressful for Jill.

				The death of a guide dog is particularly traumatic for a blind person and Jill writes movingly of the loss of her closest and most constant companions and the struggle to come to terms with starting again on the long process of training, familiarisation and confidence building with a new dog.

				Through the story of working with her guide dogs Jill also charts a fascinating social history in which her own campaigning has played such a key part. She takes us from the early days of commonplace prejudice which banned guide dogs from local libraries and many other public places through to the opening up of opportunities to take guide dogs on overseas travel and – a particular triumph for Jill – to Buckingham Palace for her OBE investiture in 2011.

				Jill’s Leading Ladies is an intensely personal story of the part that her “best friends” have played in giving her back the freedom she had lost when she went blind. It is also a powerful chronicle of the obstacles of prejudice, ignorance and tradition that Jill has taken on and demolished – and that she still challenges today.

				 

				Best wishes

				Ann Frye OBE

				

			

		

	
		
			
				The Early Years

				 

				It was 1940. My dad was already serving as a soldier in the Second World War and my mum was living in Philmead Road, Benfleet, in Essex, in the bungalow my parents had bought in1937 after their marriage in Enfield, Middlesex.

				I was due to be born on 1 March, St David’s Day, and my mum was hoping for a boy and had planned to call him David. Unfortunately, I was ten days late and I wasn’t a boy, much to my mum’s disappointment. I was named Jill Griffith.

				As my dad was away, my mum was persuaded to go and stay with his parents in Enfield, my mum’s parents having died early in her life. She didn’t really want to make this move, and it was while in Enfield that all my problems started.

				My mum took me to the clinic and I picked up the measles there. As a result, on my first birthday I was rushed to Chase Farm Hospital and then on to Moorfields Eye Hospital, where I had to have my left eye removed. The vision in my right eye wasn’t perfect, so this did restrict my ability to read small print and see long distances.

				I was very lucky to be able to go to an ordinary school, as really I should’ve gone to a special school for blind children. Although I was not allowed to go to Benfleet School, I was accepted at St Margaret’s School, a small Church of England establishment at Bowers Gifford, which was two bus rides away. I was able to take part in all the school’s activities. In 1951 I transferred to King John’s at Hadleigh, where again I participated in all activities, including netball and hockey, although I struggled with small print and had to sit at the front of the class to see the blackboard.

				At the age of 15 I left school and did a two-year City & Guilds course in Hotel and Catering at Southend Municipal College, which included weekend work experience in hotels and restaurants in Southend.

				

				On leaving college, my first full-time job was for the Shell Petroleum Company in London, working five days a week and catering for 2,000 people. I worked there for five years, until the company moved their premises to the South Bank, which would’ve made the journey too long for me. As it was, I used to catch the 6.25 train every morning and didn’t get home until 6 p.m.

				In the evenings I would go dancing three nights a week and attend the Girls’ Life Brigade once a week.

				In 1962 I started work as a directors’ cook at Gallaher’s in Cannon Street, London, and stayed there until June 1964, when I got married.

				I’d met my husband at the Studio Dance Room at Chalkwell in Westcliff five years earlier and we’d saved up to buy our house, which was located just around the corner from the Studio. I still live there today.

				So I was living a very active life, taking my gold medal for ballroom and Latin American dancing, running a Girls’ Life Brigade company at Hadleigh and working full-time as a cook in the City of London.

				But then my life changed forever...

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Adjusting To A Whole New Life

				 

				It was 6 June 1964. I was 24 years old, very fit and happy and leading a very busy, active life.

				As planned, my wedding to Mick Allen took place at my church, followed by a wedding reception at the Westcliff Hotel. What wasn’t planned was that I would go blind that day, too.

				During my wedding reception my one and only good eye started to go blurry. Then finally, as I was cutting my wedding cake, my vision went completely, accompanied by quite a lot of pain. Despite this, we headed off to Eastbourne for our honeymoon, expecting that my eye would improve. No such luck. The following day I was admitted to Eastbourne Hospital.

				After three weeks in Southend Hospital, where I’d been transferred as it was closer to home, and following an unsuccessful operation, I went to stay with my mum for three weeks, before eventually moving into our new home: a three- bedroom terraced house in Silversea Drive, Westcliff.

				So there I was, newly married, totally blind, and unable to go back to my job as a cook in London, run my Girls’ Brigade company or carry on dancing.

				I had to adjust to a whole new way of living.

				Mick went to work every day as an electrician, so most of the day I was on my own and, in the absence of any contact from Social Services, I had to teach myself how to cope.

				It was the simple things of life that a sighted person takes for granted that I found difficult. After cleaning my teeth with my husband’s hair cream because the tubes were the same shape and size, I quickly learnt that I had a nose and had to use it. No longer could I look in the mirror to brush and comb my hair. I still think one of the most depressing things of all is picking up the post and not being able to read it all, especially on birthdays and special anniversaries.

				

				Money was the biggest worry of all. We’d bought our house on a joint 20-year mortgage and I didn’t know how we were going to manage now that I was no longer able to work. Fortunately, my dad was able to arrange for our mortgage to be extended to 40 years, which reduced the monthly payments, but we still couldn’t afford to buy items such an electric toaster, fridge or washing machine, which would’ve made my life a lot easier. We really were poor.

				The good news was that I found out I was pregnant, but not everyone was so pleased. The doctors at Southend Hospital thought I should have an abortion. Although I won the battle to have my daughter, I was persuaded to have a sterilisation. This is something I’ve regretted all my life. It was put to me that if I had any more children my eye wouldn’t get better, and at that time getting my sight back was more important than having another child. However, when I visited Moorfields a couple of years later a doctor told me that my vision couldn’t be improved as the optic nerve had been destroyed by the measles. So the attitude of the doctors at Southend and Rochford hospitals, it would seem, was that a blind person shouldn’t bring up a child.

				Fortunately Gallaher’s, where I’d worked as directors’ cook for two years, paid me for a year, right up until my daughter Jacqueline was born. Without this money we would’ve lost our house.

				Having Jacqueline was a blessing and it gave me something tolive for. I wanted to bring her up just as well as if I’d been sighted, but it wasn’t easy. Fortunately, however, Mick only worked a short bike ride away, so he was able to come home every lunchtime to help me.

				It wasn’t until Jacqueline was six weeks old that my GP, Dr Pearson, arranged for me to have a home help, as the hospital had made no provision for this. Also, it was several months before a social worker for the blind came to visit me, and that was only after Mick had seen a local charity collecting for the blind at the top of our road. They were collecting for a Christmas dinner and a summer coach trip to Felixstowe, neither of which were of much help to me as a housebound young mother with a baby. I had no one to take me out except for my husband at weekends and after my dad left work.

				The social worker offered me a talking book player from the RNIB, which arrived 18 months later, and a white stick, but without any training in how to use it. This would be the focus ofmy first campaign a couple of years later.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				My First Campaign

				 

				Jacqueline was three years old, and up until that time I’d never been out on my own. One day, however, I decided that I would take Jacqueline for a walk around the block. I knew that eventually I was going to have to take her to school, and I had no idea how I was going to do that.

				I’d started listening to Radio 4’s In Touch programme, which offered useful information for blind people, and one day they talked about a long-cane training course due to be run in Birmingham. It would’ve been impossible for me to take part, however, as it was a six-month course and I couldn’t leave Jacqueline for that length of time. I wrote to Southend Council to ask them if they could send someone on the course to be trained as a mobility officer, so that he could come back and train not only me but also the other 600 blind people living in Southend at that time.

				Eventually, after writing several letters to the council and talking to local councillors, a Mr Denny was trained as a mobility officer, and he started to teach me how to get around using the long white cane. Training began in my home and focused initially on the correct way for Mick to guide me, i.e. by standing on the opposite side to the cane. A blind person wouldn’t normally use a cane or stick indoors, but this was a good way to boost the confidence of a newly blind person.

				I learnt that doors should be left either shut completely or wide open, and I was taught to walk while holding my arm across my body at an angle, with the back of my hand facing outwards, so that I could feel any obstacle in front of me.

				From training in our house we moved to our church, where I learnt to walk first with Mick guiding me and then with the long cane. The church had long corridors and flights of stairs of different lengths, including a spiral staircase. Then, after a couple of weeks, my training moved to the street, and just by walking down my street I found all the obstacles that had stopped me from going out for the past five years. These obstacles are still present on most of the UK’s residential streets and can be alarming for a blind person as well as being potentially dangerous.

				For instance, suddenly encountering overhanging branches, trees and bushes can be a frightening experience at the best of times, but if they’re prickly they can really hurt you. Residents shouldn’t let them overhang the footpath, and councils can charge people for cutting them back if no action is taken following a warning.

				Also, children will often leave their toys lying on the pavement when they’ve finished playing with them, which can be a real hazard for a blind person. Obviously I don’t want to stop children from playing out, but if only they could be taught to put their toys back in their gardens or homes when they’ve finished with them. This applies to bicycles, too.

				I think that children riding bikes or scooters should be trained to stop if they see a person using a stick, whatever colour it might be, as it can really shake your confidence when a bicycle flies past you and you don’t know what’s happening. Despite the fact that it is illegal to ride a bike on the pavement, many adults still do this and larger, faster bikes cause even more alarm.

				At one time all bikes had to have a bell, but this requirementwas removed in the 1970s at the request of the Pedestrians Association, as bells were considered a nuisance. However, after years of campaigning on this issue, all new bikes must be equipped with a bell, although there is no requirement to use it. At least a bell gives some warning of an approaching vehicle.

				Moreover, cyclists don’t have to be trained before they’re allowed to ride a bike and they don’t have to be insured or own a licence, as with a car. So if a bicycle knocks you down and injures you or, worse still, causes a fatality, it would be very difficult to claim compensation from the rider.

				Another obstacle that has to be negotiated is rubbish bags or wheelie bins, despite the fact that councils ask residents not to leave them on footpaths. I’ve actually known these bags to block the pavement completely. Even street furniture such as lamp posts, post boxes, seats, litter bins and bollards present a hazard for blind people.

				Utility companies are also guilty of blocking pavements while carrying out work, and quite often the necessary safety measures are not put in place. A one-metre-high solid barrier is the only safe way to prevent someone from walking into an unguarded hole and other works, and at night they should be well lit.

				In addition, there are sometimes cars and lorries parked on the pavement. Not only do these present another hazard in themselves, but also they can damage the pavement. Thousands of accidents every year happen to people that trip and fall on these cracked and broken surfaces.

				So I was trained to walk around my local streets and to the local church, where Jacqueline would be attending nursery school, and also to Chalkwell School where she would go when she was five years old, but unfortunately I didn’t receive anytraining on using a bus or a train. So, although I was able to take Jacqueline out, I didn’t have enough confidence to use the cane to go to the shops or venture further afield on my own.

				It was a big day when Jacqueline was set to attend nursery school at the church hall for the first time. The social worker for the blind had arranged to meet me there and walk back with me, but she never turned up. So that was my first walk on my own. Fortunately, there was just one road to cross and it only took me about five minutes, but at the time I felt very let down and upset.

				Jacqueline went there for about a year, until she started at thebig school when she was five.
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