Losing Patients

Forty-six year old Jenny Hodges was an independent free spirit with the dream of owning her own restaurant before one night in February 1995 a tragic car accident robbed her of not only her sight but her independence. 


Now Jenny is working with the RNIB on their Losing Patients campaign to make sure that blind and visually impaired people receive their medical information in an accessible format.

 

“I never asked about why I couldn’t see after the accident. To my mum that was the strangest thing but I guess the reality just hadn’t set in.

It was around midnight on February 12th, and I had been visiting a friend for dinner in Wraxall. I was driving home when a car flashed its lights at me, my immediate reaction was that I must have my full beam on, maybe that distracted me for a second but as I rounded a bend there was a car heading straight for me, there was nothing I could do, as our cars collided everything faded to blackness I suppose that was the last thing I ever saw.

For three weeks I was pumped full of drugs and relied on a machine to breathe for me. Three days after the accident I had reconstructive surgery to rebuild what was left of my face. Until that point the doctors were still unsure whether I would survive.

Drifting in and out of consciousness I was unaware of the tight bandages around my head and face. My injuries were extensive. My face was split from the top of my left eyebrow down through the centre of my face. Doctors described my cheek bones as ‘crushed cornflakes’, I was a mess. My left eye had to be removed altogether and my right was so badly damaged it couldn’t be repaired. Despite my face taking the full brunt of the collision my legs had also been crushed and were strapped into splints. Fortunately I have no memory of the pain.

It wasn’t until the 5th March that my memory started to return. ‘It’s somebody’s birthday and I’ve forgotten to send a card!’ I said anxiously to my mum as she sat hunched by my bedside.

‘I wouldn’t worry about that Jen,’ she soothed, but it was the first sign that slowly my mind and body were healing.


There were other clues; during the night if I needed to call a nurse I would clap, a trick I had learnt from the chef at the Blue Goose restaurant where I was Manager; he would clap to summon the waiting staff. Subconsciously my mind was still working. I guess it was survival.

One morning my mum took my hand ‘what do you think has happened Jenny?’

Puzzled, ‘I don’t know it’s like a bad dream’ I replied. Up until that point I’d assumed I’d been attacked; I was battered and bruised, that seemed the most reasonable explanation. 

‘No Jenny my love, you’ve been in a car accident,’ mum explained.

After 6 weeks in hospital I was able to go home the day after my birthday on the 25th March. For the first few months I moved in with mum.

 
Initially doctors were hopeful that I would regain my sight. I could see shadows and bright lights and one sunny afternoon sitting in the garden with my sister Trudy I jumped out of my skin when her arm movement cut through the sun on my face. ‘Did you see that? She asked surprised. I was shocked myself but as time passed this gleam of hope began to fade and the little sight I did have deteriorated until I couldn’t see anything at all.

It was being sat at mum’s, isolated and alone that I first started to think ‘what is the point?’ I had to clap to go to the loo. I was gutted I couldn’t even go have a pee on my own.

Although the rehab team came to see me it was difficult learning how to cope in someone else’s house and pretty soon I was anxious to get back to my home in Lawrence Weston. I wanted to start to live for myself again, not rely on someone to feed and dress me.

I never thought how I was going to cope on my own, I think somewhere inside I thought if I got home and started getting on with my life my sight would come back.

The rehab team taught me strategies; sticking letter magnets on tins so that I would know what was in them, making a cup of tea with a liquid level indicator which bleeps to tell you hot water and milk levels. These things seemed little compensation for the life I had lost.

It takes a long time to admit that you aren’t coping and to ask for help. You expect people to offer but for 30 years I was capable, independent Jenny, it was hard for friends and family to come to terms with the fact that I was no longer that person.

Initially after the accident I went back to work at the Blue Goose, folding napkins, and once laying all the tables, before I took on a voluntary post at the local blind centre. I was already an accomplished touch typist and took a computer course with added speech software, which announces the keys typed. 

Although I live relatively independently now I have faced so many needless obstacles and barriers. 

I have worked really hard to improve the Bristol Eye hospital for visually impaired people. I still attend regular appointments and it is ironic that as a blind person I can’t navigate the hospital on my own. 

Even in the early days after the accident the nurses were inexperienced. On more than one occasion my mum would come in and tell me I had food on my table that I hadn’t eaten because no one had told me it was there.

It is those little silly things that frustrate me. I was feisty before the accident but I have an anger now that wasn’t there before.

Of course it can’t all be blamed on others. People need to ask for help. It took me seven years to admit freely that I am blind. But I know that if I want to make changes I have to empower myself, not let pride get in the way. That is why I have become involved as a volunteer in the RNIB Losing Patients campaign. People need to know that under the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 they are entitled to information in an accessible format.
From appointment letters, test results and medicine warnings blind and partially sighted people lose out because they don’t receive the information in a format they can read.

I have been through the embarrassment of my friend’s boyfriend reading out my smear test results because they were sent to me in the post, despite me asking for them via email or phone.

All I want is to live my life independently where I can. The current system seems to say ‘she’s disabled it doesn’t matter’ but it does. I don’t want people reading my personal information anymore than the next person. Simply emailing or calling me to let me know gives me the same respect and dignity as everyone else.

I may have been robbed of my sight but that shouldn’t mean I lose my dignity as well. I want to empower other people to understand their rights and regain the independence they deserve.”

As told to Katie Bunting, Bristol LINk Communications Officer

 

