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Courage in adversity 
June Goodfield 

Polio victims - famous or 
unknown - have set signal 
examples of the capacity of 
the human spirit to triumph 
over severe physical and 
psychological disabilities. 

The end-game in our battle with 
poliomyelitis approaches. Yet 
as we contemplate the future 

with optimism we should glance 
back down the corridors of the past 
and recall the millions of people 
from all over the world who caught 
the virus. So many of them suffered 
paralysis, and either died or lived to 
battle constantly with twin disabili
ties: their own physical limitations 
and the psychological isolation im
posed by other people's fear. While 
anticipating the triumph to come, we 
should remember them with compas
sion and salute them for what they 
have taught us about the enduring 
strength of the human spirit. 

Their roll-call includes the 
famous (US President Franklyn 
Delano Roosevelt) and the unknown 
(22 small boys playing football in 
Nigeria, all of whom had polio). The 
Roosevelt family took their summer 
vacation at Campobello on Canada's 
eastern rocky shore. FDR, aged 39, 
arrived at Campobello in 1921 
exhausted, but on I 0 August, after an 
active day, he decided he wanted to 
swim. So he jogged two miles to 
swim in the icy waters of the Bay of 

Roelofie Mussche, who controcted polio when she was 1 1, is now a skilled actress with on 
important message to convey. 

Fundy. Early that evening he felt 
chilled and went to bed. The next 
day he had a high fever, and pain in 
his back and legs. By Friday he 
couldn 't move his legs at all. A 
famous diagnostician decided that 
FDR had suffered a blood clot. His 
prescription - frequent massages; his 
bill- US$ 600, in those days an 
enormous amount of money. 

Over the next three weeks , FDR's 
condition became worse. Eventually 
his devoted wife Eleanor and his 
friend Louis Howe had to do every
thing for him: shave him, brush his 
teeth, administer catheters, massage 
his legs. Only on 25 August did a 
Boston specialist correctly diagnose 
infantile paralysis- polio. For 15 
days FDR had been having 
absolutely the worst treatment. But 
in reality there was nothing at all 
anyone could do. 

Fundraising 

Twelve years later, in March 1933, 
F. D. Roosevelt, by then severely 
paralysed, became President of the 
United States. The fo llowing 
January his first President's Birthday 
Ball took place, during which impas
sioned appeals were made for funds 
to sponsor polio research . 
Roosevelt's former law partner, Basil 
O 'Connor, founded the National 
Foundation for Infantile Paralysis 
and became its first Director. He 
started the famous "March of Dimes" 
fundraising campaign, which was 
committed to finding effective vac
cines. So successful was this 
campaign that, ten years later, when 
polio had been controlled in the 
United States, there were still 
millions of dollars left in the bank. 
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This particular set of circum
stance changed the history of our 
struggle with polio. But it changed 
something else too. Eleanor 
Roosevelt called her husband's 
triumph over his disability "a bless
ing in disguise". Certainly he must 
have possessed both strength and 
courage to overcome severe physical 
and psychological disabilities and 
give just one more example of theca
pacity of the human spirit to triumph. 
Certainly the unflagging devotion of 
his wife played a crucially important 
role. But, as she wrote: "He had to 
think out the fundamentals of living 
and learn the greatest of all lessons -
infinite patience and never-ending 
persistence." During painful years of 
trial, the handsome, debonair, some
what frivolous and spoilt young man 
developed "a new seriousness about 
himself, and a deeper empathy for 
other people." 

Similar examples continue to the 
present day. Outbreaks of polio in 
the Netherlands, for instance, areal
most totally confined to people from 
the various Reformed (Protestant) 
churches who refuse vaccination on 
religious grounds. One such out
break occurred in 1971 , during which 
a child from one of these communi
ties, 11-year-old Roelofje Mussche, 
developed flu-like symptoms. No 
paralysis followed and even today 
she can move her arms and legs. But 
the nerves and the muscles of her res
piratory system were severely 
affected. The girl spent the next six 

Many young handicapped people excel in sports. 

years in hospital on artificial respira
tion , and intensive physiotherapy 
was completely neglected. Had she 
received exercise she could have 
walked; now she is confined to a 
wheelchair. 

Theatre offered an escape 
route 

For the first six years after the 
paralysis Roelofje could not talk at 
all. She breathes only through a slit 
in her windpipe and now, when she 
wants to speak, she plugs it with an 
ebony stick to allow the air to pass 
over her vocal chords. Asked what 
kept her going all those years , she 
replies it was the theatre. In her 
wheelchair she was able to watch 
plays every week, drama releasing 
her from the prison of her existence. 

One day she asked herself: 
"What am I doing on this side of the 
footlights? I should be on the other 
side, participating on the stage" . She 
saw an advertisement seeking a 
disabled youngster to take part in a 
documentary film. She replied, 
auditioned and got the job. Then the 
documentary was transferred to the 
stage - as a play specially written for 
her role. Produced in 1992, About 
Living tells the story of the outbreak 
in Staphorst. In one scene an aca
demic anthropologist describes what 
he thinks happened in the village, but 
Roelofje comes on and shows how 
outsiders don ' t really understand the 
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Being a victim of polio did not prevent Franklin 
D. Roosevelt from being President of the United 
States of America from 19 3 3 to 1945. 

situation at all. There is also a 
sequence of her dancing, supported 
by a Dutch dancer, in an extra
ordinarily moving and beautiful 
choreographed routine. Short 
extracts from this play are regularly 
repeated on request- at special 
events ranging from drama groups to 
congresses on health and polio. She 
is also working on a drama on 
euthanasia. 

Roelofje 's story is something 
quite unusual in the spectrum of 
polio victims. Many of them excel in 
sport or in music, but few have had 
the courage to take their disability 
quite literally on the stage, to full 
public exposure. • 
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