
The Long and Winding Road Living with Spinal Cord Injury 
 

  

My name is Richard Spencer, I am 68 years of age. When I was 27 I was married, had three children; 

a daughter named Amanda (aged 7), a son named Paul (aged 5) and a younger daughter Sonia (aged 

2). 

At that time, I had my own plumbing and heating 

business, my own house I lived in Northamptonshire, 

and I loved my job very much. 

On the 23rd of December 1980, I had gone down to 

London in the early morning and arrived in London at 

07.10am. I had gone to work that day in Marylebone a 

hostel, just to make sure the heating and plumbing was 

working and that it would be okay over Christmas, as I 

wanted to take off two or three days rest, and spend 

time with my family. 

I left London around 2 o'clock to travel back down the 

motorway towards St Albans. Stopping off in 

Bricketwood, where I had another job that I was doing 

to check the plumbing and heating to make sure that it would also be okay over Christmas. 

From there, I left and travelled into St Albans where I wanted to drop off some presents and cards 

for Christmas to a friend. I did this and had a quick chat, got back into my car which was about 5:00 

p.m to go home. Up until that point I was wearing my seat belt but when I got back into the car I was 

only travelling about 200 yards to the traffic lights, I thought I would put my seat belt on when I got 

to the lights but I did not. I waited for the traffic lights to change green then I turned right on to a 

road I knew well, Sandpit Lane. I had travelled about 300 yards and then from this point, I don’t 

remember any more. I was told I had a head on crash, I broke my neck and the other driver broke his 

toe, which one, I don’t know.  

We were both knocked unconscious. I had to be cut from my car 

by the fire brigade. This was at 5:10 p.m. and I was taken to St 

Albans City Hospital where I spent 5 weeks in a coma. The next 

thing I remember is coming out of consciousness on the 29th of 

January 1981, waking up in Stoke Mandeville Spinal Unit. These 

were old wooden huts from the war, I was in ward 2x. 

When I woke up, I was told by a spinal surgeon I’d been in a road 

traffic accident and broke my neck at C5/C6 level complete, 

paralysed from my chest down, with no feeling, sensation or 

control of my body downwards or control of my body 

temperature, or bladder and bowels. and I had been unconscious 

for 5 weeks. I spent seven months at Stoke Mandeville during my 

rehab. The first 4 months I was laying flat with skull traction in 

being turned regular on an electric turning bed. After 4 months, 

Paul and Amanda 



they removed the skull traction and started to slowly sit me up in bed, to prepare me for getting up 

into my new mode of transport (a wheelchair) which would replace my legs! (At least I have saved a 

lot of money over the years on footwear!) 

After this time, I realised what I had been able to do for myself before, was no longer possible. I was 

incontinent and had to have my bowels emptied alternate days by somebody. After 7 months, I was 

transferred to Kettering General Hospital, Northamptonshire where I was on an orthopaedic ward, 

even though going to a general hospital that had no knowledge of spinal cord injury, I was lucky in 

one sense that a spinal trained sister Lynn Gale from my ward 2x at Stoke had been transferred over 

to the General Hospital same time as me to work on the ward and teach the staff there about spinal 

cord injury and my daily care. 

During my time at the general hospital, I was filing for divorce and custody of two of my children. 

This Hospital had no facilities whatsoever, so I was very bored having nothing to do and depression 

started to set in. I was on the first floor on the orthopaedic floor and each day I used to push along 

the corridor for exercise. Each day, I’d pass a lift and a set of stairs. One day the door was open and a 

thought had run through my mind, if I was to drive my electric wheelchair down the stairs and end 

my life, it would make it easier for everyone around me. The second day, I’d passed the door, it was 

still open, so on the third day I made up my mind that I would do it. When I got to the door, 

somebody had closed the door which I think was a wake-up call and it made me think ‘knowing my 

luck, if I had driven over the stairs, rolled down and landed, I would have ended up still alive and 

paralysed higher’ so I thanked the person who shut the door. 

My mind now was set on making plans for the court case 

for custody of my children. That day come and before the 

judge had made his decision, he said to me ‘I feel the 

children would be better in care, tell me Mr. Spencer, 

how do you think you can love your children when you’re 

paralysed?’. I looked him in the eyes and replied ‘I 

believe that love comes from the heart first than the 

physical part’ with that, he said, ‘I grant you custody of 

your two children’. I was overwhelmed, they said I was 

the first person in the UK to be granted custody of my 

children with such a high disability.  

I spent eight months in the General Hospital and 

discharged in March of 1982. As my house was up for 

sale, I moved in to a council accommodation named 

‘mobility house’ which was not suitable at all due to my 

limitations. My children moved in with me, I had district 

nurses in the morning to do my bowels and daily care 

and get me up into the chair and in the evening to put me back to bed.  This went on for 5-6 years. 

As I had young children, I had to have a social worker and support from social services. That support 

was somebody coming in the morning to help get the children dressed and off to school and pick 

them up in the afternoons. Then somebody called a night sitter that would come around at 8pm 

until 8am and would sit in the lounge through the night to safeguard the children. This could be 

somebody from 25 to 75. This wasn’t ideal but it was a way of being able to have my children live 

with me and bring them up. A few years later social services found me somebody that was looking 

for full-time work, they moved in with us to live-in, so in one sense, became the children’s nanny and 

her name was Sandy. A bit eccentric, crazy but good for the kids. The problem in them days was 



there was no understanding and knowledge and support in the community. This was all new to 

doctor’s, nurses and social services. As time went on, I managed to find myself live-in carer’s and I 

employ them still up to this present day.   

There were many problems along the way, for instance, the bowels could open with a catheter leak 

and there was no way of contacting district nurses during the day, only at 6pm when the evening 

service started, who then could come out to me and sort me out. There were no on-call nurses 

through the night, so if the catheter leaked during the night, you would lay in pee until the next day, 

as in those early days carers were not insured allowed to do any nursing duties.   

Over the years, things have improved immensely i.e. understanding of SCI and help, support and 

knowledge. There was no one that could talk or get advice from and most importantly, there was no 

one for my children to talk to. There was no transportation (I still had friends in the building trade 

and if I needed to go somewhere, they would pull up outside my house in a lorry or a van, put a 

couple of boards up from the road onto the lorry, wheel my wheelchair up, tie me against the side of 

the truck, take me to where I was going. If it was raining, they would throw a sheet over the top of 

me and I always prayed each time, I would still be in my chair when I arrived at my destination. Can 

you imagine people’s thoughts, seeing a man tied in the wheelchair at the back of a lorry? 😊 It 

would never be allowed now, with health and safety rules.  

As the years went on, my children got older and more independent, so they did not require as much 

support and I had more time on my hands. During the first years, I was a volunteer with the Spinal 

injuries Association and International Spinal Research Trust. Now my children are grown up and with 

their own children, so I have wonderful grandchildren. My son has 2 boys and my daughter has a 

daughter and a son. They live close-by and I see them quite regularly.  

For the last 12 years, I have been a volunteer with the Backup Trust as a mentor and a powerchair 

skills trainer. Over the years, I have visited seven spinal units in the UK and one in Dublin, the 

National Rehabilitation Centre, teaching wheelchair skills. Now, I have cut it down to two spinal 

units, NSIC and Royal National Orthopaedic Hospital, Stanmore.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



I have also gone on many over 50’s multi-activity courses 

as a trainer. The idea of this is, to take newly injured 

patients out of their comfort zones, away from their 

homes to show that it is still possible to go on a holiday, 

live away from home and take part in many multi-activity 

courses i.e. abseiling, rock climbing, zip wire, kayaking and 

archery. It is great to see the difference on the participants 

faces; after a couple of days they gel together and make 

many friends between them.    

 

As for changes, in my early day, there was no rehab 

such as wheelchair skills or mentoring, family 

mentoring or sibling mentoring, which there are 

now, plus family relative’s days so families can learn 

a little about SCI and also know they have the 

support from the Spinal Units & Backup with the 

mentoring & various courses to build confidence and 

independence. 

 

 

 

The reason I am a Volunteer Mentor & Powerchair Skills, I enjoy the self-satisfaction I get back from 

meeting hundreds of people suffering with SCI teaching the knowledge I’ve learnt over the years and 

helping them to gain their confidence & independence again.  



SCI affects each and each & everyone in totally different ways, not just that person but their families, 

relatives & friends around them. It does take a long time to come to terms with and adjust to the 

situation which is different for everyone.  

Over the years, I have faced some difficulties due to my SCI: a cyst in the spinal cord, two broken 

legs, celiac disease, deaf in my right ear due to a tumour and of course, bladder and bowel issues 

which is a big issue for many SCI people.   

 

Now I live in my own house, 

my adapted vehicle and live-in 

care to make life easier. I have 

wonderful children and 

grandchildren who are my 

priority which makes me a 

very proud dad and grandad. 

 

 

 

This is my short story of my journey on a long and windy road living with a spinal cord injury. In my 

day, there was no textbook telling you how to do things along the way, I was lucky that there was 

light at the end of the tunnel! Very dim 

in the beginning, I just hoped that the 

decisions I had to make along my 

journey would be the right ones. When 

I see that light getting brighter which it 

did, then I knew I had made the right 

choice. I have achieved so much having 

my children, my grandchildren, my 

volunteer work and fairly good health. 

On the 23rd December 2020, it will be 

40 years since my accident and 

survived - now we have to just get 

through the coronavirus! :)  

My philosophy through life is nothing is 

easy, take each day as it comes.Iif you 

get knocked down, get up again and 

fight on, you WILL survive. 

Thank you for reading my story and 

hope it gives you strength and hope 

and a meaning in life. Anything is 

possible. 

Richard Spencer 

It's my life 2 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


