FINAL EDITED ARTICLE 

It was late April 2008 and I was on my way to Zagreb, the capital of Croatia. I caught the train from Brighton (part of the new City of Brighton and Hove) for Luton where there is a relatively new and expanding airport. It surprises many English people that there is a direct link  from Brighton to Luton which means not having to change in London or elsewhere. Luton is not the most admired town in England but I find the airport well-run. You get off at a separate railway station called Luton Airport and descend via several escalator links to a small bus station. There is a shuttle service from there to the airport itself which is a good few km away. 

As it was daylight I had little difficulty in finding my way from the station platform to the bus-station. At that point I had a stroke of luck which quite often befalls me. A very helpful young man asked if I needed any help and I said I would be glad to tag along with him. When we got to the airport terminal building he asked me which airline I was taking I told him Wizz Air which is a new line. It turned out he was using the same airline and going to the same city, Zagreb. So, Lady Luck favoured me yet again and my new chum, Peter and I were able to find the check in desk and do all the normal things in good time. We were in very good time because nowadays one of the annoying things about air travel is having to check in hours before the flight departure time. If you arrive in good time checking-in is a doddle because I purchased a ticket online which means I just have to show the staff member my mini-folder. What do I mean by my mini-folder? 

At this juncture I will explain a little about myself. I'm a single person with Usher Syndrome Type II. I live alone but I am active within Society and in recent years have travelled both at home and abroad a fair bit. Although I can get about rather well I can now only read very large print although I'm able to read emails on my computer because I can blow them up as large as I like. However, it's not really possible for me to arrange my travel documents without help. I'm lucky enough to be able to employ readers/ organisers who are students at the University of Sussex here in Brighton. What I do when I plan a trip is to ask my readers to compile a mini-folder which is in a plastic cover. All the information about the holiday or conference and the travel plans go into this mini-folder. This includes a computer print out of an "e-ticket" which replaces a traditional airline ticket. So I don't have tickets to lose. When I arrive at the appropriate check-in desk I fish out my mini-folder and hand it over saying "everything you need to know about me is in there !" This always works well. In the last year or so I've taken to having no luggage apart from a small back pack. I do this because one of the problems of having limited sight on arriving at an airport is trying to find luggage   at "baggage retrieval." If you don't have any luggage that's another problem solved. Not only that, it means that you get through immigration and out of the terminal building so much faster. There is another reason. The low-cost air lines now charge extra for luggage apart from a small back pack so it all makes perfect sense. 

I made my way with Peter to a coffee bar and we got to know each other a bit. He was a very friendly person who was big and strong looking. He had worked in Croatia and I believe other parts of the former Jugoslavia. He was now working for "The Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). He was surprised that I new about this organisation. We know it better as the Helsinki Accord which was signed in 1975 and was an essential part of Détente by which the then 33 countries of Europe plus the USA and Canada signed an agreement to promote cooperation and security in Europe. Sadly, this was not observed and Jugoslavia was broken up in defiance of the OSCE. Peter, to my surprise knew all about this and had informed views on the post-Jugoslavian situation. He was a Geordie now married to a Croatian and he hoped to set up his home in Croatia which he thought could provide a better life for him and his yet unborn children. 

Two weeks before my flight to Zagreb I had had a cataract operation on my left eye. I had had my right eye operated on on 2 January and to my great delight it had proved a great success in that I could now see in daylight as much as five years before. So I decided to have the second eye done. This involved 4 weeks of post-operational attention four times a day by visiting district nurses. I wanted to go on this trip to Zagreb and so I thought it would be fairly easy to find people to put drops in my eyes while I was away. I thought that a big airport like Luton would have a medical team or nurse who could do a simple thing like put drops in my eyes but I was mistaken. The main information desk told me they could not help me. There is a branch of the large British pharmacy chain called Boots at Luton Airport. In the "old days" branches of Boots always had qualified pharmacists who would do simple things like applying eye drops or sticking plasters. Not today, though! This branch didn't even have a first-aider. There was nothing for it but to ask my fellow passengers for help. Luckily I found an amiable nurse who did the job for me. It turned out that she worked in a hospice in Shrewsbury. I must say that she must be a tonic for her charges as she was such a cheerful person. I was eager to get on the flight but as so often happens we were delayed for an extra hour or so. 

I cannot remember much about the flight except that I was put near the front with plenty of leg room and plenty of help from the pleasant flight attendant. On arrival I stayed put so that all the others could get off first. I'm always either the first or last off an aeroplane according to the attitude of the cabin staff. Sometimes they think "lets get him off the aeroplane first and then he won't fall over anybody." Sometimes they think "Lets get all the normal people of first and then we can help him more." Either way as with this occasion I get helped straight through Immigration etc and out to the front of the terminal building. A white cane does wonders. 

A young man was waiting for me to take me to the hotel Four Point Panorama Hotel. It's always easy to recognise me because my hair's the same colour as my cane. The weather was drab and the airport seemed a long way from the city. Zagreb is much bigger then I thought and the traffic much busier then I had feared. I apologised for being late but seemed to be forgiven. One advantage of being accidentally late is that it is usually much easier to register at Conferences. I did that and I was shown up to a very posh bedroom in fact the hotel was quite luxurious which I must say I enjoy. What I most like is having a non-stop supply of hot water and a well functioning shower. Everyone knows how hot and sticky you get when travelling so I had a wonderful long shower, changed into clean clothes and went down to dinner feeling like a million dollars. 

I then had to hunt for a first-aider or the hotel's medical representative to do my eye drops. Easier said then done. It so happens that I visited Croatia and other parts of Jugoslavia in the 1960s. In those days Jugoslavia was a very proud and confident country well-regarded for it's excellent education and health services. All the boys had to do compulsory military service and the country was well defended. Girls didn't have to do military service although most of them were taught to drive at a time when this was quite rare for girls in the West. If I remember correctly most of the girls had semi-compulsory basic nursing and first-aid training. Together with map-reading and hygiene. Sadly, from my point of view things have changed. However, I did notice that the people still seem to be quite healthy and better educated then in England. I like to discuss politics and I found that many of the young people have a feeling that the wars in Jugoslavia in the 1990s were unnecessary and that people were misled by ultra-nationalists peddling their own agendas. 

Anyway I found some helpful receptionists who administered by eye drops. While I was being thus attended an old stalwart from DbI came up and affected mock surprise at my plight. "Colin" he said "it's amazing that although you have little sight you always seem to find a pretty girl to help you." I regretted that this was indeed the case. 

The first two days of the double conference concerned the deafblind section of the European Blind Union. I am not a member of the EBU but had been invited to attend. To my pleasant surprise, non-members of EBU were allowed to contribute including discussion on some aspects of EBU policy. We were not allowed to vote, of course. There was a lively discussion on whether the EBU should identify the particular concerns for deafblind women. I felt that this was an antiquate attitude and that in the 21st century we should be treating men and women equally. At first it seems as though this view was very much a minority one but when the various countrys' representative voted it became clear that this was not so. The decision to "discriminate" in favour of women was carried but only just. The third and fourth days of the twin-conference were taken up with a General Assembly of the EDBU and discussion on it's organisation. I will not deal or discuss the events of those two days as they are covered elsewhere. 

A very important part of this double-conference was the social activities that went with it. These were truly excellent and I have to say these few days at the end of April were most enjoyable. I was not alone in my view that this was one of the best organised conferences I have ever been two. Everything worked like clockwork 

The Sunday was given over to a whole day of outings. In the morning we visited Gric which is an ancient part of Zagreb. It is reputed that witches live there and we were given the task of finding out if that were true and hunting them down. It seems that there were four left over from medieval times and we managed to interview them. I have not had much experience of witches in my life but I can report that the Zagreb witches are very easy on the eye! Although they wear the obligatory wide- brimmed conical hats and black cloaks they all speak excellent English and were not at all frightening. 

I must add here that the standard of English in the general population is very high. As to the English spoken by the organisers and volunteers at the Conference it was remarkably good. The language of the Conference was English and those who could not speak that language had their words translated very competently into English. Moreover all the words spoken in the conference were projected onto large screens. I must add that the Conference was well served by excellent sign-language interpreters so that everyone there had the opportunity to keep abreast of discussions.

On the Sunday afternoon we were driven 35 km through beautiful countryside out of Zagreb to visit an eco-village, Zumberak- which I would call a farm! There were many animals for townies to encounter - perhaps for the first time. 

Towards evening we all moved into a farm building where we were well-fed and well-”watered”. There was a band which people enjoyed and later all of us joined in in energetic dancing. I have to say that I enjoyed myself very much and I think everyone did. Of course the light level was low but it didn't bother me. I had plenty of help finding dancing partners and my hand can always find a glass (or two). 

There were social activities every evening including a visit to a theatre  where we had a silent play presented by deaf actors. I'm not claiming that all of us understood it. We had an enjoyable dinner out at a local restaurant and a singing contest at the hotel. 

I stayed a day longer at the hotel after the Conference. Everyone else had gone but I had been voted to write up the minutes of the Conference. This was a bit of a chore but I accomplished it with the help of Bojan whose English and understanding of what happened during the Conference was amazing. We spent all May Day from 8 am -6pm labouring over his computer while we tried to get some order into the notes of the event. I think we did a fair job but I was glad to see the end of it. 

I had left myself a couple of days free to see a bit of Croatia. I had bitten off a bit more then I could chew as I couldn't find any guided coach tours and Croatia was more expensive then I had thought. However, I had a stroke of luck-yet again! During the Conference I had got to know Goran who had arranged all the audio equipment including the excellent induction loop system. It turned out he actually comes from the Island of Krk​ an Island off the Croatian coast and one thing led to another. He went home after the conference and we travelled together in his car to the Croatian coast. We found a place for me to stay there which was very near the centre of Njivice. It was a delightful place and I spent some happy hours with Goron at the seaside on the waterfront eating and drinking. He had to get on with his own life for most of my short visit but I managed to get around and enjoy myself. On the Sunday morning Goron put me on the bus travelling all the way back to Zagreb. Fortunately I had good company on the journey but the bus was rather late getting into Zagreb. Kindly, Tajana, the main organiser of the Conference had arranged to meet me at the bus station and she drove me to the airport. I was very grateful for this. I caught my flight in good time as always the airport staff were most helpful to me and couldn't do enough for me. I had good company on the aeroplane but that's another story. 

The next day my workerday life began again in Hove. 

I must not forget to express my appreciation not only for the quality of the Conferences but also for the help given to us by the hotel staff from the Manager down to the most junior staff member. 

If you want to see the many photos I had taken for me in Croatia then look at my Flickr Photo Gallery which you can access through my blog: www.bennettsworld.blogspot.com 


Colin Bennett, Hove UK


END OF PROPOSED ARTICLE 
















-- 
Colin Bennett 
Hove 

My telephone number is : +44 (0) 1273 325311 
My fax number is: +44 (0) 870 7066253 
Skype ID : colinhove 
My main email address is 
colinbbennett@palmeira.org.uk 
BTW: my blog is bennettsworld.blogspot.com 
Please use black font if you can (when replying)! 

