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Ireland’s polio survivors could be suffering
from Post-Polio Syndrome. Martina Devlin

spoke to Joan Bradley, who conquered

polio 50 years ago as a child and

learned to walk again. Now she finds

herself under attack all over again

er strength started ebb-

ing. She'd lean towards

her car and tumble in

face first. She'd walk to
the bus stop but find it too exhaust-
ing to stand and wait by it. She'd go
to the supermarket but throw any-
thing into her basket, desperate to
escape home.

Joan Bradley, who was paralysed
by polio as a child of four but
learned to walk again, to ride a bicy-
cle and a horse, to swing off the
kitchen table like her brothers and
sisters, was frightened.

Her legs seemed to belong to a
stranger, she kept tripping over, she
had no stamina, she suffered from
inexplicable weak spells. Doctors
tested her but could detect no reason
and she wondered if she was imagin-
ing this increasing frailty — she was
on the brink of consulting a psychia-
trist. -

Her sense of trepidation took her
back to the time she was a puzzled
little girl wondering why the curtains
were kept drawn in her bedroom,
why her parents crept in and out
whispering, why she was suddenly
bought a doll when it wasn’t her
birthday or Christmas.

A similar bewilderment gripped
Joan again, now 61 and working as a
telephonist-receptionist with a firm
of Dublin valuers adjusters. Then she
heard about Post-Polio Syndrome.

__ She checked out the symptoms:

fatigue, muscle and joint pain, loss of
ability, sleep and swallowing prob-
lems. She read about how it affected
polio survivors decades after the
virus first attacked them.

And she realised with relief that
there was an explanation for her con-
dition — although there was no cure
for it.

nitially Joan, who used to walk

only with a slight limp, needed

calipers’ for one leg, then by
1993 she was fitted for both; two
years ago she took to using a wheel-
chair occasionally, now she’s in it for
an hour a day and is gradually
becoming more reliant on it.

“There's a sadness at having lost
what I had,” she admits. “I won-
dered ‘why me?’ just like I did when I
was a little girl. I'm resigned to the
fact I'll increasingly lose mobility. I
used to love going walking in the
country looking at birds and I can’t
do that any more. I certainly won’t
ride a bike again.

“But I'm an optimistic person, I
still feel I can live a useful life. There
are times I wonder why has it re-
emerged, sometimes I feel depressed,
but I just have to deal with it and I

Joan Bradley, back in a wheelchair this week and, left, as a four year old t

have a spiritual aspect to my iife
which helps me enormously.

“I don't think I'll ever go right
back to the paralysis I experienced as
a child when I spent a, year in hospi-
tal lying on my back looking at the
ceiling, not even able to feed myself
— 1 won't live that long,” she adds
matter-of-factly.

Joan, who grew up on a farm in
Co Laois, doesn’t know how long
she’ll be able to carry on working. “I
can feel myself getting weaker,” she
acknowledges. “But polios are deter-
mined people, I have no intention of
being put down — I'll keep going. If
I can’t work I'll do an Open Univer-
sity degree, I'll keep busy. "

Initially it was believed that Post-
Polio Syndrome might be a recur-

rence of the original virus which.
attacked babies and children in the
40s and 50s before a vaccine was
developed and mass-marketed in the
60s. Now it's thought that the neu-
rones or nerve tissue which grew to
replace the destroyed ones might sim-
ply have a shorter life expectancy,
although it’s still only one theory.
Up to 5,000 of Ireland's 9,000
polio survivors may have developed
the syndrome. Joan, secretary of the
Post-Polio Support Group, says she’s
been contacted by anxious men and
women who don’t understand what
is happening to them. Others are
likely to be in denial, she fears, and
the battling spirit which characterised
people attacked by the virus might




