
donors’ need to shift money and the NGOs’ need to
spend it.

The worst case it seemed to me would be a strong
yet poorly coordinated NGO community operating in a
place where there were weak local leaders who lacked
any sort of strategic vision. Perhaps in an ideal world local
leaders in disaster-hit areas should be given the money to
commission services from NGOs (rather than Western
donors, often governments, being the commissioners).
This would certainly maximise local empowerment and
responsibility, although such power is rarely transferred
voluntarily.

In the end I go for the elephant bookends and a
coffee that doesn’t taste of earth, and I think of the Sri
Lankan doctors who are now unlikely to receive psychia-
tric training in the UK because of the new discriminatory
work permit requirements. However, every cloud has a
silver lining and maybe it’s more effective taking trainers
to the trainees, rather than trainees to the trainers. Both
models involve cultural adjustment, but the great thing
about exporting the trainer is that the trainees are
supervised in the sociocultural context they will be
working in. They may also be less tempted to emigrate
and more inclined to continue working locally where they
are certainly needed.

I glance at the papers. They contain the by now
familiar pages of deliberations on the undeclared war, as
well as brief reports of yesterday’s killings (900 in the 3
months I’ve been here, half of them civilians), and news
that 50 000 people have now been internally displaced by
the disturbances so far this year. There is also a little piece
on Sri Lanka’s chances in the Miss Universe competition in
Los Angeles. Miss Sri Lanka is the TV business affairs
presenter Jackie Fernandez. A columnist argues that a

Miss Foreign Exchange would have been more appro-
priate, in recognition of the apparel workers, tea pluckers
and housemaids on whom the country depends. I
remember the half a dozen women I’ve seen whose
illnesses had been triggered by bad experiences in the
Middle East or difficulties adjusting to returning home. A
source of stress that featured in clinics almost as often as
the tsunami.

My flight is announced.Well, that’s it, time has run
out. I have an image of my last visit to the Sea Breeze
rooftop cafe¤ . Presents exchanged, photographs taken, a
feeling of guilt on my part for leaving so soon. Along the
beach much of the rubble has now been cleared and
steel rods are sticking out of newly poured concrete,
marking out the foundations of a new school.
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T E R RY HAMMOND

Partners in Care: diary of a carer

The old lady in black was bent over the body of her son.
She rocked backwards and forwards, wailing. Do I really
need to watch this I thought? I switched over and was
subjected to the woeful groans of EastEnders. That’s
enough, I thought. As I was about to take my cup of tea
into the conservatory, my son Steve, who had been
quietly studying the floor, suddenly raised his head and
demanded to know why I had rung the BBC. ‘BBC! What
are you talking about?’ ‘You know,’ he retorted. ‘You rang
the BBC to tell them what a lazy sod I am; they’ve been
broadcasting it all day.’ My heart missed a beat. I went
cold, my stomach turned - I had become a carer.

I had always looked upon people who care as kindly
people doing things that I was glad I did not. I had this
image of Mother Theresa types sacrificing their lives for
the ones they love, quietly and gently going about their
business. Five years on I feel more like the headmaster at
a school for difficult children. My wife says it’s like having

a child again - worrying what time he goes to bed, what
time he gets up, what he is doing when he goes out,
about his eating, the friends he keeps, etc.

Friday June 2000
‘I woke up this morning feeling so tired I felt it was time to go
to bed. Had a bad night last night. Steve toldme at 3.30 a.m.
that he thought Eric Clapton was a gift from God.
While cleaningmy teeth, I noticed three more grey hairs,

deepening crow’s feet and rampant nose hair. Got to work
late, feel asleep over my cup of tea.
Got home at 5.30 p.m. Steve was having breakfast. He

complained that the dustcart woke him at 3 p.m.
Lent Steve »2 for fags. I remindedhimthat henowowedme

»4740. He promised to pay me back onThursday.’

When I am asked what it is like to be a carer I say
it’s like every grandparents’ nightmare - having the
grandchildren to stay but not being able to get rid of
them. Like most people in their mid 50s you want to re-
discover your life again. You want to be able to go out
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for the night and not be plagued with guilt and worry
with what the place will look like when you get home.
You want to spend your hard-earnt savings on all that
SAGA can throw at you. The last thing you want to be is
a carer.

September 2000
‘I read today that1 in10 people with schizophrenia commit
suicide. Have now become paranoid that Steve will do
something stupid. I went in to his room last night to check that
he was OK, I prodded him to see if he’s still alive. He woke up
with a jump,‘‘What are you doing creeping aroundmy room in
the middle of the night, youmad sod . . . bugger off’’. I felt a
real pratt.’

Nobody can really understand what it’s like to be a
carer unless you have been there. I felt like my head had
been burgled and someone had run off with my happi-
ness. You are plunged into the most strange and bizarre
world imaginable.Waking up and finding all the televi-
sions in the house facing the wall, the radio in the fridge
and your CDs in the washing machine. Apologising to
your next-door neighbour for your son arguing with his
apple tree in the middle of the night. Trying to explain
why he had daubed their windows with broken eggs and
making excuses to the postman as to why the letterbox is
regularly sellotaped.

Saturday November 2002
‘Woke up this morning with a smoker’s cough.The house
reeks of Steve’s fags. Seriously thought of taking up smoking.
At least I would be inhalingmy fumes and not Steve’s.
I remindedhim that he had said that he would give up every

day for the past 4 years. Suggested that just to stop smoking
in the house would be a start. He promised to do this. One
hour later Steve set off the smoke alarm in the lounge. He
apologised and said he forgot.’

Steve unfortunately verbalises his voices, which at
times can be excruciatingly embarrassing - especially in
front of women. ‘I beg your pardon’ the well-developed
barmaid demanded. ‘Sorry, he has just come out of
hospital,’ as I speedily grab his arm and leave.

April 2003
‘Steve’s very agitated this afternoon. He screamed and
shouted at the DSS, insisting that they sort his benefits out. I
advisedhimthat it was better to close thewindowanduse the
telephone.
Steve handedme apile of unopened letters, toldme to sort

them out and then askedme if he could have some money on
account.‘‘On account of what?’’ I asked.‘‘On account of my
successful negotiations with the DSS,’’ he replied. Gave in and
handed him a fiver. Steve came back blotto at 8.30 p.m. I
asked him how he could possibly get so drunk on a fiver. He
said he had borrowed a few glasses of my malt whisky to
warmup his confidence prior to his visit to the pub. Nothing
on the telly.Went to bed at10.30 p.m. - Eric Clapton is
beginning to grow onme.’

Dealing with the system is at times worse than
coping with the illness. Trying to complete the 16-page
DLA form from the DSS is enough to send anyone round
the bend. Q9 - Do you have trouble getting out of
bed? - well yes and no, Q10 - ‘How many days in the
week do you need help getting out of bed?’ - well, err, I
don’t know! After four hours struggling in front of the
telly trying to fathom the form out, I am left feeling a
complete inadequate and beginning to rethink my life.

January 2004
‘Had a bad day.Went to a conference in London. Heard some
11-year-old social worker ranting on about the importance of
independence and how carers must learn to‘‘let go’’. Let go!
Let go!
I ambiologically programmed not to let go. Hasn’t David

Attenborough taught you anything about human nature? I
know Imust let go. But I can’t because youknow why, because
I amhis father andmy wife is his mother. Don’t you get it? All
we want to do is to rescue him fromhis livinghell. I want to get
inside his head and rip out whatever is destroying him. Let
go - I’ll let go when I can trust you and trust the system.
And where do you suppose I am going to let him go to -

some crap bedsit where he can live in isolation and loneliness
for the rest of his life, where he has to battle against poverty
and hunger, where he is exposed to the worst element of so-
ciety, drug dealers, thieves and a society that wishes he was
not there.’

It’s been nearly 6 years now and one thing you do
learn is how the human species can adapt. Steve still has
voices but he now knows they are his thoughts and not
aliens - he still smokes like a trooper but now mostly in
his bedroom. I have stopped creeping around the house.
As a family we are now planning, with Steve, a more
independent life for him.

I’ll leave you with one of my more recent diary
entries:

May 2005
‘Took Steve to the pub last night. . . . He downed twopints for
every one of mine.Within an hour and six fags later he mana-
ged to turn our corner of the pub into a scene that resembled
London smog.The young girl who was collecting glasses had
to ask if there was anybody in there. Steve showedmy mates
his latest drawings, which he had been doing at the local day
centre. Everyone was impressed.
Steve thought they were crap but was chuffed by the

praise.Went to bed late cursing, as I need to get up early in the
morning.
Steve put his head round the corner,‘‘Do you really thinkmy

drawings are OK?’’ I said they were really excellent. A sparkle
appeared in his eye. I closedmy eyes, smiling to myself, could
Steve be on the mend?’

Terry Hammond Rethink, London, email: terry.hammond@rethink.org
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