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Salford CHMHT has been running adventure holidays for young mentally
handicapped adults for some years nowe Until receutly the format had been
that of a fairly large group of mentally handic apped people, volunieers and
staff going away together for a week camping or staying in basic¢ accommnodation
and taking part in various outdoor activities. More recently the groups
have been getting smaller but have still centred on being "specialist" hoiidays
for mentally handicapped peoples

The thinking behind the adventure "holidays' is to offesy mcoras than
providing a holidoy, with the enphasis on adventure. adventure can mean
anything from capsizing out c¢f a carnce to burnin:; your own saisage over a
campfire, voth being activities which mentelly handicapped people tend to be
Yprotected' frume [he holidays have a strong ethos of allowing freedom of
choice and taking 'risks" in terms of freedom of movement and discovery of
new skills in poteatially ™dangerous™ outdoor »ursuits type activities such
as canoeing, horse riding, rock climbin . and in the backrround of course
is the adventure of the relationships built up, leading at times to a kind
of euphoria which rarely occurs back in tie “'normal™ working situstione

Through talking with friends who are youth workers it siruck me ow
similar their objectives on "residentials™ were Lo our objectives on our
adventure holidayse Th#s lead to the obvious suggestion of or onising a
Jjoint ventures

Marie, a ywuth worker in the Jhiston/Ppescot area, had nlroady been
thinking of orinnisiny & resiventizl holiday for the sroup of unemployed
young women she had been working with over the past yeare The nrevious
swaider I had been away with a “roup of young meatally haadicroped women
and we csreed on orsanising ~n agventure holiday fTor 10 youn~ women, thoe
number being decided by the number of winibus seais.

Within the Youth Service work with sirls and young women is a fairly
new and developing area or worike 1t is recognised that until recently the
youth service has nejlected the needs of jirls, particularly in the area of
outdoor pursuits, and there are strong arsuments in favour of activities and
space for girls only.

Mental handicap services on the otherhand appear to be behind the times
and my organising girlseonly activities is sometimes seen as "reactionary',
perhaps because it is relatively recently that the sexes have been dew
segregated within many mentalis handicapwed services. However within both
services the arguments are the same! in nixed company zirls can often be
inhibited and unconfident about trying out new =ctivities, espccialiy in the
area of outdoor pursuits which have a Lruditionel image of veing “male™
activitiese Too often zirls' experiences of certain activities have been
marred by male ridicule or paitronisinge

As well as the shared aims of providing a residential experience with the
opportunity to taste new activities and gain satisfaction and confidence from tii
there was the additional aim of providing a new experience for Loth sets of
young womene Ior the nentally handicapped women it would provide the
opportunity to be with 'normal' young women, sharing ordinary things such as
musicy clothes, chatting with friends on an "equal" basis. ‘e 1opcd to et
away from the helper/helped type relationship betwecen youns women and volunteers
or staff, which is wore oftenm the only way .resented to our young women to rel:ate
to "normal' young women.
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For the 'mormal' young women it was an opportunity to overcome their
fears and vrejudices about mentally handicapped peoples

We stayed in the rfarabiner llountsineering Club hut in Horth wales,
which is economical, ideally placed for outdoor activities, has excellent selfe-
contained facilitiez and one commmal bunkroome The prosramme of activities
included canoeing, horse-ridingz, walking, visits to a slate nine, as well as
more familiar outings to 2z cinema and a disco, znd numerous cups of tea in the
famous Pete's Lats of Llunberise

As was to be exvected, at first there was little interaction between the
different groups of girlse. For the first couple of days the 'Ynormal' girls
sniggered at the handicapped girls behind their backse

When we drew up in the minibus the doors would fly open and the girls jump
out, leovin: Uiane vhio is dhysically as well as meutsldly hndicanped left
stranded forlornly in the buse It was hard for the staff to restrain rfrom
rebuking the ¢irls for their unsympathetic and inconsiderate behaviour, and
hard not to be "protective'" towards the mentally handicapped girls. However,
the turning point cames a8 alweys on such holidays some incidant occurs which
unites the group. 1In this gase wo of the menteldly handicroped drls went
"m1351n M late on the second evening, a very dark, wet end windy eveuinge  The

earch party soom rescued them in the minibvs, ”ut the incident served to make
the girls aware of their different responsibilitics towards n”uh other and the
fact thoat alre.dy the safety md well bein of dny member of the grouy wes a
collective, group respousibiliiye «nd indeed the two wiw hod one nissing
gained in “status" in the eyes of the cothor irlse

The three mentally handicapped zirls started to be accepied into the
sroup on the strengths of thedir individual perconalitiec. anpela, one of
the guieter nentolly hoanitize ed sirls, fell in with a counle of the ~ulcter
"nopwal’ girls and this Little sroup would be discover~d uriting nhostenrds on
the top bunk or playing cards by the firees Lymn, the extrover t, honed in on
the "naughty' set, tiuc adolescent ‘rebelsis and Wiane, wiv verhaps aad less
choice than others, found hcrself in the 'ecarc' zyroup viwe wore the ones nlaying
a full part in domestic chores and cnoking, who preforred a wallt un to see the
waterfalls to an afterncon around the uddps. Je ended up with three sube
groups according to personalitiss rather than abilities.

Gradually the girls sained confidence in hondling the vheelchair or
helping Diane dress. The  irls sturted swooping and borrowing clothes to go
out in in the eveninge They started telling Lynn to sit down in the minibus,
just as they would sinut at eazch other, rather than complaining to a member of
staff about her behaviour. dnd they started csking quesiions about each other,
sharing stories of their experiences, their oolnlonu. The ;irls! menteal
handicops didn't disappenr anl weren't i nored, but they were ;cccgted as nart
of an individual's personality, just s the other bmrls werce recornised as
moody, or loud~mouthed or with euotional Lroblems. DBut, best of 11, the
"normal" pgirls inciuded the mentally haondicepned irls because they vere fun
to be with, or pleasant company, and aot out of o sense of duty or a desire to
help. And it only took a week to achieve thise

Having been on this holiday, having seen "integration'" work so well, I
wouldn't want to organise another "specialist" holiday a;aine There were so
many added benefits for everyone -~ the 'normal’ girls provided a model for such
things as saying what they did or didn't want to do Ghat to wear to the
discos The mentally handicapped zirls were exposeg to teenage culture to the
point that at times their esrs and eyes were popping out of their heads, =nd to
a point that in the rest of their lives their carers and professionals
effectively ban them from experiencinge If we rcally mean what we say in



mentaldy handicappmml services about the benefits of nermalisation, then

we have to stop sheltering mentally handicapped people in "specialist"
settingse and, in turn, the Yough Jervice neceds to start looking nt the need:
of mentally handicapped people, and not seeing them as a specialist "oroblem"
outside of their crea of worke The three ment2lly handicapped girls were

no more or less of a "problem" than the other seven girls who came on the
holiday and I can oniy thank them for their contribution in making it all

such a rich experiences
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