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Accessible break in the sun

By Bill Campbell

In January this year I was able to take a week’s break from the winter here in Scotland for the first time.

My wife, Jannette, and I headed for Playa De Las Americas in Tenerife.  Jannette is recovering from a broken thigh and needed a break to cheer her up.  I have sight and hearing impairments.  Therefore, it was important that we chose somewhere accessible where we could relax and unwind.  We chose a Thomas Cook holiday in the Noelia Sur hotel in Las Americas and we were not disappointed.

The hotel was only 15 minutes from the airport.  On arrival we found right away that the staff couldn’t have been more helpful.  There was a slight access problem with the first room we were allocated and we were given another room without any fuss.  In fact, when the hotel manager came over to speak to me the next day and I complemented him on this, he offered to re-allocate us again.  There must have been a slight language misunderstanding here!

The rooms were very spacious and really well appointed,  Although we didn’t request an accessible room, it was still very well laid out.  The manager said they have 12 wheelchair accessible rooms.  The rooms were cleaned every day.

Movement around the hotel was really easy with ramp and lift access in abundance.  Even the main swimming pool had a ramp that took you right into the pool.  The décor was bright and I had no trouble getting around .

The bar and restaurant were both very spacious with the food excellent and the drink reasonably priced.  There was also entertainment in the bar and the main conference/disco area every night.

One thing to watch though was the highly polished floors.  We saw one poor man slip and fall outside the restaurant.

The street environment in this part of Las Americas is very accessible.  Though I have to say that access to some of the bars leaves a lot to be desired.  Not many of the bars had accessible loos either.  Not that I was in many bars you understand!!!

Accessible taxis seemed to be plentiful, but you would have had to get their telephone numbers from the internet or at the hotel.  There are also scooters for hire. Overall, we had a very relaxing week in a very friendly atmosphere with good weather for January. 
Find out more about the Noelia Sur on their web site at http://www.dreamplacenoeliasurhotel.com/ .   There is also plenty of information about the resort as a whole on the internet.  
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A holiday in Nancy, France

By Jackie McLean
“ I need a holiday,” he informed me, with his schoolboy pout.  “Okay” I replied. “Make it August if you can. There is every chance I can get away then”  “What?” he stuttered. “What do you mean?” “I mean go ahead and organise something” “What sort of thing?” he asked. Long-suffering patience was not my forte. “You said you wanted a holiday – go ahead. I will keep you company wherever you decide you want to go!”  “And you want ME to organise it?”  “Of course!” I replied. “There is nothing wrong with your brain. I am very busy at work, and if you can do this for me, I would be very grateful.”  

It only took twenty-four hours. He was up and running (well, metaphorically)  And so it came about. He organised a strict itinerary.  Edinburgh to King’s Cross by train: then the circle bus which operates hourly for disabled passengers until 7p.m. to take us to the Tara Hotel in Kensington, where, if you belong to the Visitors Club, you can have a room at half price.  Then a night or two to take in a London show.  Then the train to Folkestone and a ferry to Boulogne.  Boulogne to Paris by train, and a couple of nights in Paris.  Paris to Nancy by train – our final destination.  Thunderstruck does not describe what I felt.
“I thought you wanted a holiday, not an endurance test!” I observed.  He went all huffy.  “Do you know that I spent hours and hours at this? I was on the phone all day!” he replied.  “Okay. I just wanted to be sure that you know that accomplishing this will be more difficult than arranging it!”  So, with a list of all-important equipment, we left Edinburgh in late July. 
We travelled as light as possible, and he carried what he could on the back of his wheelchair, but we were still seriously laden.  We caught the train, and started to enjoy the holiday mood.  This did not last for long.  By the time we reached York, we were running three hours late, and realised that even if we made very good time, we would still not be able to catch the circle bus.  We would have to take a taxi, which would add to the expense.  
We had not anticipated the degree of difficulty for the railways, however.  The temperatures in England were most unusually high, and the rail tracks had expanded, causing delays throughout the system into London. Instead of arriving at 5p.m., we made it in for 1a.m. the following day.
In horror we stared at the queue for taxis.  It was right around the block.  The night was still very warm, and I reckoned it would be quicker to walk to Kensington.  All we needed to know was that we were pointed in the right direction, so I got out a map.  
A Holiday in Nancy, continued

To see better, I stood underneath a streetlight.  As I struggled to work out exactly where we were, a chap came up and said, “Can I help you, love?”  I explained that we were only looking for the way towards Kensington, and he said, ”Oh, that’s quite a way. Might be five miles.”  “I know”, I said  “But we really haven’t got an alternative” as I indicated the queue.  “I’ll take you,” he offered. “What are YOU driving? I enquired. “This electric wheelchair has to be able to get in too!”  “I’m in that Transit over there. Just hang on a minute while I get a paper.” And with that he disappeared.
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“What do you think?” I asked Shand.  He was unsure, but suggested that we take a look at the van for suitability, as he thought it would be too high. It was. We pondered the problem. Electric wheelchair plus passenger too heavy to lift…. And then Shand spotted a skip……Under instruction, I went ferreting around, and emerged triumphant with one good solid piece of wood, which could act as part of a ramp. On heading back again to attempt to find a second, the owner appeared back on the scene.  “What are you doing?” he enquired.  I explained that I was trying to make a ramp, so that Shand could access the vehicle, but he laughed and shouted to two fellows passing by, “Oi, lads!”  They responded, and the three of them lifted the chair and occupant into the back of the van, which was filled with old pieces of furniture, settees, etc, and the landing was none too graceful. Suddenly, I was slightly apprehensive. Were we just being foolhardy? It was too late to have second thoughts though, and off we went into the night…………
“Are you going this way anyway?” I enquired of the driver.  “Heavens, no! I come from the other side of London!”  “So why are you doing this?” I persisted.  He only laughed and said he liked to be of help.  “But what will you charge?”  “Send me a postcard from wherever you are going. It will be enough to know you got there safely!”  

We arrived at the Tara in this old Transit van full of furniture, and if the doorman thought it was odd, he was too polite to say.  This was the unorthodox start to one of the most memorable and lovely holidays of my life.

London was hot – too hot even for the Londoners.  As the thermometer hit 40 degrees centigrade, everybody became slightly ill tempered.  Personal fans sold out.  Even the show we took in was almost unbearable, and at eight in the evening the debate was still raging –should the doors be open or closed?  Were they letting in more heat, or would people suffocate if they shut them?  We decided to walk everywhere, because transport in London does not exist for the disabled tourist, only for residents, and taxis are very expensive. (I checked this situation again five years ago, and nothing had changed).
London to Folkestone was the most uncomfortable bit of our journey, and if you have to go to the South coast, I would avoid this line.  We had to travel in the guard’s van.  
A holiday in Nancy, continued

The ferry crossing was without incident, and it was only on arrival at the station in Boulogne, that we started to worry.  The ramps were different over here.  They were half moon shape, because the trains were that much higher than in this country, but worse than that, there was only one of them!
“You definitely informed them a wheelchair was coming?” I asked.  “Couldn’t” I was informed a bit late. “There is no communication between British rail and SNCF, so it was impossible to book all the way through.”  “But we are in European Union!” I remonstrated.  “Not where trains are concerned,” he told me. And he was right. I checked when I got back.
When the train arrived, the guard did not have time to look for the missing ramp, and various passengers were enlisted to hoist the wheelchair aboard with, by this time, a terrified occupant.  “How are they going to get me off at Paris?” he wailed. “I’m not going off front wards!  I couldn’t stand it!”  I must admit, a degree of hysteria had crept in.  I had no idea how we were going to exit the train, but I was enjoying the journey.  In France, if you are disabled, you only travel first class, and it was such a joy.  

It was quiet and relaxing, until the guard came along and informed me in French that I should not be there, as I was not disabled.  We argued the case with fervour, that Shand needed an assistant, and eventually won.  It also diverted him from worrying too much about his exit strategy.
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On arrival in Paris, we need not have worried.  There was a platform lift to assist in exiting the train.  The operator was very friendly, and realised quickly how concerned Shand was.  Although he did not speak English, he managed to be reassuring.  I asked him how far it was to the hotel Shand had booked.  He looked astonished. “That is at least a mile away. I will take you,” he offered

“How are you going to take us?” I asked, thinking again that I had met someone who did not understand the problem.  “We will go on foot,” he announced in French, and loading all our bags into a station trolley, he set off at quite a canter.  We rushed along after him.  He took us all the way, wished us a good holiday, and said that he hoped to see us when we left the Gare du Nord on our return journey.
Paris was expensive, and there was no wheelchair accessible transport.  Shand had booked a room with no air conditioning, and we realised that this was a mistake after one night.  Keep the windows shut, and you suffocate with heat – open them and you suffocate with fumes from the traffic.  We were quite happy to leave after a couple of days, and take the SNCF to Nancy.  Again, the First Class treatment was wonderful, and the journey passed quickly.  We disembarked at Nancy station, and I tried my French out again.
A holiday in Nancy, continued
“How far to this hotel?”  This time the looks were more than astonished, as I was informed that it was in excess of seven miles. I was not amused, and asked Shand what he had been thinking about. He was equally confused, and told me that he had understood that the hotel was in the middle of the town. There was one of a similar name in the town centre, but confusion between languages meant that we were booked into the one several miles away. We decided to walk again.
“Mais, Non!” said the station guard “Nous avons GIHP!”(Pronounced JEEP) I had never heard of this, and asked for an explanation. It turned out to be accessible transport.  “We cannot wait until next week,” I said abruptly, with my jaundiced experience of accessible transport in Scotland. However, I was assured it would only be quarter of an hour, and although I was sceptical, the man was right. For £5.00 we bought a book of tickets that would cover us for ten journeys! It was amazing! Which other towns had this system, we wanted to know? Just Nancy, Metz and Strasbourg, was the answer.  How much notice did we have to give, and how late at night did they run? I asked.  I was regarded with something short of incredulity, and informed that we were paying, we returned when we wanted to, if it was the middle of the night that was fine. Twelve hours notice was usually enough. We used it every day.
It was absolute bliss. This transport made our holiday. There were very few English people there, and so they made a real fuss of us. They suggested interesting places that we might like to see, they told us about their famous park, (Parc de la Pepiniere, if I remember correctly) which was not just a park as we think of it, but more a community centre, zoo, and public gardens with gaming facilities. Beautiful floral clock displays, fountains, and quiet rose gardens lit at night – something for families and those wanting peace. Very cleverly constructed and very popular.
My real bit of excitement her was when the police woke me from sunbathing, and angrily demanded that I remove myself.  I did not understand at first, because other people were sunbathing in the park.  They explained that you could only sunbathe in certain areas!
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Every night the was son et lumiere in Stanislas Square, and it was lovely to be able to stay out and enjoy this, where at home we would have been bundled away before it started.  
The shops were good, there were excellent markets, the days were warm, and the accommodation was one of the highest standard of design I have ever come across. It was one of the Novotel group, and very cleverly done.  On first sight, I thought the room would be far too small, but it worked well.  The accessible toilet was planned with great precision.  It was really cheap – something like £5.00 per night including breakfast - much cheaper than a bed and breakfast at home.
A holiday in Nancy, continued

All too soon we had to make the homeward trip, and this was epic.  Firstly, although we had booked into a wheelchair friendly hotel in Paris on the way back, some thoughtless soul had put a pillar immediately in front of the lift door. This meant that the wheelchair could not enter the lift, which in turn meant we could not reach the bedrooms. 

A long conference followed, during which they upgraded us to a room in the Mercure group, the only hotel available, as it was August in Paris. (It was only much later, on reflection, that I realised someone had put the lift in the first hotel in the wrong way round!)
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We took in Montmartre, this time, and the Moulin Rouge, and then went to book the train journey home. It was emphasised that we must give twenty-four hours notice of travelling, so that everything could be ready. We had to be at the station one hour before departure. I didn’t mind a bit – not for luxury like that!
However, on the day of our departure, walking to the station with all our bags, Shand spotted a jacket, which he thought was a real bargain, and a “must have”. I remonstrated that we did not have time. He said we did. And he would not be moved. I became more and more concerned. If I missed this train home, I would be late back to start work. He was totally unconcerned, and taking his time over the jackets.
Eventually, we reached the station with only a quarter of an hour to spare before the train. They would not consider trying to load us. As we remembered with dismay how busy Paris was in August, we wondered if we would get a hotel room at all. I was fairly distressed at the delay, and the hotel we managed to locate after several hours trying was fairly crummy. With neither of us being too happy at this turn of events, and me especially miserable, my enduring memory is of Shand pursuing me through the streets of Paris with a red rose between his teeth, to make up for his unthinking behaviour.
The journey back was uneventful, but there was a real sense of achievement at having undertaken something so ambitious. I do not know exactly what elements led to this holiday being so successful. He had previously only had respite breaks- so this was a real change. I think the feeling of empowerment was really important. There is no doubt that this kind of holiday is for those who enjoy an adventure.
He always referred to it as his best holiday – perhaps because had set his sights high and made it happen.  

He never wore the jacket.

© Linda McLean
Newly Accessible Museum in Spain 
The Valdepeñas Wine Museum is located in the centre of the La Mancha Region, in Ciudad Real. The wheelchair accessible new building gives an insight into the history and the cultural notions related to the drink.
La Mancha , the region where windmills are silhouetted against the sky, is best known as the setting for Miguel de Cervantes' classic, "El Quijote", but it's one of Spain 's largest wine producing area too. 

In the heart of La Mancha, on the road that runs between Madrid and Andalusia, you will find Valdepeñas, a city known for several good quality wines with a Designation of Origin that are among the best values in Spain (the area covers some 30,000 hectares of vineyards cultivated by nearly 4,000 viticulturists in 10 towns). It is thought that the Cistercian monks brought the red wine grape to Valdepeñas from Burgundy. 
The Valdepeñas Wine Museum is partly located in the old Leocadio Morales bodega (winery), history and tradition of the "Valdepeñas" Denomination of Origin is presented there and the evolution of cultural practices based on the grapevine and the elaboration of its famous products are showed. 
The tour through the permanent collection deals with History, beginning with data from the Iberian archaeological site at "Cerro de las Cabezas" (located near the city) where grape seeds were found, Environment and Commercialisation. In the second room the importance of the Physical Environment to the peculiarities of the grapes is explained: climate, soil, varieties and techniques used in cultivation and the complex process of elaboration are some of the determining factors in the uniqueness of each Denomination of Origin. Climate at the central plateau is that of hot summers, cold winters and very low rainfall: circumstances that are said to be good for vines.
Commercialisation fills the third room, in which an exhibition provides explanations and data on the ageing time in American oak casks required to achieve "crianza", "reserva", and "gran reserva". 

Main entrance to the modern building, where visitors are provided with information -both in English and Spanish-, is level. There's an adapted toilet and an accessible shop on the right. A scale-model of the museum is placed at the lobby and a short audio-visual explaining what visitors will find is shown there. The c offee-shop and the audiovisual room are located on the upper floor which is accessible by means of an elevator. Premises in this building are all accessible and barrier-free.
Accessible Museum, continued
The four buildings housing the Museum are arranged on the sides of a courtyard with a one-piece stone parapet well, the unloading platform, scales, the winepress, the pit and "tinajas" (large earthenware jars shaped like amphoras formerly used to ferment wine). All these objects are displayed on the walls, but mind the floor, paved with "pedreta" (little uneven stones) in the porchs, which might be hard to walk/roll on (the central area in the courtyard is " albero " sand).
Those three accessible exhibition rooms mentioned above are located in the other "new" building (left hand side of the courtyard) and access to them is by a ramp. 

The two old buildings, though being accessible inside and having wide doors,have door frames on the floor ( about 2 and 5 cm high) to step in as these are ancient wooden doors.
Guided tours for groups are available and should be booked in advance. 

The Wine Festivals, celebrated during the first week in September , are an unbeatable opportunity to go to this town to where wine brought prosperity (some fine modernist mansions were built by wealthy " bodegueros" and special mention should be made of the Plaza de España Square, with its white and blue façades, and the Asunción Parish Church, a beautiful Renaissance building). 
Museo del Vino de Valdepeñas
C/ Princesa, 39. Valdepeñas (Ciudad Real)
Tel: (+34) 926 32 11 11 - Fax: (+34) 926 31 13 01 
cultura@valdepenas.es 
www.valdepenas.es 
Opening Schedule:
Winter: Tuesday to Saturday from 10.00 - 14.00 and from 17.00 - 19.00
Summer: Tuesday to Saturday from 10.30 - 14.00 and from 17.00 -20.30
Sundays: from 12.00 to 14.00 

Admission fee: Free 

Disabled access at the Metropolitan Museum of Art

By Doug Ross
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I was recently on holiday with my family in America, where we took a tour of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.  

The city has become one of the leading art centres in the world and is home to many art galleries.  The Met, as it is more commonly known, is one of the most prestigious art galleries housing some of the most spectacular works of art from classical works by Rembrandt to modern pieces by Lichtenstein.  And from Medieval art to works by Van Gough and Picasso. 
Located at 1000 Fifth Avenue and 82nd Street there is a street-level entrance that can be found at the Fifth Avenue and 81st Street entrance as well via the Museum Parking Garage at Fifth Avenue and 80th Street. 
The museum also has wheelchairs available free of charge which can be collected from the coat-check area on a first-come, first-served basis.  I am not a wheelchair user but do have Neurofibromatosis, which makes standing for any period of time excruciatingly painful.  I decided to take advantage of the wheelchairs that were available to save my self a lot of pain in wandering around the gallery.  I found the staff quite helpful in making sure that I was comfortable and they even showed the best way to access the main galleries.  I was accompanied by my brother, whose duty it was to push me around in the wheelchair.

The Met has good wheelchair access to all of its exhibitions.  There are ramps leading from one area to the next and lifts connecting floor to floor. The lifts are rather cramped so there is not much space to turn around. This was somewhat irritating as you are quite literally pushed into the corner of the lift car. 

Before taking the tour of the museum we paid a visit to the canteen. Negotiating a wheelchair around the counters was easy and I noticed a few other wheelchair users managing quite well with help from the staff, if they required it.  The layout of the canteen was spacious with plenty of room to manoeuvre. Although it was again slightly frustrating not being able to fully reach the table as the arm rests of the chair prevented it. 
With disabled access to all of the different galleries I was able to enjoy all of what the museum had to offer. There was, however, a lacking of power-assisted doors but this was taken care of by the staff who were on hand to open them.

I found the experience interesting and was impressed at what the Met had done to accommodate all of its visitors.  I did not feel excluded in any way.  After you go through the airport security system the layout of the rest of the museum is relatively straightforward.  I discovered that the museum also offers other aids such as Assistive Listening Devices and Large Print.  And they also welcome guide dogs.  More information can be found about the Met on their web site. www.metmuseum.org/home.asp
Easy cruising
[image: image9.jpg]


If cruising seems like an exciting option for your summer holiday but you have no idea where to look, William Coombs says let the specialists do the searching for you in Disability Now magazine. 

My wife Shirley and I have enjoyed many holidays over the years and we have visited many interesting and varied places including the USA, Germany and France. 
Shirley uses a wheelchair and planning a holiday without all of the relevant details to hand can make the difference between a good holiday and a complete struggle.
As cruising was becoming more and more popular we decided to give it a go. But after visiting a high street travel agent we decided we were going to need the services of a company that specialises in booking cruises for disabled people.
This proved to be a good move as we were able to ask lots of questions and Lisa, our cruise specialist, took care of all details before we travelled so there were no unpleasant surprises once we arrived on board.
Lisa made the booking for a seven-night Iberian cruise on the Oriana, and took care of all necessary arrangements.  Ports of call included Vigo in Spain, Lisbon in Portugal and La Rochelle and Brest in France. 
Once our booking was confirmed we were able to check where our cabin was located on the ship's website so we could familiarise ourselves with the layout before we travelled.
On arrival at Southampton, check-in was easy.  The staff were very well organised, knew exactly where we needed to go and made the offer of any assistance if we needed it. 
Our accommodation was an outside cabin adapted for wheelchair use. The size was ample with plenty of space to manoeuvre and wide doorways for good accessibility. The bathroom had a roll-in shower, lowered vanity unit and grip bars.
We were provided with a comprehensive map of the ship showing all decks and the facilities available, so with the help of the lifts and the wide-open spaces it was easy to get around. 
The staff were exceptional and always ready to lend a hand. There were plenty of activities on board both during the daytime and in the evening that we enjoyed. 
Our favourites were excellent shows in the main theatre every night, where there was a balcony area for wheelchair users with seats for carers alongside.

Easy Cruising continued

Afterwards we went to one of the many bars for a nightcap whilst listening to a pianist before retiring. 
Dining options onboard are varied with plenty of formal and informal restaurants to choose from. We dined in most of the restaurants each had its own specialty but mainly we used our designated one. 
We also found the self service was a nice change and room service was available at no extra cost.
Going ashore was well organised and very enjoyable. As my wife was unable to board a coach, Lisa had offered to arrange excursions utilising accessible transport before we travelled.  However, we decided to explore independently and thoroughly enjoyed ourselves, taking in some beautiful sights. 
There is no doubt that this cruise was the most suitable holiday we have taken to date with regard to accessibility and our requirements. 
However, without the help of a company experienced in arranging holidays for disabled people the outcome could have been quite different. 
Unfortunately, the only thing that could not be arranged before we left was a request for great weather. Sadly, the sun did not shine on us every day, but it was October and the weather did not detract from a wonderful cruise experience. 

The Coombs' holiday was booked through Cruising Holiday - www.cruisingholiday.co.uk - which arranges trips for many disabled people, including wheelchair users, people with sensory impairments and people requiring oxygen, haemodialysis or CAPD.  For more information tel: 0844 484 2770. 
Taken from the March issue of Disability Now magazine.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
We hope you enjoyed this holiday supplement.  If you have a recommendation of a holiday destination with good accessibility or alternatively advice of where to avoid, Inclusion Scotland would be interested to hear from you.  Contact me at lizr@inclusionscotland.org or write to Inclusion Scotland, 5a Sir James Clark Building, Abbey Mill Business Centre, Paisley PA1 1Tj
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