WHY ARE THE HOMES CALLED RYDER-CHESHIRE?

The name combines the names of two of the greatest humanitarians of this or any other age, two people who beat daunting odds to bring as much assistance and relief as possible to those in need.  The under-privileged, the chronically ill, the mentally and physically handicapped, the hungry and the needy, regardless of country or creed, were their focus and concern.  Sue Ryder and Leonard Cheshire both English born, met in 1954, but had each from 1948 onwards begun to found houses to care for unfortunates who were without care.  When they married in 1959 their work was joined and today over 400 homes in more than 50 countries bear their names.

The homes are linked only by the name and in their common purpose of alleviating suffering.  Each home is independent and autonomous and they are not funded by governments.  Donations by individuals, the support of community, church and service groups and the work of bands of volunteers help keep the collective head above water.  The homes are non-denominational and there is no Head Office to contend with.

Sue Ryder’s step into the field of helping those who could not help themselves was a natural progression in her life.  She was always aware of injustice, inequality and suffering.  Her mother had embraced causes and worked hard for the under-privileged.  Sue had seen the grim struggle of agricultural workers in the area near her family’s farm in Suffolk.  By the time she was 18 she had seen poverty and despair in the slums of London and in the industrial towns of northern England.  Her war time role from 1941 to 1945 was the critical catalyst for what was to be her life’s work.  She worked then with the Polish section of Special Forces Europe, work which entailed her making several parachute jumps into occupied Europe and brought her into close contact with many heroic members of the Polish underground – and the undergrounds of the other occupied countries which helped spirit her back to England each time.

She saw at first hand the extent of oppression in Eastern Europe, the agony of occupation and the plight of those who had been displaced from their homes and, more often than not, from their countries.  She set up ‘The Forgotten Allies Trust’ in Europe when the war ended to help those who had suffered, but had not been helped.  The title of the Trust appears in itself an indictment by her of those she saw as responsible for that neglect.

She cared for the homeless and the ailing survivors of Nazi concentration camps when she worked with Guide International Service and Red Cross.  When those organisations withdrew in 1951 she continued to work alone in camps, prisons and hospitals, her work sustained by small donations from “little people” in Norway, Denmark, the U.K. and countries of the British Commonwealth.  Officialdom everywhere was more hindrance than help.  Help if it came, could be less than negligible.

Sue Ryder was a very slight woman, but her energy and stamina were immense.  At the height of the Cold War she was one of the few people the Russians allowed to move through and behind ‘The Iron Curtain’.  Every year for more than 30 years, she drove alone in a battered van distributing food and medical supplies throughout a Poland desperately short of them.  Poland though was only one part of a massive annual itinerary in those years.  Her work took her everywhere.  She directed her energies to the starving in Ethiopia, the lepers in Northern India and the disabled in Russia, Japan and China.  Sue and Leonard were the parents of Gigi and Jeremy who grew up totally in tune with their work.  Sue received an Order of the British Empire in 1953 and was appointed a Commander of the Order of St. Michael and St. George in 1976.  The girl who, as a 16 year old, travelled with a District Nurse into London slums became Lady Sue, Baroness Ryder of Warsaw.  Decorated also by the governments of Poland and Yugoslavia, Sue Ryder, continued to work and when in England lived in a 3 roomed flat at Cavendish, the original Sue Ryder home, 40 miles from Cambridge.  She paid rent for its use.  Lady Sue Ryder died on 2 November 2000.

Leonard Cheshire’s family background was similarly comfortable, but his war-time experiences did not instantly change his life.  His father was a Professor of Law and a bursar at Oxford University and for a time Leonard was an unenthusiastic law student there.  He had joined the University air squadron in 1936 and early in 1939, at the age of 22, went into the permanent R.A.F.  Three years later he was a Group Captain, at 25 years of age, an unbelievably high rank to have attained.

His war time career was outstanding.  His courage, skill and leadership were legendary.  He flew on 100 operational missions, when surviving 25 missions intact was thought to be beating the odds.  He ended the war as the R.A.F.’s most decorated airman – and the Combined Forces’ most highly-decorated member.  He was awarded the Victoria Cross for a series of acts of cool, calculated bravery.  Along with the V.C. were the Distinguished Service Order and the Distinguished Flying Cross with bars.  He and his 617 squadron have gone into history as “The Dambusters”.  Their skip bombs breached the walls of the Elder and Moehne Dams, flooded parts of the heavily industrialised Ruhr Valley and impeded German munitions production.  The success of those operations was directly attributable to Cheshire and his crew.  They pioneered low level target marking by flying in low – despite falling bombs and angry anti-aircraft fire – to give their colleagues a better chance of bombing accurately.  Their deeds were immortalised in the film “The Dambusters” – Cheshire’s wry comment – “You can’t make a pilot out of an actor any more than you can make an actor out of a pilot.”  Cheshire and his squadron destroyed Hitler’s secret weapon, the V3 bomb, and demolished the heavily-fortified headquarters of the Gestapo in Munich.

Leonard Cheshire was involved in planning R.A.F. Bomber Command’s part in any invasion of Japan and flew in a U.S. Air Force B29 as an observer for the British Government when an atomic bomb was dropped on the Japanese city of Nagasaki.

It is here that myth and reality diverge in his story.  Nagasaki did not make him a pacifist, did not make him an opponent of nuclear weapons.  He loathed war, but could justify it in certain circumstances.  He saw the atom bomb as the absolute deterrent to war.  As such, its retention was a safeguard for mankind and if the mass of conventional weaponry was rendered useless as a consequence, the obscene amount of money spent on it would be available for more useful purposes.

Less lofty events and considerations changed Leonard’s life.  A war-time marriage to a twice-divorced film actress, 18 years his senior, ended.  After the unity of purpose and camaraderie of the war years he saw greed and self interest instead.  Nothing he took on could fill the void he felt himself to be in.  He started the Christian Socialist Colony of Ex-Servicemen, but it failed and nearly sent him broke.  A request from the matron of a hospital near his home in Hampshire was the watershed.  The hospital could no longer look after an Arthur Dykes, a patient with an inoperable illness.  He had been in the R.A.F. and, despite not knowing anything about the care of any type of patient, Leonard took him in.  The experience of caring for the dying man was the start of it all.  As well as being an instant nurse, Leonard became “chief cook and bottle washer” as other people with a variety of health problems came to his home, “Le Court”, making it in practise the first of the Cheshire homes.  People gradually popped up to help in the running of the home and when he suffered T.B. in 1949, and was unable to work, Leonard had to leave the running of the home in the hands of a committee.  Apparently his opinion of the capability of a committee to do the job was very much lower in those early days.

Sue and Leonard’s “business” partnership began in 1958 with the establishment of the “Ryder-Cheshire Mission for the Relief of Suffering”.  It was run from “Raphael”, a home which had been set up to accommodate lepers, alcoholics, abused children and the disabled at Dehra Dun in Northern India.  75% of Raphael’s funding comes from Australia, 25% from New Zealand.  Hospitals and homes have been set up across the world.  The number of shops selling good second-hand clothes and greeting cards has burgeoned.  In 1989 the Memorial Fund for Disaster Relief was begun.

The couple drew strength from their belief in God and from the teachings of the Catholic Church to which both were converts.  A conviction that their work was part of God’s plan was enormously strong and hundreds of thousands of people have been the beneficiaries. Their spirituality has been strong, their humility deep and their attitudes completely selfless.  Leonard could say with pride that 98.4% of the money given to them directly reached those they try to help.  Sue gave a clue to the way they minimised administration costs in a letter to Mary Walta, the first House Parent at the first Ivanhoe home – “Alas I cannot accompany Leonard this year.  The air fares are prohibitive and he is only able to cover Gigi by autographing 15,000 copies of a painting of one of the aircraft he used to fly.”

In 1991 Leonard Cheshire became a life peer and months later contracted motor neurone disease.  He bravely, but unavailingly, fought the crippling disease.  Wheel-chair bound, he made a last journey to “Raphael”.  Only weeks before his death in 1992 he attended the unveiling of a statue to his old war-time chief, “Bomber” Harris.  His war-time ideals and loyalties were not lost.  Nor did his peace-time ideals and loyalties ever waver.  His qualities and work were recognised by Queen Elizabeth in 1981 when she awarded him the Order of Merit.  Only 24 people can belong to the Order at any one time.  Mother Teresa of Calcutta was also a member.

The work of these two wonderful people continues to expand throughout the world, most recently with the opening of a new home supported by Australian volunteers, Klibur Domin Tibar, in East Timor.

