
FORUM 

Blindness no bar to success Or H Marlow, a retired medical prac

HF Marlow, Suffolk, England 

Robert WaIter Bowen was born in 
Durban in 1887. After leaving 
school he joined the Railways 

as a clerk and was also a member of 
the Natal Mounted Rifles. Being adven
turous, he went diamond prospecting 
around Christiana. With the declaration 
of war he saw action in South West Africa 
and with the defeat of the German forces 
volunteered to join the South African 
Regiment in 1915. The regiment first 
saw action in Egypt where the Germans 
and Turks were stirring up local Bedouin 
tribes to fight the British. Victory was 
soon achieved and the regiment was sent 
to Flanders. Bowen took part in some of 
the most bloody battles in the trenches, 
and survived the fierce battle at Oelville 
Wood in July 1916. The regiment fought 
in several more battles and in September 
1917 was about to join the Third Battle 
of Ypres, when, while Bowen's patrol 
was on reconnaissance, a German shell 
exploded nearby and a piece of hot 
shrapnel ripped through the upper part of 
his face, causing total blindness. 

Surviving his wounds was a miracle. For 
a week Bowen drifted near to death, but 
it seemed a greater force was to spare 
him for a future task. He was taken to 
London and had the good fortune to 
come under the care of the surgeon now 
regarded as a pioneer of reconstructive 
plastic surgery. Harold Gillies a New 
Zealander by birth, had convinced the 
army medical establishment of the need 
for a specialist surgical unit to repair 
severe facial injuries. Bowen's upper 
face was repaired but his sight could not 
be restored. Next was rehabilitation at St 
Ounstan's institution in London for the 
teaching of braille. Enter Eleanor, sister 
of the surgeon. She was his trainer at St 
Ounstan's and there is little doubt that 
she played a major role in re-shaping 
Bowen's life. The deepening relation
ship resulted in their marriage. While 
most blinded soldiers were only able to 
perform menial jobs, Bowen was per
suaded to study law. He entered Gonville 
and Caius College at Cambridge, where 
Gillies had started his medical studies. 
Eleanor accompanied him to lectures, 
taking notes which she read aloud in the 
evenings for Bowen to transcribe onto 

his modified typewriter. Bowen com
mented that his blindness caused him 
to develop other senses and a retentive 
memory which in his later career would 
be a great asset. After qualifying from 
Cambridge, Bowen went to Gray's Inn 
and was admitted to the Bar in 1922. 

Bowen returned to South Africa with his 
wife in 1922 and was admitted to the 
Cape Bar in August 1922 with cham
bers in Wale Street. Following in the 
footsteps of Eleanor's grandfather who 
was persuaded by friends that good, 
honest and upright men should enter 
politics, Bowen was elected to the Cape 
Provincial Council in 1924. In 1927, he, 
with Rev Arthur Blaxall and Miss Mary 
Currey, was a key player in founding the 
first school for coloured and black chil
dren in South Africa, for whom there had 
previously been no education provision. 
The school was funded by voluntary 
subscriptions from a generous public 
persuaded by the compelling pleas of 
an advocate who had triumphed over 
adversity. Realising the need for secure 
funding, Bowen and his two co-founders 
met the Minister of Education to obtain 
his backing for the project. The Athlone 
School for the Blind still exists and has 
over the past 75 years helped hundreds of 
handicapped children to a better future. 
Rev Blaxall wrote a short biography 
on Bowen after his untimely death in 
1948, titled Blindness, his servant which 
set out his achievements in promoting 
the welfare of blind people, including 
being first chairman of the South African 
National Council for the Blind. 

Advocate Bowen was elected to 
Parliament in 1929 for the Cape Town 
Central constituency, later renamed 
Green Point, which he represented 
until his death. From the records of his 
speeches, there were a number of topics 
about which he cared passionately. These 
included welfare of the blind and other 
handicapped people, pensions, educa
tion, womens' rights, and the rights of 
the coloured and native peoples. Bowen 
was instrumental in getting the Blind 
Persons' Act on the statute book. His 
retentive memory and his ability to iden
tify another speaker by his voice earned 
him a formidable reputation in debates. 
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His eloquence and incisive logic added 
force to his convictions. On the voting 
rights of women, he said: 'What the 
Minister said is inconsistent and illogi
cal and a reflection on women generally 
who are as capable as men.' . On benefits: 
'The proposed cut in injured-on-duty pay 
is the most iniquitous provision I have 
heard.' On the taxation of the natives, he 
said: 'I wish to express my unequivocal 
and absolute abhorrence of this Bill. The 
income from this tax is not spent on their 
moral and social uplift, but instead 80% 
of the tax is spent on the coloured and 
European communities. The principle in 
the Bill is bad and should not be toler
ated in any civilised Christian country. 
We will reap what we sow and future 
generations will curse the day when it 
was up to us to administer native affairs.' . 
On attempts to remove the voting rights 
of the coloureds, he was especially scath
ing: 'I deprecate the fact that we base our 
citizenship on the colour of a man's skin. 
The coloured people have played a major 
role in the development of our country. 
In time of war, they said they would fight 
for the country without pay. It is horribly 
unfair to deny the vote to the coloureds. 
This crude attempt to disenfranchise the 
coloured voters is an absolute shame and 
a blot on the statute book' . 

With the passage of time it has been 
difficult to piece together the records of 
his legal career in Cape Town although 
there has been a comment that he took 
on a number of cases for the disad
vantaged, and cases for the coloured 
and native people. Perhaps readers of 
this short article may be able to iden
tify sources of information to fill the 
gaps. This would assist in writing a 
more complete story of a man who 
must surely rank as one of the great 
advocates who spoke out for common 
decencies and rights for all, especially 
the handicapped and disadvantaged. 
His extraordinary courage in overcom
ing devastating wounds and rising to 
great heights in professional and public 
life is a tribute to the human spirit and 
an example for others to follow. CD 
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