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FATE decreed that one of the most able-bodied, football-mad youngsters alive 
would become a champion and inspiration for disabled communities throughout 

Merseyside, and the North West. This was because in 1974 FATE beckoned its fickle finger
and took Tom Dowling, just 20 years old, and three of his pals to a dark highway in Iran,

where a horrific attack resulted in him being paralysed from the waist down. 

Highly regarded local journalist Neil Hodgson tells Tom’s story of tragedy, tears and 
heartbreak and of his bravery and sheer determination to fight back against the odds 
and to go on and change the lives of thousands of people thanks to his pioneering 

and award-winning charity publication, ‘All Together NOW’.

ALL TOGETHER NOW
A report by Neil Hodgson Media Support Services

HE youngest of four sons, Tom Dowling was born in
White Rock Street, off West Derby Road, in 1953: “Near
to the Everton and Liverpool grounds,” said Tom, who

was convinced a career in football was his destiny. “Football 
was the be all and end all. I played for my first school,
Whitefield, and all my future school teams.” 

Having moved to Ellesmere Port during Liverpool’s slum
clearance of 1966 – a definite boon for his father who
worked in the Vauxhall car plant – his claim to fame was
playing in the same John Hamilton School team as Ronny
Goodlass, who went on to play for Everton. “He had all the
skills and boundless energy. When we all got tired you’d
hear players shout ‘Just give it to Ronny – and he’d run with
the ball for ages and ages. He was brilliant even as a 
11 year old.” Tom was picked to play for Ellesmere Port
Schoolboys and says: “I believed I had the ability to get on
in football.” However, while four of his team mates were
given apprenticeships at professional clubs, Tom did not 
receive any offers: “I thought, ‘they have missed me, what’s

going on here!’. He quickly realised there had to be a career 
rethink: “I didn’t know what I was going to do. I knew I
didn’t want to work in a factory.”

His solution to this unwanted change of career thinking
was journalism: “I thought, if I can’t play football, why not
write about it, even though English was my worst subject.”
Fate came to the fore when the sports reporter at the
Ellesmere Port Pioneer newspaper moved on, opening up
the position of trainee reporter for Tom, giving him the 
opportunity to write about the game he loved. By this time
Tom had developed a burning ambition for travel: “I saw
Cliff Richard’s film ‘Summer Holiday’ and thought, how
fantastic would that be?” It was a thought that would be
a life-changing one for Tom.

continued overleaf...
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Pictured right: Whitefield Road Primary School “A” team, 
league winners, 1964-65. 
Back row, from left: Steve Jones, 
Geoff Wright, Stephen Johnstone, 
John Unwin, David Alexander. 
Front, Paul Creevy, Frankie James, 
Alan Ingham, Tom Dowling, 
Alan Heaton, Brian Davies, 
Alan McMillan. 
Teacher: Mr Doncaster
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OM’s own ‘grand tour’ would take him 8,000 miles
to some of the most inaccessible and exotic places
on earth, and again his dream journey was thanks to
fate. Tom explains, “While at Harris College in Preston

I was in a second hand shop and picked up a copy of John
Hunt’s ‘Ascent of Everest’, in which he described a 
6-week trek to the basecamp.” The book resulted in an idea
being slowly formed in Tom’s mind. 

Ellesmere Port Boys Club, who he
wrote about in the Pioneer, had a
clapped-out Vauxhall Bedford mini-bus,
which would eventually be the 
designated transport for Tom and his
three friends on their journey, which
by now had the grand title of
‘Ellesmere Boys Club Everest Expedition’.
“Despite pleas from our parents not to
go because we were just 20, me and
three other wide-eyed and innocent friends, Phil Wellings, 
Ken Stokes and Peter Cooper, left on March 15, 1974 for what
was destined to be a memorable but disastrous journey. 
“We met in the pub and when we were chucked out at 3pm
our journey began.”

After a week they had made Ankara, in Turkey, where their
engine blew up. It took a month for Tom’s dad to get a 
replacement engine to them. On reaching Kathmandu, what
should have been a three week hike ended within a day: 
“We were exhausted after picking up dysentery in India,” 
explains Tom. On their way back through Iran they intended
to park up for the night at one of the many police patrol 
stations along the highways. However, as nightfall descended,
and with no police stations in sight, they pulled up to sleep
at the roadside.

The mood was light, the lads were talking about what they
were going to do back home and were playing cards for 
various mementoes like their maps, and the journey log.
When they turned in Ken and Phil slept inside the van and
Tom and Peter on the roof rack. At dawn Tom awoke to the
most amazing sunrise: “I thought, ‘it doesn’t get better than
this. Next thing there was pandemonium.”

Two robbers had seen just two men inside the van and had
begun hurling rocks to smash the windows. Suddenly Tom
and Peter tried to get upright and out of their sleeping bags.
The bandits seemed shocked to see them on the top of the
van. One of them panicked, pulled out a gun and fired several
bullets that passed through the van. Then Tom felt a massive
pain in his sternum, but believed he had been hit by a rock.

The robbers fled, leaving a scene of utter
devastation behind them. It turned out
that Ken had been shot in the head
and Tom’s spinal cord had been severed
by a bullet. They eventually found their
way to a Red Crescent hospital in
Qazvin and after a week in Tehran they
were flown back to the Walton Neuro
Surgery Unit in Liverpool.

Miraculously, Ken made a good recovery
after the bullet was removed but Tom

faced the realisation his world had been turned upside down.

“I began my recuperation in Southport Promenade Hospital
spinal unit. I saw people in wheelchairs whizzing past and I
thought I was in a scene from Dr Who with all these ‘Daleks’. 
It was completely surreal. I thought, how was I going to pick
myself up from this?” Tom was helped by the phenomenal 
support of his family. He was also offered a job by the Ellesmere
Port News: “It gave me tons of hope and encouragement. Even
though I now faced a life without football, I realised I was lucky
enough to have this second chance, unlike many people in the
spinal unit.” He settled into his job as a reporter, but soon 
became aware that the world was a different place in a
wheelchair: “I found lots of stories, but realised everywhere I went,
like people’s houses, pubs, or the police station, I couldn’t 
get in.” So, he switched to an office-based role of sub-editor,
designing pages and writing headlines.

Tom was determined to lead the best life he could and overcome
the difficulties he now faced. While in hospital he had vowed to
undertake another road trip and he fulfilled this vow by spending
three months travelling around North America with his mate
Phil, taking in the Rockies, Los Angeles, Las Vegas, the Grand
Canyon and Denver. Towards the end of the trip he sent a 
postcard to the editor of the Liverpool ECHO, saying: “Wish you
were here, wish I was there.“ It earned
him an interview, and within a week or
two, a job on the features subbing desk,
for which he was immensely grateful:
“People who give others a chance are
fantastic people.”

But his access issues remained: “I couldn’t
go to people’s houses or pubs because I
couldn’t get access in a wheelchair. I was
trapped in my house and I realised there
were thousands of people in the same
situation. “My mum, Minnie, who sadly passed away 
recently, said to me, ‘You’re in a position to do something about
this, you’re a reporter’.” Tom said that disability charities did their
best to make life easier for people, but their newsletters only
reached a small audience: “Inspired by my mum’s words, 
I realised the newspaper was the answer. I suggested doing a
disability page in the ECHO and on October 1, 1983, the first 
‘I Can Do That’ column appeared. “It was really revolutionary.
Anything before then in papers had been very much a pat on
the head and tokenism. I wanted to create a platform where
anyone affected by disability could learn about opportunities –

¬¬– and where non-disabled people could learn about the ev-
eryday challenges that disabled people face.””

The column proved immensely popular and in 1997 the ECHO
launched ‘I Can Do That’ as a 20,000 circulation stand alone
paper. Tom said: “It was a hit with the readership and an award-
winner, but sadly, in 2004, it was decided to close the supple-
ment.” He was convinced the product was an essential platform
for the community: “Over seven years we proved there was a
need for this paper. I talked it over with my family. I was 50, had

and where non-disabled people could learn about the everyday
challenges that disabled people face.”

In 2004 business quango the NWDA gave Tom a grant to create
his All Together NOW! charity website and four weeks later a
paper version followed. “I thought we could get two or three
editions out, but here we are 12 years on. Fantastic! But I’ve had
so much help from lots of people like Chris Groves, David Highet
and all my old mates at the Echo – and, of course, my wife,
Lynne, and the family.”

He also acknowledges the support of philanthropists Steve Morgan,
founder of Redrow, Birkenhead-based Park Group founder 
Peter Johnson, and corporate sponsors, including United 

Utilities, Merseyside and Manchester Fire
Services and Harvey Howell solicitors,
along with mobility companies Da Vinci
and Cyclone. “We have never really been
able to look beyond six months over the
past 12 years and things have been des-
perate sometimes. But the feedback we
get from people makes it all worthwhile.”

Tom believes ‘All Together NOW!’ is capable
of doubling its current 100,000 circulation
within two years: “It has lots of potential.

Everything we do is all about goodness and highlighting 
opportunities for people.”

He insists there is more of a need today for ‘All Together NOW!’
than ever before: “People are being isolated even more, it plays
an important part in bringing vulnerable people together. It
helps them find ways through the bureaucratic maze that is out
there.”

Tom admits: “If you believe in fate, there was so much of it. If
all this was mapped out for me, then I want to meet whoever
was behind it in the afterlife and chin him.” But he realises how

lucky he has been to get a second chance and 
to go on to help thousands of people through 
‘All Together NOW!’ Tom adds, “As my wonderful
mum used to say, it gives people so much hope and
inspiration and without that you have nothing in
life. Despite having to face overwhelming tragedy
and despair, life can still be wonderful and full of
new opportunities. “
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Tom felt a massive pain in his
sternum, but believed he had

been hit by a rock. The robbers
fled, leaving a scene of utter 
devastation behind them. It

turned out that Ken had been
shot in the head and Tom’s 

spinal cord had been severed 
by a bullet.

All Together NOW! is published every two months.
For details of advertising and sponsorship 
opportunities please contact: Tom Dowling 
Telephone: 0151 230 0307 
or Email: news@alltogethernow.org.uk
www.alltogethernow.org.uk

“As my wonderful mum used to
say, it gives people so much 

hope and inspiration and without
that you have nothing in life. 
Despite having to face over-

whelming tragedy and despair,
life can still be wonderful and 

full of new opportunities.“

“I suggested doing a disability page in the ECHO and in 1983 
the first ‘I Can Do That’ column appeared. It was really 

revolutionary. Anything before then had been very much a pat 
on the head and tokenism. I wanted to create a platform where
anyone affected by disability could learn about opportunities –

and where non-disabled people could learn about the 
everyday challenges that disabled people face.”

Tom and his mum, Minnie
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The Grand Tour in Iran

Tom (standing) with Peter, Phil and Ken outside the Taj Mahal

Liverpool band 
The Farm with the
All Together NOW!
team at the launch
of the charity 
newspaper


