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GRAPE VINE
NICK RYAN

The initial rush of attention was
“10,000 times” more intense than
expected and he found it stressful
at first, but after a year he met a
lawyer at a wedding who came on
board as his business partner.

Today People Walker has
about 10 staff, a small office behind
the Hollywood Hills and an Uber-
style app on which people in need
of a walk can reach more than 200
freelance companions in the area.

In this neighbourhood, for in-
stance, there’s Philip, a film and
TV writer who is studying to be-
come a therapist and charges
US$7 ($10) per half-hour. Or As-
teropi, a Greek woman who re-
cently moved from Brazil and
loves making nature videos, for
double that. Or for $US21 there’s
Jack from Delaware, an artist who
is “very into fitness and wellness”.

McCarthy says he needs 800
more walkers to meet demand in
LA. There are outposts in Portland

and San Francisco and he is seek-
ing investors to help to scale the
business and eventually take it
abroad. 

There’s no one reason why
people seek his services. Safety and
fitness are the most common rea-

sons they cite, and walking en-
courages people to unplug and
fosters inspiration. “Very few peo-
ple are going to say, ‘Oh, I’m lone-
ly’,” McCarthy says. “But every-
thing we do is about loneliness. 

“You have a job so you can buy
a house, take a shower, buy cloth-
ing because you know people don’t
want to be around a guy who
smells bad and is wearing rags.”

People Walker just addresses
that need more directly. The peo-
ple he walks don’t look obviously
lonely. “They’re married or have
plenty of friends and family
around. But here, and in lots of
parts of the world, to just connect
for a walk is tough.”

We’re back at the corner. So
how big does he think People
Walker can get? “It sounds super-
silly and punny,” he says, shuffling
and smiling awkwardly. “I’m just
trying to take it one step at a time.”
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Striding out 
for all the 
lonely folk

Chuck McCarthy 
created a business 
for people who  
‘don’t like 
listening to music 
or podcasts but 
can’t walk alone 
in silence forced 
to face thoughts 
of the unknown 
future or your 
own insignificance 
in the ever 
expanding 
universe’
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‘I’m just trying to take
it one step at a time’

CHUCK McCARTHY
PEOPLE WALKER FOUNDER

The very best of 
Blewitt Springs 

People Walker began as a jokey 
idea but quickly found takers in LA

BEN HOYLE 

Braeden Jones 
and dad Mark 
on New 
Zealand’s Franz 
Josef Glacier, 
top; Suzanne 
Cram-Rossiter 
at Uluru, above; 
Wayne Sharpe 
at Cambodia’s 
Angkor Wat, 
left. 

Disabled travellers are seeing Australia and the world on their terms

often stuck in cars, glued to screens
or lurching from one temp job to
another on different timetables
from their friends. Surely some of
them would benefit from time out-
doors and human company?

Starting with McCarthy. “I was
doing a lot of stuff online, writing

and making art. Basically being
isolated and not talking to

anyone. Which is a bad
thing, for an actor, to for-
get how to talk.”

So he turned his joke
business into a real one.

He wore hand-drawn “Peo-
ple Walker” T-shirts and posted

flyers asking if there were people
who were scared to walk alone at
night, embarrassed to walk solo in
general or who just “don’t like lis-
tening to music or podcasts but
can’t walk alone in silence forced
to face thoughts of the unknown
future or your own insignificance
in the ever expanding universe”.

“Europe is currently in the too-
hard basket because of the hours
required on a plane to get there.
But I’m sure we’ll work that out
one day.”
■ makingtrax.co.nz
■ helicopter.co.nz 

WAYNE SHARPE
Wayne Sharpe first travelled to
Japan 17 years ago, but a lack of
wheelchair accessibility in Tokyo
and Mt Fuji prevented him from
visiting those locations. 

Next year, he’ll finally redress
this thwarted dream when he re-
visits Japan ahead of the 2020
Olympic and Paralympic Games
in Tokyo. 

“I’m hoping that vast improve-
ments will have been made,” he
says. “My plan is to take a bus tour
which visits the fifth station on
Mt Fuji as well as Hakone, where
I’ll be able to see majestic views of
Mt Fuji with the surrounding great
lakes and cherry blossoms.”

The retired Paralympian
powerlifter and bench-press re-
cord holder from Armidale, NSW,
has long sought out experiences
taken for granted by most travel-
lers. Sharpe uses crutches and a
wheelchair. 

“Ever since my first overseas
competition for powerlifting in my
late teens, I’ve enjoyed travel,” he
says. 

But the challenges have been
legion — including travel agents
and tour operators unwilling to
put as much effort into securing
outstanding experiences for
clients with a disability as they do
for non-disabled patrons.

“People often assume you
aren’t capable and can’t travel in-
dependently if you use a wheel-
chair or crutches, or consider it a
burden on themselves and the

Braeden as siblings with the
shared experiences.” 

As the founder of the website
Have Wheelchair Will Travel
(havewheelchairwilltravel.net)
and co-founder of the recently
launched magazine Travel With-
out Limits (travelwithoutlim-
its.com.au), Julie is always seeking
out accessible destinations. While
giving up “isn’t really in our DNA”,
she says, issues such as unreliable
healthcare or distance might deter
the family from visiting certain
places. 

— transcends mere enjoyment.
It’s become a diversion from
Braeden’s therapy and a remedy in
its own right. 

Julie says: “We found holidays
were a wonderful way of recon-
necting as a family without the
stress and strain of appointments
and therapy.

“Braeden also thrived when we
travelled. Being social but non-
verbal, we found holidays and
travelling satisfied his need to en-
gage with people. Travel has also
really connected Amelia and

■ UN World Tourism Organis-
ation: www2.unwto.org 
■ International Standards Associ-
ation: iso.org/home.html
■ European Network for Access-
ible Tourism www.accessibletour-
ism.org
■ Darcy’s blog: accessibletourism-
research.blogspot.com
■ Lonely Planet’s accessible travel
resources shop.lonelyplanet.com/
products/accessible-travel-on-
line-resources-2017

JULIE AND 
BRAEDEN JONES
One of Braeden Jones’s most un-
forgettable journeys was a heli-
copter flight with his family to
Franz Josef Glacier in New Zea-
land. The 23-year-old Sydneysider
lives with cerebral palsy and his
use of a wheelchair often limits ac-
cess to adventurous pursuits. 

But this trip was special, says his
mum, Julie, because Braeden was
able to use a wheelchair that had
been specially adapted so people
with mobility restrictions could
enjoy the glacier alongside non-
disabled travellers.

“This (excursion) took the in-
genuity of (tetraplegic paraglider)
Jezza Williams from Makingtrax
and the co-operation of The Heli-
copter Line to add a basket to carry
the wheelchair and to provide a
staff member to assemble it at no
additional cost,” Julie says. 

It’s inclusive practices such as
this that set operators apart
and give people with disabilities
opportunities they’d otherwise
miss out on.

“It’s more than just getting to a
destination,” Julie says. 

“It’s about being able to explore
and enjoy it as others do.” But trav-
el for this family — dad Mark and
sister Amelia, 16, complete the clan

It’s 7am in Hollywood and a large
man with a beard and long hair is
waiting on a corner to discuss
loneliness. Chuck McCarthy is
dressed for work in a straw boater
and a T-shirt that says: “The peo-
ple walker — never walk alone”.

He’s hard to miss, which is pre-
cisely the point, and we set off
on foot for a short loop
through the honey-
suckle-scented streets.

Three years ago Mc-
Carthy, an actor who
won’t give his age but
“plays between 35 and 45”,
came up with a tongue-in-
cheek business idea. Dog-walking
apps were taking off but he did not
want to work for one because he
“didn’t want to pick up dog poop”. 

Instead, he thought, don’t peo-
ple need walking as much as dogs,
and not just for exercise?

Los Angeles is home to four
million people, many of whom are

It’s not overstating things to say
Charlie Seppelt can be a bit of a
worrier.

In fact, there were medieval
architects working on grand ca-
thedrals lying on mattresses full
of bedbugs, fighting off a mild
case of the plague and wrestling
with the worry that their grand-
children’s grandchildren would
never see the building complet-
ed, who probably slept better
than Seppelt does when he’s got
something on his mind.

Whether it’s the complex
juggling act of working vintage
as senior winemaker for the
Randall Wine Group, agonising
over getting the right results in a
busy sideline as a wine show
judge, or simply getting the shits
when one of his highly competi-
tive mates gets some award that
he’d rather have won himself,
Seppelt is a series of furrows
running out of brow space.

It’s a good thing he married
well.

Seppelt’s wife, Skye Salter, is
an equally accomplished wine-
maker who met her future hus-
band when they were working
the nightshift during vintage at
Hardy’s Tintara winery in Mc-
Laren Vale.

His suggestion one night to-
wards the end of a hectic harvest
that they should perhaps go and
grab some breakfast beers after
work is the best decision he ever
made, and well worth the over-
analysing and fussing that
would’ve preceded it.

Salter and Seppelt are both
busy making wine for other
people, but it was inevitable
their talents would come to-
gether and produce a little
something of their own.

That little something is a
new label called Paralian.

The name comes from the
ancient Greek term for “those
who live by the sea”, and in this
case refers specifically to those
like Salter and Seppelt who are
blessed to live along the coast-
line adjoining McLaren Vale.

The artwork for the new
brand takes its cues from the 
pylons of an old jetty at Port
Willunga, the beautiful beach
where the couple spend as
much as possible of the little free
time they have.

The name is the product of a
brainstorming that began with
having no idea what the label
would be called, but knowing
exactly what it wouldn’t.

Charlie carries one of
the most famous surnames
in Australian wine. So fa-
mous, in fact, it exists in
two prominent brands be-
longing to others.

The Seppelt brand is
part of the Treasury
Wine Estates empire,
and the grand Seppelts-
field Estate and its con-
nected brand belong to
his boss, Warren Ran-
dall.

Even Skye’s
name is a little prob-
lematic branding-
wise — the Salter
name is closely
connected to the
Saltram brand
owned by Trea-
sury.

While the
name might have
required some
workshopping,
the winemaking
philosophy was
set in stone from
the start.

The pair knew
they wanted to

work with the two varieties
they, and the region in which
they worked, loved most.

That has resulted in two sin-
gle vineyard wines from the Ble-
witt Springs subregion, a shiraz
and a grenache, and a blend of
both varieties from the same
sites.

The wines are, not surpris-
ingly, brilliant.

They’re beautifully made
and speak to a deep understand-
ing of the directions in which
McLaren Vale shiraz and gren-
ache can be taken. 

They possess both depth and
drinkability, a combination that
isn’t as commonly seen as it
should be. And they are clearly
the product of very focused
winemaking minds.

This is as impressive a set of
debut releases as I’ve seen in a
very long time and predicting a
bright future for the Paralian
label is about as sure a bet as can
be made.

To paraphrase a peanut far-
mer, “Don’t you worry about
that.”

Paralian Blewitt 
Springs Grenache 
2018, McLaren 
Vale, $42

Dry grown by the Cross family
on the deep sands of an ancient
beach, now inland and elevated
at Blewitt Springs. Hand-
picked, open fermented in wax-
lined concrete with a
percentage of whole bunches
nearing 20 per cent. Nine
months in old French oak pun-
cheons.

Lifted red licorice aromas,
some dried raspberry and
musky spice. 

There’s a seam of dry herb
characters giving the wine an
intriguing amaro-like edge.
Supple and lithe, juicy and taut,
the wine shows every pounce of
Seppelt’s obsession with the
variety.

Paralian Blewitt 
Springs Shiraz 2018, 
McLaren Vale, $42
Sourced from another vineyard
on that ancient Maslin’s sand,
this time at the Whaite family’s
Spring Hill vineyard.

Winemaking roughly re-
flects the same methods as the

grenache.
A decadent purple colour

that would make Prince
proud, the wine offers up
aromas of Dutch licorice,
game grilled on coals and
exotic souk spices.

It’s muscular, but not
muscle bound, dense yet
detailed, and beautifully
balanced.

Paralian Blewitt
Springs 
Grenache
Shiraz 2018,
McLaren
Vale, $36
A blend of the two
vineyards, taking
the strengths of
each and elevating
them to something
more.

Forrest berries
and ripe plums, a
dusting of cocoa
and a little dark
earth. 

Fragrant and
supple, juicy and
energetic.

WELL
BEING

CATHERINE MARSHALL

other tourists if you were to join a
tour,” Sharpe says. 

“(But) often it’s simple modifi-
cations that are required (to make
tours accessible), and these don’t
impinge on the comfort of other
tourists nor the tour itself. 

“For example, if I can climb into
and out of a minibus for a day tour,
would they be willing to assist by
loading and unloading my wheel-
chair?”

Proactive by nature, Sharpe
uses a custom-designed

wheelchair, a custom-
made crutches carry-bag
attachment and rubber
crutch tips. And he always

keeps a journal of his
travels. 

“(I note) details of hotels, tours,
things to see and do that were
good, not so good and what could
be improved by making certain ad-
justments,” he says.

“I use this diary as the basis for
future travels and standards of ac-
commodation and tours I seek.”

Such fastidious planning has
delivered adventures aplenty.

“My most memorable include
climbing the Great Wall of China,
reaching the peaks of Angkor Wat
and the Bayon temples in Cambo-
dia and visiting Neuschwanstein
Castle in Germany,” Sharpe says.

SUZANNE 
CRAM-ROSSITER
Before she was diagnosed with
motor neurone disease in Decem-
ber 2017, Brisbanite Suzanne
Cram-Rossiter had visited more
than 50 countries. 

“My life was really (spent) plan-
ning trips back to back so we
always had something to look for-
ward to,” she says.

Determined to continue travel-
ling for as long as possible, she and
husband Michael Rossiter set
about tackling her bucket list. But
obstacles presented themselves
relentlessly: the nine-seater plane
on to which Suzanne had to be
bundled via the cargo hold; the
“wheelchair-friendly” venue
where bathrooms could be ac-
cessed only via a spiral staircase.

“We’ve realised that there are
ways of getting around it, even if it
does mean getting out of a plane by
sliding down steps on my back-
side,” Suzanne says. 

“However, as there’s never any
guarantee that the accommoda-
tion will be inclusive, there’s a ner-
vousness of what we’re going to
walk into. We wanted to be able to
go on holidays and feel comfort-
able that we wouldn’t have to
make plans, which all detracts
from the joys of travelling.”

With options diminishing —
Suzanne’s deteriorating condition
means she can no longer fly — the
couple decided to create their own
solution. In late March they
launched SuzanneStays, a two-
pronged company that both ac-
quires and lists properties that are
able to accommodate various lev-
els of disability and so deliver an
enjoyable, worry-free stay. 

Their first property is a six-bed
riverfront apartment in Brisbane
City with panoramic views of the
Story Bridge, an outdoor lap-pool
and a private accessible walkway
to the river.

“We wanted to establish a stan-
dard that gives people confidence
that they can travel away from
home and have a holiday experi-
ence with their families without
the focus having to be on their dis-
ability,” Suzanne says.

The couple plans to add 500
properties to the collection within
the next four years while expand-
ing overseas (their second prop-
erty, a three-bedroom house in
Hervey Bay, will be available from
November). Their initiative is a
legacy for people too often ne-
glected by the tourism industry
and an incentive for Suzanne to
continue building the portfolio.

“I’d love to go down to Sydney
and get on a boat and see the be-
ginning of the boat race from Syd-
ney to Hobart,” Suzanne says. 

“It’s been one of my challenges
to Michael, as I can’t fly any more,
to have properties from Brisbane
all the way to Sydney so we can
stop along the way and not have to
worry about accommodation.” 
■ suzannestays.com

When Simon Darcy took his first
hot air balloon flight in the Catalan
region of Spain in 2015, he was
backed into the balloon in his
wheelchair, transferred to a
hydraulically operated seat and
lifted into the same viewing pos-
ition as the non-disabled passen-
gers around him. 

“It was a wonderful experience
that also carried on to the social
and cultural experience after-
wards at breakfast,” he says. 

“In other destinations, you end
up having to take these experien-
ces in a segregated fashion, so
you’re not among all the other
tourists. You’re hiring an access-
ible vehicle, you’re going on a ‘spe-
cial’ tour, you’re missing out on
that social dimension that’s so im-
portant with tourism. It’s as much
about those you meet, those you
interact with and the shared expe-
riences you have together.”

Darcy’s experience is the holy
grail for people with disabilities
who love travel. 

But though one in five people in
Australia live with a disability or
long-term health condition — a
number expected to rise with the
ageing population — accessible
and integrated travel opportunit-
ies in Australia and abroad are
sorely lacking. Until recently, for
example, wheelchair users
couldn’t roll across the Sydney
Harbour Bridge’s walkway; after
15 years of disability advocacy, a lift
was finally installed. 

“Can you imagine anyone com-
ing to Sydney and not being able to
do that?” says Darcy, a professor
and transdisciplinary researcher
at UTS Business School and a
quadriplegic who uses a power
wheelchair.

Yet the economic imperatives
for those catering to the disability
sector are immense. In the first
quarter of 2017, 17 per cent of local
tourism expenditure on day and
overnight trips was generated by
people with a disability, according
to a study based on Tourism Re-
search Australia data by the Insti-
tute for Public Policy and
Governance, University of Tech-
nology Sydney. The introduction
of the NDIS will allow people to
further address their social partici-
pation, Darcy says.

“Our research shows conclus-
ively that the majority of people
don’t regard their disability as a
reason for not travelling and
would travel, or travel more, if they
didn’t have to experience the bar-
riers of not being able to find infor-
mation, not being able to plan their
trip, not being able to stay in ac-
cessible accommodation, not
being able to have accessible desti-
nation experiences.”

Moreover, people with a dis-
ability often travel with family or
friends, compounding potential
operator revenue. In order to meet
the expectations of these groups
— while recognising that disabili-
ties aren’t homogeneous and in-
clude cognitive, vision and hearing
impairment — operators are being
encouraged by advocacy groups to
address their needs. 

“We’re talking about having a
series of experiences that provide
an equality-of-destination experi-
ence for people with different em-
bodiments,” Darcy says. 

Sydney’s BridgeClimb, for ex-
ample, facilitated an inclusive ex-
perience for a person who was deaf
and blind, and “were astounded to
find that one of the first things the
person did was to post photos to
their Facebook page to show their
friends what they’d been up to”.

Darcy suggests operators use
inclusivity guidelines provided by
groups such as the UN World
Tourism Organisation and the
International Organisation for
Standardisation, which is develop-
ing a global accessible tourism
standards guideline for the indus-
try. And he implores them to re-
move the first stumbling block to
travel for people with disabilities
— planning — by making infor-
mation easily accessible on their
websites. 

“You don’t have to be all things
to all people. If you’ve got great ac-
cessible accommodation or desti-
nation experiences, let people
know about it — it costs you noth-
ing,” he says. 

ACCESS ABILITY

TRAVEL


