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My Early Years

Here begins the story of my friend and I and our amazing journey 
of life. My disability was obvious when I was born. My physi-
cal appearance cried out “Down syndrome,” and a lifetime 
of  prejudgment and miscalculation of my potential began. As 
a child in Belvedere, Illinois, I 
was shunned and abused by my 
parents. Because of this, the 
State of Illinois took my siblings 
and me away from our parents. 
Even today, although I have 
accomplished more than many 
“normal” people, my mother is 
unable to see what a gifted 
individual I am. 

At eight years old, I was placed in 
a nursing home in Freeport. At age 
12, I was sent to a developmental 
center in Dixon, Illinois. I was given the responsibility of caring for 
four people, all of whom were in wheelchairs. I had to carry them 
up and down 20 steps each day. I felt I was capable of more than 
what I was doing and couldn’t understand why I was in that 
facility. After seven years, the nursing home administration agreed 
that I was too high-functioning to be there. I was given two choices: 
I could go to a group home in East Chicago or to a foster home in 
Ottawa, Illinois and work in a sheltered workshop. I chose the foster 
home, Ottawa Friendship House. Living in the same foster home 
at the time was Kathy Conour from Springfield, Illinois. Kathy and 
I both worked at the sheltered workshop and became the best of 
friends. This was a friendship that was to change our lives.



My Faithful Friend

Kathy Conour was born with cerebral palsy and never had the full 
use of her body. At the time of meeting me, Kathy was confined to 
a wheelchair but had the use of her hands and was able to stand. 
She had a very difficult time speaking but was able to communicate 
verbally to some extent with people who knew her well. She had an 
electronic voice machine mounted on her wheelchair which enabled 
her to express more complex questions and answers by using a joy-
stick that she regulated with her mouth. She used the same joystick 
to move about in her electric chair and to work her computer. 
Despite her severe disability, Kathy had a good mind and a fierce 
desire to be independent. She graduated from high school and 
attained a Bachelor’s Degree in social work with a minor in 
Business Administration.

New Challenges, New Possibilities

Both Kathy and I wanted to live independently. Kathy’s family, 
along with people who had gotten to know us in our work program, 
helped us develop the skills we needed. We were blessed to receive 
assistance in learning how to maintain a budget and manage our 
checking account. I also acquired caregiving skills to help Kathy 
with all aspects of daily living.

In 1970, Dale Wilbur moved to Kankakee, Illinois to become the 
manager of the Kankakee County Training Center. Kathy and I 
also moved to Kankakee and lived in his foster home. Three years 
later, Dale encouraged us to move into an apartment. He felt we 
needed more independent living to achieve more of our potential 
development than what we could receive at his home. He helped us 
find an apartment and built a ramp to the back door for Kathy. We 
lived there alone, except for a cat that was deaf. I laughed and said, 
“Even our cat is disabled.” 



This was the beginning of an exciting time for both Kathy and me. Our 
only means of transportation was to take a cab, which cost a fortune. I 
decided I needed to learn how to drive. This idea was met with much 
skepticism at the development center, but I spent two years studying and 
managed to get my driver’s license – without Kathy’s knowledge. Now we 
were free to travel, shop, obtain medical care and attend meetings and 
conferences. With our new freedom, we thought nothing of getting on a 
plane and flying to Las Vegas, Nevada, Hollywood, California or Seattle, 
Washington with me as Kathy’s caregiver. Acquiring a home of our own 
was another goal that we accomplished. We contracted George Conour, 
Kathy’s cousin, to build the house where we lived. 

In 1990, after surgery to remove a cyst from her spinal cord, Kathy was 
unable to use her arms and hands or to stand. She had a reaction to some 
of the post-surgery medications and spiraled into a deep depression. She 
had to spend three months in the hospital and felt so useless that she was 
wishing to die. We moved in with Kathy’s widowed mother until we could 
find our own apartment in Springfield, Illinois. Kathy’s only incentive for 
living at this time was my need of her and for her own mother, whose sole 
reason for living was to take care of Kathy.



New Pathways

Kathy and I had a deep interest in being advocates for persons with 
disabilities. We joined boards and committees where we could have 
an active voice. We worked with many groups that strived to meet 
the needs of and preserve the rights of persons with disabilities:  
Illinois Planning Council on 
Developmental Disabilities, 
People First, the Springfield 
Center for Independent 
Living, Arc (for people with 
intellectual disabilities), 
United Cerebral Palsy (UCP), 
Coalition of Citizens with 
Disabilities in Illinois (CCDI) 
and the Victorious Missionaries 
(VMs). We participated in and 
have been arrested in protest 
marches in Washington, D.C., 
Maryland and Michigan. 

When some developers in 
Springfield, Illinois received 
a variance for putting in side-
walks in a shopping center, 
they failed to make cuts in the 
curb. Those in wheelchairs 
had to ride in the streets. One 
such man was not only hit in 
the street, he was also ticketed for being on the roadway illegally. 
We rallied and protested for him. In 2005, Kathy and I won an Illinois 
Human Rights Award. We were so proud because we were the first 
people with disabilities to receive this recognition.



Blessings within the Struggles

As Kathy lost even more of her physical abilities, I gained more 
mental skills. My emotional development and my sense of the world 
truly increased since Kathy and I had been together. My speech 
patterns were completely different when I was younger, and my 
knowledge of the world outside state facilities was extremely narrow. 
If Kathy and I hadn’t gotten together, both of us would most likely 
have ended up in institutions for the rest of our lives. Neither one 
of us could have functioned alone in society. Our relationship has 
given me so many blessings. Being a caregiver to Kathy became the 
focus of my world and the main purpose of my life. 

More blessings followed. The Conour family was Catholic, and after 
27 years with them, I felt called to become Catholic.  After completing 
the RCIA process, I was received into the Church in 1997. Now I 
was fully able to accompany Kathy on her spiritual, as well as her 
physical journey. We were one in Christ.

A Window Opens

Kathy and I approached 
New York filmmaker Alice 
Elliott, an Academy Award® 
nominated director and 
advocate for those with 
disabilities, about doing a 
film of our life together. 
Alice had started a small 
independent documentary production company called Welcome 
Change. Since 1991, Welcome Change has been making films that 
focus on people with disabilities and communities that are reinventing 
themselves. Their mission is to lead social change by revealing the 
big stories hidden in the human heart. 



Because of Kathy’s persistence, Alice finally agreed to make the 
documentary. In 2007, Alice Elliott completed the film, Body & Soul: 
Diana & Kathy, a rare look at a symbiotic relationship between two 
people some would call profoundly disabled. The three of us traveled 
to many states to introduce the film. Kathy and I presented it in 
even more places on our own. She wanted to see how many people 
it would reach and what effect it would have. The film was impor-
tant to Kathy because she wanted people with disabilities to know 
they didn’t have to be put away or ignored. We’re trying to teach 
them that they don’t have to hide their disability. They can go to the 
movies, go out to eat, try to go on a train or travel around the world 
like we do.

The Next Chapter

Sadly, Kathy Conour died on September 19, 2009, one month be-
fore the film had its debut on public television. She left a legacy of 
advocacy for the disability community. I was blessed to be her friend 
and caregiver for almost 40 years. Kathy has passed away, but I still 
keep going. I waited about one year, and then I started looking for 
a job. I called a friend and asked him if he knew of anyone I could 
work for. I currently work part-time for the Department of Human 
Services in Springfield, Illinois. I continue to receive help when I 
need it. My passion pushes me to continue traveling, showing the 
film, making presentations to groups and at conferences – as long 
as my health and my travel funds hold out. I am happy to tell our 
story and offer suggestions about what others with disabilities can 
do to gain more control over their own lives. My advocacy work has 
found an international audience which necessitates me traveling 
overseas for various conferences. 



I was excited to be a part of another film with Alice Elliott in New 
York City in the latter part of 2013. ACTIVATE HERE! is a training 
video to refresh self-advocates on their advocacy skills. Many people 
with intellectual and developmental disabilities wish to participate 
more actively in decisions about their own lives and advocate for 
policy changes. However, they often lack the experience of standing 
up for themselves and speaking out. The ACTIVATE HERE! video 
will be a tool to remind them of their self-advocacy skills and serve 
as a resource for training. Emily Perl Kingsley was our script con-
sultant. She has won 17 Emmy Awards for her writing on Sesame 
Street. She introduced people with disabilities to television through 
her innovative scripts, and she is the mother of a young man with 
Down syndrome. When the videos of ACTIVATE HERE! are finished, 
they will be posted on our partners websites. I can’t wait until it is 
released!  

In Summary

Kathy and I started working together as a team to help each other 
out. That’s how we found each other. Today, I still travel the world 
to share our story and present the film of our life together to show 
what is possible. Even though Kathy is not at my side, I continue to 
live independently – free to soar – like we always wanted.

What VMs Say about Diana

“Diana is dedicated to people with disabilities; 
a willing servant who works for justice.”

“She is a compassionate caregiver and friend.” 

“She is not afraid to speak the truth.”

“She overcame a lot of discrimination and 
has tirelessly advocated for the disabled.” 


