Llanerchaeron: The 
[image: ]The entrance to Llanerchaeron House was flagged by twin columns on a two-step platform. For me, they had set up a ramp so I could access the building, too. But, unlike a few odd steps one could easily amend, herding throngs of people—both friend and stranger alike—turned out to be a uniquely difficult issue. People don’t tend to enjoy being told what to do, but I suppose it’s easier to adhere to instructions if the imminent issue is having your ankles clipped by a walking frame. 
The first thing I truly noticed was the staircase. It loomed above us like a ghost. The rails were polished brown and held up by black curlicues reflecting blue in thin wisps of sunlight. Steps folded above us, and a tawny carpet bent into each crevice. It was magnificent; carved directly out of a childhood storybook. But, to me, it served as a reminder of all the things I couldn’t do.
My friends and I pushed our way into the dining room off to the lefthand side. Few of our companions had already made their way into the room; the rest of them were strangers. The guide stationed in the room spoke fondly of the living space, singing odes to one of the Mistresses, a woman named Mary Ashby Mettam, and I made comments every so often (not about the guide or the subject matter) to make my friends laugh. We turned to vacate the room, returning to the hallway, which was now scarcely populated. To leave, however, felt jarring; the door could barely manage to fit the whole of my walker between its frame, and I was permanently anxious about tracking something into the floor or chipping the wall paint off its base. Fear had come to define many of my experiences with my walker, and this was simply another one to add to the list.Author’s Own Photo (October 13, 2023)

Through more doors, we were transported into other worlds, this time reminiscent of a rich, pre-war Wales. A piano carved in dark wood glistened between the dim light from above, and the parallel windows to the right. Paintings and photographs of previous owners and their associates hung on the walls behind the setting the National Trust had cultivated. It felt not unlike a dolls’ house. I half expected, when the speaking lulled to a stop, to be given a life-sized Barbie doll to play with. But I wasn’t. Instead, our guide told us about the artists and their subjects—a pastel crayon piece by a boy of only fifteen; two fair-haired siblings, one of which ran away with her piano teacher, the other seemingly insignificant to our guide; a photograph of Mary Ashby Mettam herself, and more I lost track of.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  The information about the art pieces was given to me by the National Trust Guide] 

The rooms were, for the most part, roped off, with only a small entry space for curious tourists. These spaces would grow smaller with each room we visited. They shrunk and shrunk as if they had, like Alice, taken a potion, and I instead grew out of each until very few people could enter. 
As we passed the staircase, I wondered as I often did, if in another life, I could run up and down them, if I could explore the areas that I couldn’t myself. I knew there were other options for me—I could go to the pantry to watch a video, they said, or one of my friends could get pictures for me herself. The gestures were kind, but in the darker parts of my mind, I became synonymous with being an inconvenience. 
[image: ]The third room we entered was the smallest of them all in terms of entry space, and my friends and I had to squeeze up together to get inside. Part of the space was taken up by a rounded end table, upon which sat a book, damaged by time but eagerly loved. Leaflets hung haphazardly off the edge of the table, held on only by the strength of a small screen stroking the wall with its upper right corner. Behind me hung a painting. I only noticed it myself when the guide pointed it out to us. It was the most beautiful piece I had seen. Depicted behind a watery blue splodge was a woman knitting. Her fingers poised on both needles as something greyish-blue spun beneath them. Her eyes were drawn down, watching her hands methodically work through their process. She was concentrating, she was working with a precision not many artists could ever truly capture. A loose hair escaped her bonnet and tickled the back of her neck. Author’s Own Photo (October 13, 2023)

As I further admired the painting, from its depth and tone, the texture of the paper and how the artist incorporated it into her work, the guide introduced the artist: Sarah Biffin.
Sarah Biffin was born with no arms or legs. Like many disabled people at the time, she began her career as an artist with a travelling company—a freakshow—where non-disabled people could gawk, like tourists at a zoo, at her painting with the dexterity of any master painter, but without the hands to do so. Without fingers to position onto her brush, without palms to steady the brush as she worked. She didn’t even have elbows to direct her movements. Biffin created art—the kind of art I had never quite seen before despite my years at art school—with her mouth. The guide described her as becoming vastly successful after being discovered by a man whose name I couldn’t remember, and she was supported even after his death by Queen Victoria. He told us the rest of her life was comfortable.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  This paragraph is composed of information I got from the National Trust Guide
] 

Sarah Biffin didn’t belong to Llanerchaeron, nor did she have any known connection to it[footnoteRef:4], but a piece of her artwork found a home there anyway. And having her art hanging in a home she had no connection to, one that she couldn’t have accessed especially in her time, felt like a hypocrisy. It was adding insult to injury. But simultaneously, I found comfort in her posthumous presence. Neither she nor I could have ever gotten up that staircase, but she still created beautiful things with the worlds’ broken pieces, and it served as a reminder that I could, too.  [4:  The National Trust Guide] 
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