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Larry Becker and Saul Morse, both polio survivors and members of PHI’s board of directors, 
recently took delivery of new power wheelchairs – both, coincidentally, are Permobil chairs 
made in Sweden.  PHI asked Larry and Saul to share their experiences and decision-making 
processes with readers who may be contemplating a power chair purchase. 
 
PHI:  When did you have polio, and what assistive devices have you used in the past? 
 
Larry:  I contracted polio in 1952 at age 13.  It affected my hands and arms, but not 
my legs and feet - what we called “upside-down” polio.  Through college and graduate 
school and then 20 years of teaching, I used a chair occasionally and had a golf cart to 
get around campus.  I rented a chair in the mid-1980s and finally bought the first of 
three scooters, which had to be modified with foot controls. 
 
Saul:  I had polio in 1949 when I was 21 months old.  The next two years are a blur.  I 
was separated from my family and isolated in an iron lung.  I came home with a 
manual wheelchair.  I have no recollection of a time when I didn’t use one.  After 
graduating from high school, I entered the University of Illinois, which had started a 
program for disabled veterans following World War II.  You had to be able to push 
yourself, and we had to push a mile-and-a-half before breakfast to get in shape.  Power 
chairs were not allowed, and there were no ADA laws on the books.  I used a manual 
chair exclusively until the early 1980s when I traded my van in for another and also got 
a scooter. 
 
PHI:  When and why did you first purchase a power wheelchair? 
 
Larry:  I got my former power chair, which was something like a personal assault 
vehicle – with foot controls- in 2001.  I was having trouble with transfers at the office, 
and it was increasingly difficult to transfer at home.  I have read all about the late 
effects of polio, but I have always had a tussle acknowledging new problems that might 
get worse.  So I just bought the first power chair off the rack, without any modification 
other than the foot control, and without getting a thorough evaluation. 
 
Saul:  In the late 1980s, I represented an equipment supplier and received two manual 
wheelchairs as an initial fee and, later, a power chair because I didn’t think I would be 
paid otherwise.  At the time, my son was three, and I found that I was able to chase 
him better in the power chair and could also take him for rides.  And I discovered that I 
was not as exhausted at the end of the day.  By the early 1990s, I was using a power 
chair 80 to 90 percent of the time and, finally, all the time, except for transferring out 



of bed in the morning (and briefly when I had a mid-life crisis convertible and had to 
use a manual chair). 
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PHI:  What factors did you consider in your recent purchase of a power wheelchair? 
 
Larry:  I think the crucial consideration in my case were first, what uses I could now 
make of the chair that would be helpful, and second, what my needs are likely to be for 
the foreseeable future.  Some of the features on the old power chair were not always 
the best ergonomically, and it was not only getting old and unreliable, but also hard to 
use.  
I have full muscle control in my feet and require a foot-controlled chair.  In the old 
chair, the control was mounted on top of the foot pedal, causing me to shift weight 
onto my left hip.  It was also very touchy.  I couldn’t safely let my right foot fully rest 
on it, even while I was driving.  I talked to a rehabilitation engineer and to an 
occupational therapist (OT) and an adaptive technology engineer, who observed me in 
my office to assess my needs.  They agreed I needed a new chair, but they insisted 
that it be a custom chair and that I go through a full evaluation. 
 
Saul:  I’ve now had several power chairs.  It used to be that insurance companies 
considered the useful life of a chair to be five years, but not anymore.  My old chair is a 
Permobil that is six-plus years old and has been used 14 to 18 hours a day every day of 
the year.  I wanted a new Permobil that was identical because I drive my van in the 
chair – it rolls in and locks into place.  Permobil is reputed to be the world’s best mass-



marketed chair, perhaps because manufacturers in Europe are required to pay for any 
repairs during the first five years, so they are built to last.   
 
PHI:  What was the administrative process you went through to get and fund the new 
chair? 
 
Larry:  The first step was to meet with my doctor who wrote an order – in my case to 
Medicare – saying that I needed a power chair.  I made several trips to the Woodrow 
Wilson Rehabilitation Center, which provides comprehensive medical, assistive 
technology and vocational rehabilitation services to Virginia citizens with disabilities.  I 
tried out lots of chairs on a variety of terrains.  A durable medical equipment supplier 
(DME) who certifies to the insurance company that a power chair is needed, sent 
specialists to do a home evaluation.  Meshing schedules with all these people meant 
that this full assessment took about six months with a lost paperwork glitch adding 
several weeks.  Because mine is a customized chair, elaborate specifications were 
necessary for the factory fabrication.  The chair was delivered to the rehab center and 
various features adjusted for my use.  I can’t use a hand-controlled joystick, and a foot-
controlled joystick is not typical, so a factory representative was involved in getting that 
installed under the foot rest. 
 
Saul:  I had a face-to-face meeting with the doctor, who wrote the order.  I had an OT 
evaluation and a DME home inspection.  My insurance is through the state of Illinois, as 
a retired employee, and initially they wanted me to buy a cheaper model.  After some 
negotiation, we reached an agreed price, and the power chair was ordered.  People 
who need a high-end custom chair have to work for it!  When the chair was delivered, 
the OT reviewed my needs and made some adjustments. 
 
PHI:  Tell us about your new chair. 
 
Larry:  It’s an astounding chair!  The foot control is wonderful – a joystick turned on its 
side and mounted under the foot rest.  The chair has an elevating seat, which helps 
with transfers, and I can now carry on a conversation eye-to-eye with most people.  
Getting enough ground clearance for the foot control required putting a slight tilt in the 
seat, and although I don’t need it now, the seat also reclines.  The chair also has 
“attendant control”, a joystick usable by someone else.  The foot control is equipped 
with Bluetooth ® capability for wireless operation of my computer mouse.  An on-board 
screen that I can operate with either the foot control or a mouthstick indicates seat 
position, drive speed and battery level.  It’s a front-wheel drive and weighs 260 pounds.  
The top speed is 5 miles per hour.  The technology is so good now – I think it’s the only 
chair I’ll ever need. 
 
Saul:  My chair has a left-hand joystick.  It has a seat elevator, which is great for 
restaurants, talking to people at eye level and transferring to high beds in hotels.  I also 



got a seat recliner that I use more than I had imagined.  It’s a rear-wheel drive and 
weighs 280 pounds.  Top speed is 7 to 8 miles per hour.  I like speed! 
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