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Judy Smart


[A (female) facilitator was present throughout the interviews, who repeated Judy’s answers: where there is discussion, she is represented by ‘F’.  Elsewhere, for the most part, it is her words which are transcribed.]
So this is Judy Smart, on 18th November 2004, Tape 1.  [laughter in background.]  If I could start, Judy, by asking you when and where you were born?

I was born in Oxford, but my home town was in Banbury, but my mum had to come to the Radcliffe, because I was a difficult birth.  

So you were a difficult birth and you went to the Radcliffe Hospital in Oxford, but your home town was Banbury.  

F. Banbury. 

OK. So maybe if we… sort of short….

F. Judy, do that in short bits, can you? [she & Judy laugh].

If you can, that would, that would help.

F. And then I can follow on.  

[From now on the facilitator’s repetition is speech that will be reported.]

You were born in the Radcliffe, in Oxford, but you lived in Banbury.

And when were you born?

1945.

And the date?

16th May.

So the war was still on at that time?

It was just ending.  

Right.  And can you remember what your parents said about your birth?


Well, my parents…. the first inkling that they had was when my mother held her in her arms, and she unwrapped my shawl, my left arm fell out and was twisted, like a dish rag, and my eye was damaged.  They put my left arm in plaster, to straighten it out.  They took me home and I didn’t progress like a normal baby.  They said that I was a lazy baby, and that I’d get there in the end, but my mother wasn’t convinced of that.  So she made an appointment for the paediatrician at the local hospital.  This went on for months.  They kept saying that I was lazy and they said that when I was five, they said that she should put me away and forget about me, in an institution and , and have a normal baby, although my mother had waited seven years for a baby.  But my mother is a very determined woman, and she didn’t accept what the paediatrician said, and went to her own G.P., where he made an appointment for her to see a specialist at Wimpole Street.  

What age were you then?

At the age of three, and he diagnosed me as having cerebral palsy, as not much was known about that condition at that time.

And that would have been 1948.  And did he actually, did the specialist actually use the word ‘cerebral palsy’?

He didn’t actually use ‘cerebral palsy’, but said that I was brain-damaged, and did explain it all to Mum.  My mother asked him if I was mentally retarded.  He said ‘No’, because the damage was at my cortex.   If it had been half an inch the other way, I would have been mentally retarded.  At that time, a doctor from America was giving lectures.  He’d written on cerebral palsy.  My mother and my aunt went to one of them, so they knew a bit about the condition from the lectures, and then this specialist in London sent me to Great Ormond Street, but before that, in Banbury, I was picked out to take a psychology test, and that was when I was three years old, and this psychologist came to my house and did this test.  Although I couldn’t speak much, she was able to detect that I was highly intelligent, so that meant that my county had to find some way of educating me.

Do you actually remember the psychologist coming to your house, or is it something that you were told?

I was told by Mum.  When I was at school age, [phone rings] I was sent to a local primary school.

And what was the name of the primary school?

St Mary’s.  

In Banbury?

In Banbury.

And what kind of school was it?

A mainstream school.

And what can you remember about it?

Well, I was, I sat in the class.  I suffered bullying.  It would be called that now, but it wasn’t then.

What form did that take?

Pulling faces at me, calling me names.  At break time I was out in the playground and they’d push me around, because I had a little chair that someone had made me that was on wheels.  I could move myself around with my foot at school and the flat.  I stayed in that school for two terms and then the headmistress, who was a friend of my father’s said, ‘As much as I would like Judy to stay here, I can’t give her….’

I can’t give her the time.

[F] the time that you needed.   
Yes.  So then I left that school and then the County provided me with a home tutor, which again was hopeless, because she wasn’t patient with me.

Going back to being at school, at St Mary’s, can you tell me a bit more about the sorts of things that used to happen to you at school?

I’m not really sure.  All I can remember was being in the classroom, not inter-acting at all.

Did you have any friends at school?

I had one friend, who lived in the street opposite where I lived, and her parents came into our shop, so they had explained to her that I wasn’t like any other child, and she was at this school with me, and tried to protect me, but the peer pressure was too great.

You said that you were called names.  Can say what sorts of things you were called?

‘Spasy’.

What other sorts of things did the children say?].

‘Mentally-defective’, all that sort of thing.

How did that feel?

I can’t exactly remember, but I think I felt a bit rejected.

And how did the teachers react to you?

I can’t remember.  I think they just got on with the lessons.

Is there anything else that you can recall from that first school?

No.  

Alright, so you were there for two terms….

Mm

… and then the County decided that you ought to have a home tutor.  Tell us a little bit about the home tutor.

Yes, she came in three times a week for reading, writing and arithmetic.  Every time…

Sorry, I didn’t get that.

[F. No, I didn’t either.]

At the end of each session, my mother would find me in tears, so she let it go on for about a month, and then she talked about it with my father and she decided to sit in on a session, but the tutor wasn’t very agreeable, but my mother sat in on it, and the tutor said, ‘Are you going to behave now, for your mother?’ and she asked me what was two and two, and I knew, but because I didn’t immediately reply, she said, ‘Now come on, you know the answer, what is it?’, and I was getting more distressed, and my mother saw what was happening: so the tutor gave up in despair, and went down to my father and said that I was a very naughty girl, [laughs] and my mother said, ‘You don’t give her time to answer, and I’ve told you every time that Judy needs time to answer, but you don’t give her that time, so I think you’d better not come back’, so the tutor said that she would write to the education authority, and said she would not come back to me, because I was not educable, so my mother also wrote to the LEA, telling her side of it.  I was lucky really because my father’s sisters were both teaching, so they had taught me to read a bit.

At what age were they teaching you to read?

Well, they started very early, about two years old.

So that was before you had the home tutor, you were already able to read something?

Yes.  When I was at the paediatrician’s before that, the doctor said ‘She can’t talk to me’, and yet I had said the word ‘moon’ at home.  [laughs].  But I wouldn’t talk in the hospital.

Can you remember going to the hospital?

No…. vaguely.  I vaguely remember trying to walk with a frame, and [tape runs out.]

Tape 1, Side 2 
...thing that you were trying to use?
It had wheels on the front, and rubber bits on the back, and it wouldn’t move when I pushed it, so I trotted round the back and pushed it that way.

And what was it made of?

I can’t remember.  The Sister said to the doctor ‘That shows she’s intelligent.’

Because you’d worked out how to do it.
Yes.  
So the home tutor was sent packing at the age of….

Five and a half.

So what happened next?

My aunts were very into helping with me, and my Aunt... 

[F. Your aunt was what, Judy?]

My Aunt Edna heard of a school in Croydon.  She pushed, and got me a screening.

Screening.  Is that what it was called?  And what was the screening?
I went in front of a Panel, that had a head doctor and a headmistress, and physio., occupation therapist, and interviewed me.

And this was at the school at Croydon?
They said that there was a long waiting list, and if I was accepted, I would have to wait at least three years.

So, doing the maths on this, you were … it was 1950, no later than that.  You were older than five.  How old were you?
Six and a half.

So that would have been ….and St Margaret’s in Croydon was…. so this was before the Spastics Society was formed?
It was the National Spastic ….

Was it not the British Council for the Welfare of Spastics?

Yes.  So I waited for six months, and they said that I was accepted.

So they said ‘Three years’, but actually you only waited six months.

Yes.

Why was that?

I don’t know …. luck.  [laughs]

And do you remember anything else about the screening?

I remember laughing and joking [laughs].  I don’t remember exactly what they said, but they did me funnily.   

What medically examined you?

Medically, yes.

And what did that involve?

Well, they just, they tested my reflexes and that was all.  I can’t remember too much about the rest, but my mother was waiting outside, and she was in turmoil.  She didn’t know if they would accept me, and if it meant parting with me.

Because it was a long way from Banbury to Croydon, and St Margaret’s was a residential school.

Yes.

So what were your first impressions of St Margaret’s?

I enjoyed it.  I didn’t like leaving home much.

So you left home when you were seven?

Yes.  

And what can you remember of St Margaret’s, the building or….

It was a great big Victorian mansion, oak-panelled hall, dormitories, big classrooms, and a Physio. Department, and an Occupational Department, Speech Therapy, and I couldn’t sit up on my own at that age, so I was strapped in into a wooden chair on wheels, and I called them ‘wheelbarrows’.  They were very hard and very uncomfortable.

Where did it feel uncomfortable?

Everywhere.  I had sides on my chair, to begin with, but then when I got a bit more balance, they took the sides off, which was quite scary and I remember the physio. sitting me on a stool, and I had to sit quite still and straight for as long as I could, and I was petrified, because she kept bullying me to sit still, and I can’t sit that still.  Can’t even do that now, but on this stool, it just scared the life out of me, and then I managed to sit there for about ten minutes eventually, but if I fell off, I had to go back after school.

Had to go back after school?

If I fell off, I had to go back after school.

Did you hurt yourself when you fell off?

No, I was just very scared, so now, even now, if I sit on a chair without sides, I panic.

Going back to when you first arrived at St Margaret’s, can you describe what it was like?

My mother arrived with me in a taxi, and I was met by a dear old house mother.  She took me and introduced me to some of the little girls that I’d be sharing with.

How many people were in the dormitory?

Five.  Christine, Laurie, Alex, Alice….

Alice Moira?

[F]..and Ann Smith?

Mary Flack.

Black or Flack?

Flack.  And Joanna started on the day I started.  She was my best friend.  

Tell me about her.

Jo, she can’t speak, or walk, or can’t do anything at all, but we set up, we had a bond between us and I could interpret what she said, and all the other staff were amazed at this telepathy, but she got the worst of it in every way.  They said she wouldn’t co-operate with the physios and I remember hearing her crying and screaming in agony.

Why was that? What was it for?

Because they were making her do things that she couldn’t do, and they put her in these callipers.

Maybe you could describe them?

They are iron, made of steel.  Jo had one with a pair of callipers with a pelvic band that went round the middle.  They’d got straps on the thighs and knees, and knee caps and round the ankles, and they were locked into boots, and Jo’s legs were very twisted, so they put her straight into callipers and hey would push her knees out straight, and you had a lock on the side which locked the leg straight, and then they’d gradually tighten the knee-caps up.

Can you describe what that felt like?

What, me, or Jo?

What did Jo say?

She was in tears.   She didn’t like having these on, but they were made to have them on.  After lunch, we all had a rest on the bed for half an hour on the weekdays, when we had to have the callipers locked.  It was worse at weekends: it was two hours.

So you also had to have this, did you?
I had callipers eventually.  I was about nine when I had callipers.  They said it would help my balance.

Did it?

A bit, but enough.  Well, going back to school, the regime was to take me and Jo back to babyhood. That meant at the age of seven, I wasn’t allowed to play with anything fiddly, or draw or write, or feed myself, or dress myself.  My mother had taught me to feed myself in my own way, but they said that that wasn’t correct, and that I must learn to do it properly.

Can you describe how you used to feed yourself?

I’d rest my arm against the table, and bend my head down to the spoon, because when the occupational therapist, I did feeding practice, and they wanted me to lift my arm up and put my food in my mouth properly, and I could never achieve that.  

So do you still find that difficult now?

I’ve got very uncontrollable movement in my arms.  That was a bit hellish.  The Speech Therapy Department, I had to lie on the couch and make baby noises.  The one I hated was the ‘ga ga’, because they’d put their hand on my Adam’s apple and make it go up and down, ‘ga ga ga’ and that was the bit I hated.

What was the idea of you making baby noises?

And then I could pronounce my words properly.

So it was breaking it down into sounds, was what they were trying to do, was it?  How often did you have to do that?

Every day.  Some days I’d get away with it and just do breathing exercises.  I’m not a great breather.

So what were the breathing exercises you had to do?

They’d place their hands on your diaphragm, and push the breath out.

What was the idea behind that?

To learn to breathe properly.  I can’t remember what they said about that.

Was it ever explained to you, about why things were done?
Yes, to a certain extent, but at that age, it didn’t register.  At the end of each term, we’d go home with a report on our progress.  On the back of the report they said ‘Judy is not allowed to draw, play with anything or feed herself, but she’s to wear her callipers every day.’

Sorry ,for how long: to wear the callipers all day?

All day, every day.  But my mother never kept to that at all.  She always told lies.  {laughs.  Tape ran out.]  
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