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 ... about to say that, you were, in the third year, you were unhappy at Redclyffe: can you say why you were unhappy?
Well, because they would mock me, when I went back from the Polytechnic.

What sorts of things would they say?

Well, the Warden said, every time I went in, he said, ‘Have you been studying sex again?  Where are you up to now?’

Did he say that every day?

But I just laughed it off, but it got to me a bit.   I felt a bit angry, that I wasn’t taken seriously.  The other residents were all right really.  They didn’t mind, but they were a bit jealous that I wasn’t going to the workshop.  When I started my degree, I had to get a dispensation from the Spastics Society.

F: Oh right.
What did that mean?  What did you have to do, to get that?

I had to write a letter, saying what I would like to do, [F. laughs] as an alternative to the workshop, and I got a letter back, I can’t remember who it was from, but it was very patronising.  They said that the education would be wasted, and that it would lead nowhere, and I was pretty pee-ed off at that stage, and it made me even more determined.  I was completely astounded at the letter.  Anyway, when I did my degree, I had to ask for every day off at the workshop, but that didn’t go down very well either.  So, I got one week off, to do my homework, and then, they granted me every day off, to stay in Redclyffe, and do my homework, which was good, because, during the day, no-one was allowed to stay behind, but it was all right, and it was quiet, and I could get on with my work.

So to clarify, before you went and did your degree, you were still doing some time at the workshop: how many days?

Three days.

..at the workshop, and two days, doing your courses.  So it was only got to do your degree, that you were allowed to stop doing the workshop completely.
Yes.  And when it came up to my third year exam, the night before that exam, something kicked off at Redclyffe.

What was that?

One of the new residents, who’d lived at home for all her life, I knew her at the workshop, she was a lovely lady, her parents thought it was time that she left home, so they sent her to Redclyffe: and the night before my exam, she freaked out completely.  At 3 a.m. in the morning, [F. laughs] she set the fire alarms off, and went, screaming about the building, and all the staff that were available, which was only about two live-in staff, had to evacuate all the bedrooms.  By the time they got to me, this girl was screaming outside my door, saying, ‘All they’re after me, help me!  Help me!’  Then one of the staff came in, [rustling noise] bundled me into my duvet, put me in my wheelchair, pushed me through the fire escape door, by which time, someone had rescued this girl, and taken her away.  We sat in the garages, whilst the firemen went all over Redclyffe, trying to trace the fire.  It was a freezing cold night, and we were all stuck outside for an hour, and then they found out it was a hoax, and then we all went back in to bed, and this girl continued screaming.  She was put in the staff room, with a member of staff, trying to calm her down.  

Not exactly the best preparation for an exam; so how did you cope the next morning?

Well, I got up, I didn’t sleep much that night after that, and I went into the Polytechnic, I went up to my tutor again, told her.  I thought she might think I was having her on, two years in a row.  She was very sympathetic.  I took the exam again, and then after the exam, the next day, she said, ‘How about moving out of Redclyffe, into halls?’, and I said, ‘I can’t cope without help.’  She said, ‘We’ve got a number of students here with disabilities, and they have community service volunteers, to stay with them, and help them with whatever they need.  That would be right for you.’  There was very much wrangling went on, because my tutor and the warden were not of the same opinion.  He didn’t want me to leave Redclyffe, because I was an easy resident, and that meant that I wasn’t very demanding, and they wanted to keep me at Redclyffe.

And what did you think?

I wanted to get out.  I’d been saying this for the last six years, to the social worker, but she said, the only way I could get out, would be to go on the waiting list for the Milton Keynes unit, which was over-subscribed, at that time.

And this social worker was employed by whom?

The Spastics Society.  

So when your tutor came up with another idea ...

Yes, it was met with hostility, and the warden had the cheek to say that he was my custodian, and yet my mother was still alive.
And he said ‘custodian’, not ‘guardian’?  Custodian.  So what did your mother think?

She didn’t want me to leave Redclyffe.  She believed that I was happy  there, but, in the end, I moved out.  Well my tutor and the welfare officer, won the battle, and I 

moved out to halls, and my tutor looked after me for about a fortnight, because my local authority weren’t willing to pay for a CVS volunteer [rustling], to look after me.

So what happened after the fortnight was up?

They managed between the tutor and the nurse.  In the end, they decided to put me in with another student (in a) flat, and that was great: well, it would have been great, except for the student, who was living there rent-free, and getting paid to look after me, which she didn’t.

What did she do?

She was a vegetarian, and every meal I had [F. laughs] was a jacket potato, or tofu.  She was never there when I needed her.  She always came back very late at night, and she was never there during the day, when I needed her, so I had my main meals at the canteen, at the Polytechnic, and spent as much time down there as I could.  I’d got an electric chair by that time.

And how did you get that?

My aunt bought me one.  

And how much did that, would that have cost?

About £500.   That was a lot.
That would have been, sort of, late eighties.

Yes.

So what difference did it have, having an electric wheelchair?

It gave me a lot more freedom, I could come and go as I liked, and mix with the other students.  It was great: and then, I became Disability Officer at the Polytechnic, [rustling] which meant I had to make sure every building was accessible.

And what was access like, when you became the officer?

Quite good, although I’d pick up on the bad bits.

Such as?  What sorts of things?

Well, not having ramps.  The Elephant House, that was the student club.
So you couldn’t get into that?

No, but I got a ramp made.

So what went on at the Elephant House?

Well, it was the student bar, where most of the students hung out, instead of going to lectures. [laughs.]  It was quite a student life.

Going back to this person that you lived with in the flat, what was she supposed to have done for you?

She was s’posed to get my meals, and help me get ... well, I could get up and get dressed on my own, in those days.  I wasn’t dependent on her, but I was dependent on her for meals and drinks.

So, if she wasn’t there, what would happen?

And she didn’t clean the flat at all, and she got me in a frightful mess, so in the end, they got me in a home help in, once a week.

I mean, did you complain about ...

Yes, I did.  

And what happened?

They said it was up to me to tell her, but I’d come out of an institution where you weren’t meant to speak up for yourself, so I daren’t say anything to Maria.  I just accepted it, and this went on for two years ... [end of side.]

Side B

I kept complaining about Maria, and the nurse at the Polytechnic, and they had words with her, but it never did any good, and then they said that I had to say that she ought to leave, and I didn’t have the bottle to do that.  So, during the last year, I got quite ill on this {Judy & F. laugh] diet of baked potatoes and tofu.  I went into hospital with it, and I think I found a lump in my breast at the time.  They took that lump out, and when I got back to the flat, the doctor came and saw me, and told Maria to give me a nice, healthy meal.  She said, ‘Why don’t you get her a nice steak?’  And she said, ‘Yeah, O.K., I will’, so I waited in my room, and Maria was cooking in the kitchen, but I couldn’t smell anything, and I was all ready prepared [F. laughs] to eat this nice steak.  She brought this tray in, with [F. laughs] a bowl of potato soup and natural yoghourt, and that was my healthy meal.  [laughs.]
But, I mean, what do you think, why do you think she was like that?

She was just not in this world, although she was clever, because she was doing a PhD in artificial intelligence, and now I see why. [both laugh]
So, when you went into hospital, to have a lump in your breast removed, this is a, the second time is it, or was this the time?

F: No, this is the second time.

The second time: right.

That one was benign.  Maria stopped with me to the end of the summer term.  I went home for the long vacation, and when I got back, I unlocked the door, well, my mum unlocked the door, Maria had done a bunk, and not told anyone, so my mother nearly had kittens on the spot.  She said, ‘I’m not leaving on your own, till we get this sorted out’, so I went down to the medical centre, where I was great friends with the nurse.  They knew nothing about Maria’s vanishing act: nobody knew anything about her, so they said to my mother, ‘We’ll get another student to stay with her, overnight, until we can get someone else.’  
F: Did she take your stuff?

Did she?

No, not my stuff.   She took all her stuff, and left me one chop stick, and one brown cereal bowl.

So, looking back at those couple of years that you had with Maria, compared with life at Redclyffe, which, I mean, which was better, from your perspective?

Maria.

Despite the fact you had baked potatoes...

Despite the fact that I had potatoes every day, yeah, it was good.

Well, why was it better?

Because I was away from the institution: although I was still in a protected environment, it was different, it just wasn’t the same.  So they found a replacement for Maria within a couple of weeks.  She bought a piano with her, which was quite nice.  She was a very good cook, but she liked the student life, and was a typical student, and that lasted about a term, then she took off, I can’t remember where, so I went straight down to the nurse again, and said, ‘Look, I’m not having anyone living with me again: I’ll do it myself’, which sent them into panic mode.  I told them I’d be all right, and I told them what I needed; a microwave, and a flask, and a table at my height, and a fridge.

Did you not have a fridge before?

Yes, but it was quite high.

So a fridge at your height, yeah? 

So they said, ‘All right, we’ll give it a try, but we’re not a hundred per cent sure you’ll cope’, and I wasn’t that confident myself.  [laughs]  But I thought, ‘It can’t be worse than living with someone else.’  I had a help come in, three times a week, and the district nurse to bath me, and I coped.

So how did that make you feel?

Good.  Very good that I could cope on my own, with support.  I knew that I’d always got the back-up, and two tutors lived in the block of flats, where I was, so they kept an eye on me, and it turned out all right.  It put me on the right road.
So, this was coming towards the end of your degree. What were you thinking about, in terms of your future?

Well, in the last year of my degree, my B.A., I knew that I had to vacate my student flat, so I put myself on a housing list.  It was six weeks before my Finals, I came and saw a flat in Harpenden, because I wanted to get back here, because I’d got all my friends here, my external friends.  So this flat came up, and the nurse took me to view it, and I was very taken with it, and said, ‘Yes, it’s for me, it’s for me.  I’d like it.’  Previously, I’d seen a bungalow in St Albans, which was on an elderly housing estate. It was right out in the sticks, and I said it wasn’t any good for me, because I’d be isolated, so when this flat came up in Harpenden, I jumped at the chance.  It was just what I wanted, [rustling] and I went back to the Polytechnic, and the next week, I went down to the medical centre, talked to the nurse, and she said that she’d had a phone call from the housing association, and they would like me to move into this flat next week.  I said, ‘But how can I?  I’m coming up to my Finals: won’t they keep it for six weeks, even if I pay the rent on it?’, but they said, no, I had to choose between the flat, and my degree, and that left me distraught, because I’d put five years into my degree, and I didn’t want to give it up, and if I moved to my flat, I wouldn’t be able to get transport to the Polytechnic for my final lectures.  I was crying my eyes out, and my new personal tutor was lovely.  She came down, and I made a decision, that I’d let the flat go, and take my degree.

What I don’t understand is, I mean, you were saying that, they wanted you to move in, six weeks early, and you said, ‘Well, I’ll pay the rent, six weeks early,’ and they still said ‘No’?

Yeah, they won’t let it go unoccupied.

Well, what if you went on holiday? It, that  would be unoccupied, wouldn’t it?
Yeah, I s’pose it would, really.  [coughs]

So you were facing your finals, and you had nowhere to live in six weeks time?

Yes.

So what was that like?
Well, it was quite a dilemma: it weighed a lot on my mind.  I think it detracted a bit from my finals, but, luckily, by this time, it worked out the perfect solution, to how I took my exams.  My tutor wrote to the Board of Examiners, explaining the situation, and my disability, and she put forward a proposal that I write one long essay, on a subject of my own choice, out of my five subjects, would that be enough, as it was so exhausting, sitting five exams: it was more a test of my physical ability, rather than my academic ability, and they said, ‘Yes.’   So I could take my time over the exam, and I chose a subject of Philosophy, which I liked, but I didn’t understand it: so I did about a five-thousand-word essay, so I did it instead of my exams.

And then what happened?

I passed.  My tutor had a hot-line to the Board, and she rang me up, the night before they were posted up, and said that I’d passed. [laughs]
So what was your reaction, when you were told?

I was bewildered, and completely shattered, and then I wanted to go out and celebrate, but I couldn’t: I’d got no-one to celebrate with.

Why was that?

That made me feel a bit lonely and depressed.  

Why didn’t you have anyone to celebrate with?

Well, I was on my own in the flat: my next-door neighbours were out, and I didn’t want to go down to the Polytechnic on my own, in the dark, because it wasn’t a nice area.  I rang up my mother, and I rang up someone else, and said I’d passed.

And what was your mother’s reaction?

She was delighted.  The next day, I went down to the medical centre and told them that I had made the right choice, and when would I have to vacate the flat?  The nurse got on to the housing people and the student union, and they said, ‘We’ll let her stay till the October, when the next year was due in.’  So I stayed there, and we chivvied up the housing association.  [end of tape.]
