
TED HEMMINGS - MY LIFE WITH CEREBRAL PALSYPRIVATE 

Early Life (1931-1935)
I was born in January 1931 and I was born with cerebral palsy.  This obviously has affected all my life.  One looks back and sees how different things were then from how they are now; there have been some very fundamental changes.  The main memory of my earliest days is being different; everybody treated me as if I were different.  I could never understand how my father didn't know there was anything wrong with me.  It must have been sheer hell for him.

I couldn't do things, I couldn't manage.  He brought me up as he would any other son.  I had to tie my shoe laces, I had to tie my tie.  If we were going to the pictures on a Saturday night, I had to start early if I wanted to go, so that I did it myself.  I had no help from Mother or him; so if I'd had a disabled child, he'd have been brought up in the same way.  The other side of it is, I know how hard it is and how tough it is, but that feels the way to do it and I believe that.  You can argue about disabled children but from my experience there's only one way to do it and that's the hard way.

I was the only child.  In those days, they knew so little about disability, they were scared to have any more.  [Some] were even worse than I was.  Dad changed somewhere along the line.  He got worried as I got older.  I think he wanted to protect me.  He was afraid about my getting involved with girls, that sort of thing; I would get hurt.  He did protect me at that time but, later in life, it became sheer hell.

Mother was very loving, very understanding.  She had gone through hell when she had me, physically.  They'd been married only about a twelve month.  They went on until I was in my fifties; they had a long married life.  Money was very short and she used to do a bit of work up in the village near here, Prestbury.  She was coming down Prestbury Road one lunchtime when she caught the front wheel of her bike in the tram-line and had a bad accident.  She was in her late twenties and about six months pregnant.  They thought they would lose one or other of us, or both of us, when I was born.

I was born paralysed all down the right side.  They called me Edward because they thought I was going to die and the midwife wanted to christen me.  Plain 'Edward', like my father.  They didn't have a classification; I don't think they'd even named it.  That was the impression I got, that they hadn't put a name to it.  You were just two sandwiches short of a picnic.  Because you had some physical challenges they thought you weren't all there in the head either.  How poor Mum coped, I don't know.  She wasn't very fit herself and to have to carry me about until I was four years of age must have been a nightmare.  Push me everywhere.  Hell of a life that; no Social Services, nobody to help, no advisors like there are now.

When the doctors began to get interested in cerebral palsy, they reckoned [the accident] was what caused it in the first place: and the diphtheria[
] didn't help.  They didn't sort of know, when I was a baby.  It was only when I started wanting to get involved in things and when I wanted to walk.  I didn't walk until I was about four.  They took me to the doctors about that and they didn't know.  One said I would walk and the other said I shouldn't.  But mother said I would.  I used to crawl up the hallway to talk to the milkman and one day I walked back to her.  She was so excited.  But I didn't walk again for months and months.

My grandmother, Dad's mother, was a terror of a woman, a very strong woman.  She had a little shop, over the other side [of town], like they used to have in those days; they've virtually disappeared now.  She sold a few loaves of bread, sweets and ciga​rettes.  She had about six or seven children and she wasn't above setting one off against the other.  She was a bit devious.  All the grandchildren were called to account.  Grandma Hemmings held court; no messsing.  She was very much a matriarch.  Dad used to tell a story.  They moved down the road from one house to another and they pushed the piano down the middle of the road and the policeman came along and lent them a hand.  Ma didn't pay anyone.  They were all terribly conscious of status.  It's a thing that appals me because it doesn't matter two hoots.  It's entirely irrelevant but, in those days, it wasn't and in that family it certainly wasn't.  She wanted her daughters to move up [in the world].  With the blokes and marriage.  And I was never going to be any good, academ​ically.  Yet I was the only one of the family that finished up in college.  Two or three of them went to fancy schools but I was the only one of the family that did a college course, which has always been a great source of pride to me.  And that not even paid for by my parents; I got on with merit and that was achievement.  That was the first of many achievements.  And right up to this day, I reckon I am still proving that I can do new things that people thought I never would.

Mother's family were very much a country family.  Grampy East had a small-holding out at the back of beyond.  He used to garden, he used to have an orchard of fruit; he used to scythe the grass down and keep it for the animals.  He always had a couple of pigs in a sty, right through the Second World War[
] and a couple of dozen chickens.  Six or seven miles out, in a village[
], tucked under Cleeve Hill. They lived 'til their eighties; they were a country family.  Poor Mum, being chucked into what she was when she had me and the responsibility.

Primary School (1935-1942)
I went to school and it was even worse.  Looking back, I can see how the people trying to teach me, couldn't.  Nothing had been done in those days to cope with disabled people.  It was almost as if "God had given you this and He was all loving care and we don't know really how it happened" and that was what came through to me.  It was an ordinary school and I was sent to the back of the class from a very early age.  It wasn't my speech.  My hands were affected so I couldn't crayon or anything like that.  You just couldn't measure up to the rest of the kids.  Called us "Idiot".

Then at the age of seven, I contracted diphtheria very badly indeed and nearly died of it.  One of my memories of my life [at this time] was seeing my mother.  She'd been with me all night and we hadn't slept, either of us.  She got up and lit the fire; you lit fires in those days with matches.  I can see her now, sat by the fire.  "Isn't the fire lovely ?  Eh ?", she said.  By the middle of the day I was in hospital.  I was there ten or twelve weeks, in what was then the local isolation hospital.  You didn't see anyone and that was even how your parents saw you, through the windows.

When I came home things were worse, if anything; as I grew up, the differ​ences became so manifest.  I couldn't kick a ball.  I couldn't do the things the other youngsters did.  They gathered round you in the school playground, chanting "Dunce, dunce, double-D, can't say your ABC".  And that's what you remember from school.  I wonder about bullying today - I wonder how much worse it is than it was in my time.

I wouldn't say I really had any friends.  Kids have friends now but our concept of children has changed.  I had kids I used to run about with and play in the street.  I remember hitting a ball into somebody's window one night and it cost my mother one and sixpence[
] to have the widow replaced.  I hit it with a bat, playing in the street.  They used to throw sticks up at the trees and knock all the conkers down.  We were always getting chased for that.  The kids didn't mind me doing that because I had a hat and I was tall so I could get a stick up there a long way.  But I don't think I ever got the conkers down because I couldn't aim straight, but the intention was there.

Religion was really important to my parents.  The sent me to Sunday School, just up the road, in the 'Tin Tabernacle' it was called.  And the same there, nobody knew how to cope.  They had a huge Sunday School; the estate was being built over the back of these houses here.  It was a big Council estate.  It was a massive Sunday School.  We used to have Harvest Festivals and teas: Christmas and in the summer.  They'd take us off in some rackety old coaches out into the hills here and have a picnic tea.  I used to enjoy that although I could never take part in much.  I used to enjoy that very much indeed; you never looked for what children with impairments look for now.  I think children today will understand better these days; tend to play with [those with impairments] more than they used to.  I think that's obviously a good thing.  [But the kids there] they used to be better than they used to at school.

I remember those very well indeed: those Sunday School trips and the services and the ministers.  They used to get ministers out of theological college.  They'd stop for a year or two and alter it around a bit.  I remember some of the people who went there were very strict, very devout.  They'd always sit in the same place in church and they used to get terribly upset if they couldn't sit in the same place in church.  It was Non-Conformist church.

They had these pretty young girls to teach in Sunday School and we used to play them up unmercifully.  You were supposed to learn a text from the Bible every week and, of course, we didn't learn it.  We used to kid them and say half of it.  They had these old pedal organs, harmoniums.  They had to pump all the church organs in those days, before electricity came in.  It must have been fantastic to play and pump air into those big cathedral organs.

Secondary School (1942-1945)
Before I went to mainstream school, they called Father down to the Ministry of Education office.  They said they had got a place for me in a school for backward children, in Rugby, and he went ballistic.  "He brought me into the world; he was going to bring me up; and what business was it theirs to send me to a dump like that".  So, of course, I didn't go and I'm very glad I didn't, as it worked out, very glad.  I've got all sorts of misgivings, to say the least, about disabled schools now.

Senior school was a tough old school but it was different in a way.  Nobody knew how to cope with me but I seemed to get more out of it.  There was a handicapped teacher.  Mr Bull and I identified with one another.  He used to have me playing some of the tough games in the playground.  We had one called 'Jump till you wagtail off' - we all fell on top of one another.  It was a great pile of boys and I enjoyed that.  They pulled me about the same as they pulled their mates about and that was good.  "All Saints and all sinners, pay for their dinners" we used to say.

I was there until I was fourteen - not doing anything academ​ical​ly [because] I couldn't write.  I can't write now from that[
].  I don't remember the teachers ever trying to particularly help.  Mind you, you've got to be fair to them, it was during war time and they were trying to teach about fifty kids.

Up till now, we had lived in Windsor Street but a week after VJ Day[
] we moved to this house in Cleevemount Road.  It should have been VJ Day but nobody wanted to work then.  [The old house had an outside lavatory in] the walled garden.  I remember Dad putting a bathroom in there, building the partition and so on.  I remember we made the garden nice.  He worked hard as a steam engineer for a local firm.  He used to go out putting boilers in and he used to get very tired.  Later he went into the Civil Service.

They bought this [house soon after] they were built.  I had my bedroom upstairs, in the back.  Mum and Dad had the front bedroom.  There's a front bedroom and a back bedroom.  My room overlooked the fields at the back.  The bathroom overlooks the fields as well.

We used to listen to the radio a lot; there was no television.  They used to get some good stuff on the radio.  It wasn't a bit like it is now, of course.  And we used to go to the pictures; there were six cinemas in Cheltenham in those days.  I liked Doris Day, she was a very young girl in those days but she always had a lovely voice.  I remember her in 'Calamity Jane', I went with a pal of mine and we both went mad over her.

The Parks (1945-1953)
When I left school, they sent me to one of our local parks.  We have some nice parks in Cheltenham.  I go through the same park these days in my buggy every night in the summer and that brings back a flood of memories.  It was basically that they were afraid of disability.  I hated it because the work and every​thing was a handout.  Exceptions were made from the centre and some of the fellows there used to take the mickey.

I used to hear men talk about things that worried me to death.  I thought they were terrible things in those days.  These girls in service used to come round in the afternoons pushing the babies.  These young fellows, who had come back from the war, they'd chat up these girls and get dates off them.  Then they're busy telling one another, the next day, what had happened and I believed every word of it.  It disturbed me and I had nobody to talk to about it.  It didn't dawn on me for a minute that ninety-per-cent of it was rubbish anyway; it took me a hell of a lot of years to work that out.

I swept the paths, did a bit of mowing and cleaned the park toilets.  Fourteen years of age, I went to work in the park and I got absolutely fed up with it.  I found it repugnant.  There was a girl from church that I liked the look of.  She used to come round with her friend and there I was, cleaning the park toilets.  I ask you ?

There was the fact that you felt you couldn't cope, you couldn't do the job properly.  There were difficult jobs I had to do: cut the turf.  The turf iron, it's like a spade, but it's a special thing you put under turf.  They're very difficult to use because you've got to push them to the back of the piece of turf.  Some of them were lazy devils.  They'd get me doing that and I didn't do it properly.  But they didn't worry that the turves were all churned up because they were sent to another park at the end of town.  But I knew I'd made a mistake, I knew I hadn't done it properly even though they were telling me I had.  I couldn't work out why until it occurred to me that what they were doing was easier than what I was doing.

The kids used to tease me tremendously.  I had a lot of trouble with the kids that used the park.  Well, it depends what you mean by 'used the park'.  They used to come in the park, actually, to play me up, I think.  They made me feel so intimi​dated.  There's a lot in this business of self-worth.  If you haven't got any, you never get anywhere.

Then they used to send me to other parks to work.  That used to be quite interesting, doing other jobs in the centre of town.  There's some beautiful public gardens in Cheltenham.  In the winter it was just raking leaves and you got soaked to the skin every day.  Eight and a half years I stuck it for.  It was a job, that's all you could say for it.  I knew I wanted to do something [else].  I knew that I wanted to work with people.  And I knew I wanted to be taken notice of.

I remember some nice holidays: Bournemouth, Llandudno, Colwyn Bay.  We stayed in hotels after Dad got a job in the Civil Service but when we first went, we used to go into private houses.  They used to do a thing called 'Cook and Attendance': you went out and bought your food, then brought it back and the proprietress would do your cooking for you.  I was thinking the other day "You're 'Cook and Attendance' these days".[
]  It was the first time I saw the sea - at Bournemouth, so it's special.  And once we went to Scotland.

I remember going down to Weston-super-Mare.  Men didn't have paid holidays then and Dad came down for a long weekend.  He came back and Mother and I stopped down there for the rest of the week.  That was in an area where they had a little shopping centre.  I remember going along the road we were in, up over the railway bridge, to help Mum with the bag when she did the shopping for the bits we wanted.  We used to go every day before we went out anywhere.

Fircroft (1953-1955)
I got interested in a local Community Centre.  I couldn't do much of anything really, at that time, but they asked me to be on the committee and I got to know the Secretary.  He took me to an Area Conference in Bristol.  There was a young lady at this Area meeting talking about Hillcroft, a college for women in Surbiton in Surrey.  Young ladies could catch up on their education and go into London to see museums.  It sounded wonderful to me, all the things they could do there.  After​wards we broke for a meal.  I remember going out of the room and when I came back there was one seat in the room, at the tables in the room [where] we would have this meal, and it was next to this young lady.  In those days, I'd have done anything rather than go and sit by a young lady but I had to if I was going to have any tea.  If it had been in my Community Centre at home here in Cheltenham, I swear I would have gone home and had my tea rather than going and sitting where I did.  She was an Adult Education tutor, I found out many years after, a very well-known one.  We got talking and I eventually said to her "There's only one problem with what you've been saying this afternoon.  There isn't a college like that for men."  She said "There is - Fircroft College in Birmingham".  So I told her all about myself, the lousy education and the job I was doing in the park and I would really like to do something more with my life.  She said "Give me a week, then you ring up Fircroft and see what they say".  So after a week, one of the longest weeks of my life, I rang Fircroft.  They knew all about me and would I come up for an interview with a view to going to the college as a student ?  Off I went to Fircroft, as proud as Punch.  I went on the train from Cheltenham.  Went out from the centre of Birmingham, along the Bristol Road there, changed at Selly Oak and went down to Bourn​ville: so proud, such an achievement in itself.  I was about twenty-[two].  Little did I know what that was going to lead to that night.  They were exceptionally nice to me, Fircroft; got on very well indeed.

Fircroft was set up by the first George Cadbury of Cadbury's chocolate.  He was a very keen philanthropist, very keen on adult education and giving people an opportunity.  They offered me a place.  They wrote to Cheltenham Education Authority, told Cheltenham Education that they'd offered me this place and Cheltenham said "Don't talk so silly, he won't cope with it".  I found out later that there had been an extensive exchange of corre​spondence and Cheltenham eventually said "Have him up there for a month and prove that he can cope with it".  So I went up for a month; finished up doing not one year but two years.

When I first arrived in September, on the Sunday before starting Monday, I was sat in the Common Room and a gentleman sat over in the other corner.  He said "Hello, Ted" and I said "How do you know my name ?".  "I'm Philip", he said "I'm up here for a week to decide whether I want to be Principal of the College".  We got chatting, actually we chatted pretty well all the week and I got to know him very well.  I owe everything to Philip Hopkins, who was very well-known in education until he died.  I was honoured to launch the Memorial Fund that the College set up for him.

I did Political Science and Industrial Relations, that's why I'm so keen on these elections this year.  There were three eleven-week terms and the first term was absolute hell.  I couldn't cope; I didn't know what I was supposed to be doing and it was awful.  The lads used to come back from various places talking all sorts of rubbish about what they had been up to on a Saturday evening.  I was so incredibly naive in those days and it worried me, it upset me.  I was a very fundamentalist Christian and it really got to me.

Came down to Cheltenham to be with my parents for Christmas and I nearly had a breakdown.  It was a tremendous big crisis; I couldn't sleep, couldn't do anything, just laid on my bed flat out.  Worried Mum and Dad a lot.  It wasn't their fault they couldn't cope.  Then they hit on the bright idea to go up and see Philip Hopkins.  The deal was that I went up to Fircroft to start the second term and if there was any sign of strain, whatever, I would come straight home and that would be it.

I went up to Fircroft for that second term and, would you believe it, thoroughly enjoyed it.  Philip was my personal tutor by then and I got on so well with him.  I got on easier with him than I did my father; he seemed to understand and it just took off from there.  I got to know the blokes - whether anything had been said, with hindsight, I think it probably had been.  They took me in to all sorts of do's and included me in the College, wind-ups and all the rest of it.  There were fifty men there; men that had worked in the trade union movement, men that had worked on the coalface and things like that.  They were tough, they'd had tough lives and they were sponsored by trade unions.  They were going back to be better mine-workers' leaders, bus-garage union leaders, people that were aspiring to be Youth Leaders.  One wanted to go on the National Committee for the Boys' Brigade.  We even had a chap who wanted to be a vicar.

I began to make progress though not in the way the other lads did.  They would write essays but I started drawing diagrams.  We did a lot of industrial relations and I remember working out graphs - the state of the union members' pay - all sorts of things.  The thing that staggered me was that the then Indus​trial Relations tutor actually took those things seriously.  He went through these charts with me and nobody had ever taken any notice of what I'd said leave alone what I'd put on paper.  The Principal's wife was my amanuensis.  In tests, she wrote what I said and wrote all my weekly essays on social history, educa​tion, welfare, you name it.

Like everybody there, I liked going to see the Birmingham football clubs: Aston Villa, City, West Bromwich.  There was big rivalry in the College dances; they were always good fun.  Some of the lads used to go down to the local hospital to the dances.  I seemed to be breaking into that world, a world that had always scared me, a world that I never dreamed existed.

Every Friday we used to go on visits of observation and some of the places we went to were really staggering.  We had a day in Winson Green jail, we had a day down a coal-mine, we had a day in the then Austin car works.  I well remember seeing the cars being made and seeing people stood there just screwing on one bolt.  You'd see a person mid-afternoon and realise they'd done that from half-past-seven in the morning and they'd give up doing it for the day at five o'clock at night.  Then you realise that is the way people earn their money, that is the experience they input to their family.

One of the other interesting things that happened during that time concerned a 'spastic' (as they called it) centre in Bearwood.  Philip had all sorts of contacts and he got to hear about Bill Hargreaves, who was speaking at a conference out there.  Well, he got some tickets for me and him to go, and a couple of the other lads who wanted to be Social Workers.  I stayed afterwards and had a long chat with Bill.  I eventually went on some of the original employment assessment courses that were done by the then Spastics Society at a hotel in Southend they owned.

My first year at Fircroft progressed.  People talked to me.  I took my turn at seminars and I often used to talk about these things.  All this was beginning to develop a big confidence thing and helping me to grow up.  The emphasis I would put on that is the fact that I was beginning to grow up - only begin​ning, been going on ever since. 

The College used to assemble on a Saturday morning for what we called 'Essay and Crit'.  You wrote your essay, two or three thousand words, and you would read it to the rest of the College and they would criticise it.  Very proud to say, in both years I was there, I did my 'Essay and Crit'.  I did the last one for the first year and what an achievement that was.  I remember I did it about Community Centres.  You reckoned to put your best suit on to host the occasion.  Your tutor presided.  We used to sing a hymn, then you read your essay and then you'd be criticised.  Nine 'til twelve, cast in stone, so you had to make the discussion last 'til twelve o'clock.

I did exceptionally well at Fircroft.  It was a one-year course but they kept one or two students on for a second year.  You had to have shown progress and your tutor and the Principal had to justify this to the Governors, who would decide.  I've always been very proud that I was [the only] one that was invited to stay on for a second year.  At that time, they had a system whereby they elected a student to represent the student body for all sorts of negotiating things. And when M.P.s, even Cabinet Ministers, came to speak, you had to have a meal with them.  It was one of the Principal's prerogatives, to appoint the Senior Student for the first term.  I am very proud to say that he invited me.  Then I was elected for a second term.

I thoroughly enjoyed that first eleven weeks, being at the centre of things, my views being asked, being asked to make all sorts of decisions.  Fircroft College was one of seven Selly Oaks colleges and they elected me Chairman of the Senior Students' Guild.  We all used to gather together, the first Monday of the month, the Senior Students of all the colleges, to discuss things that were applicable.  It was absolutely magic.

When I came down from Fircroft, there was always the opportunity to go [onto] the Guild Committee and making your name in the Guild; this was the Old Students union - they made more of it then than they do now.  I did go up for the first AGM and when I came back and told [my parents] they'd elected me on to the committee, that was terrible, that was beyond belief.  I think [Dad] could probably see, which I felt, that I had more to give and more to take with Fircroft.  I knew that the two years that I'd been up there was only the start and so it turned out.  As soon as he died, I went back up there and I got on the committee.  Finished up a Governor of the College for three years and Chairman of the Guild for five.

Social Work (1955-1956)
One of the things about Fircroft, people used to go on and do things.  So I looked round for an opportunity to do something and I eventually got a place on a six-month course for Community Centre wardens.  The idea was that you went to a Community Centre and acted as deputy to the warden.  I was sent up to Corack Community Centre in Carlisle.  I worked up there with a chap called James Wright, a Methodist minister and again the chal​lenges.  It was a lot further away from home.  It was only an hour's run from Birmingham down here to Cheltenham if I wanted to see Mum and Dad but Carlisle is a long, long journey so I couldn't come down.

James made me responsible for all sorts of things.  One of the jobs he gave me was to look after the house-plants.  The Carlisle Parks Department used to loan plants to trim the place up with, and I thoroughly enjoyed doing that.  In the morning, I would help him with the office work.  And I had to count the money from the tills from the canteen.  In the afternoon, we would go to various meetings around the city; Social Services and all the rest of it.  A fantastic experience and, looking back on it, one realises that it was part and parcel of my growing up.

When I finished my six months in Carlisle, I went to work for the then Spastics Society as a follow-on from the assessment courses they'd been doing.  I think it was six months, down in Bexhill-on-Sea at a hotel they had down there.  The job of House Father was generally looking after the lads, getting them up in the morning, looking after their laundry, taking them out for a walk or on visits, putting them to bed - generally keeping them tidy.  If they needed to be in bed, keep an eye on them, if they were sick.  At weekends, we particularly looked after the young people when the academic staff were away.  They were local and came in part-time to take specialist subjects.

The lads were in their late teens, going out from school to work.  As I remember it, that was the problem then for people with cerebral palsy, and this was an attempt to address that problem.  I realize now how little experience I had to give to it, actually.  You look back and say "Hell, did I do that ?".

I am always sad that I never had the opportunities that they had and even more so today.  I remember my father saying "They've got it made to what we did" about his generation.  It's natural progress of society.  I'm always teasing them today, the way they disappear on these holidays, boys and girls together.  But Bexhill was an incredible step forward, the sheer opportunities the course brought them.

It was a nice little town.  On my days off I used to go walking, I could walk well in those days.  And I would go and see friends of my parents who were living there.  The good things were getting to know people, having to be more independent, having to take more responsibil​ity.  But, and this is no judgement, as I remember it, I felt very lonely.  Mrs Jackson, the Principal, lived locally out from Bexhill and could get home.  The other House Parents were a married couple.  It was very lonely and I don't believe that I could have gone on with the job.

Factory Work (1956-1961)
When I left Bexhill I still wanted to do social work.  But by the time I'd been through there, everybody, including me, realised I would never do full-time social work whatever else I did.  That realisation upset me tremendously.  Father was still very much around and he told me "Be more realistic" and that sort of attitude.

Bill Hargreaves had established a relationship with one of our local factories, Dowty's.  Through him I got a job there, in the stores out at Ashchurch.  That's over by Tewkesbury and a bus-ride away.  That was a real cultural shock.  I learnt more about people at Dowty's than I have anywhere.  The way they treated one another, the double-dealing and back-biting that went on.  All part of the community.  I am not knocking it, it's life.  And that's what that experience taught me.

Dowty's had several factories locally.  They made pit-props and all sorts of things, one of which was seals.  I was in the stores at Dowty Seals for about five years.  The seals were all shapes and sizes and they had to be packed in boxes accordingly.  You'd go along and the packers would tell you what boxes they were wanting.  You took them the boxes and then you had to adjust your cards.  You also had stock coming in and you had to put that down.  It couldn't have been very important or else they wouldn't have had me doing the writing - and I say that advisedly.

I used to cry about it.  Again, coping was difficult.  When my father was dying virtually, I was talking to the Sister about something to do with the Health Service and she said "Your son's a clever lad, Mr Hemmings".  Dad said "Edward's a born fighter" and that was the only compliment he ever paid me.

And I had to fight at Dowty's; such a rich back-drop of people.  Some of them knew and understood and coped and were very supportive; others just didn't cope, they took the mickey and shrugged you off.  I'm not saying it was anybody's fault, it wasn't because this was in the dark old days.  But the stories, from Dowty's, it was so funny and so unbelievable.  I found so frightening the way the members of staff, it was a mixed staff - roughly fifty-fifty - carried on.  Some of the things you saw and certainly some of the things you heard about, well the students of Fircroft, their goings on, was small beer.

At least I was paid the going rate.  I don't remember how much it was but it was quite reasonable.  There was no question that I was there as cheap labour, I was paid the union rate.  It's not a picnic working in a factory.  People are there for only one thing and that is the money.  It's a way of life and I can quite understand, even to these days, how people with disability would find it difficult to integrate into factory life.  I've heard all sorts of weird and wonderful things they're doing about that and it worries me, frankly, because it's not work.  If you not going to see the factory I've described to you, flaws and all, I am arrogant enough to say "You're not working in a factory".  If you're going to have people looking after you and watching you and all these mechanisms they're getting in place now, it isn't work.  There's only one way to work in a factory and that is to work on the clock with your mates.

I think it's a very open question how you get people in the state of mind they can do that but, in my view, that's what it's got to be.  I know that's controversial, I've had it in the neck more than once for saying that locally, but I do believe it, based on my own experience.  I have never looked at 'reasonable adjust​ment' in the Disabled Discrimination Act in that way, adjustment to work.  I've always taken it to mean 'adjustment to premises'.  Some of these listed buildings, you really cannot change the steps.  If you're going to say this applies to people being employed then I would need to think about it long and hard.  I'm not convinced it's the right thing as far as disabled people are concerned.  You can have the same argument over Special Schools.

Working conditions at Dowty's were very challenging from a disabled persons perspective.  They were very tiring but you've got to cope with it.  If you want to live in the normal world, you want to be a 'normal' person.  If you want to be socially accepted, you've got to play it by the rules.  And at Dowty's I was socially accepted, given the times we were living in.  Today the whole understanding of disability has changed.  People in my younger days would never walk round a wheelchair like they do now.  They'd say "What the hell's that doing there ?".  And that has come as it's irrelevant in society; that is as it should be.  That is creating a level playing-field but once you've created that level playing-field you've got to play it by the rules and there can be only one set of rules.

By the time I got to Dowty's I had started getting interested in the Union.  I didn't actually get involved because I was scared, basically.  Scared about the way the Union ran, the way people dealt with situations.  Nobody stood on ceremony with anybody else; they went in with guns blazing and all the rest. I learnt in later life that is what they do, in factories, anyway.  That is trade union life: I'm not knocking that.  Later on I grew to cope with it and contributed to the trade union movement.

[The following two paragraphs are an important addition to the material on the tapes.]

Just before I left Dowty's Mother was very ill.  To ease things, I took a Council flat across town where I lived independently for about twelve months.  This was a hard experience because I'd never done anything like this before.  It was also hard because it was a top flat with no lift.  And I had a long way to walk to catch the bus to Aschurch.  The same thing applied here as in so much of my life; my friends were so helpful.

During this time I joined the local Community Centre in that part of town.  I particularly remember joining the drama group.  This was a remarkable experience.  I made many friends that were particularly helpful in my being able to fit in and make a contribution to the Group.  Mostly, nobody considered I was different.  But one of the little girls in the pantomime, about ten she was, twigged that I couldn't write and always presented me with a list of the instructions the Director had given me, at the end of rehearsal.  This whole scene was again a great contribution to the way I grew and got confidence.  It was here that I met the writer of these notes.

Civil Service and Trade Unions (1966-1991)
I found the work at Dowty Seals very tiring.  It was heavy and dirty in the physical sense.  You got yourself dirty.  I've always had to hold things against myself to steady them because of my cerebral palsy and it just got that I wanted something different.  My father had been in the Civil Service for about twenty years.  His health became very poorly during the war so he got a job at the Air Ministry in Gloucester.  He was obvious​ly very keen that I should get involved in it.  I remember him coming back after the first day saying that there was messen​gers, people that brought their work in and out.  He said "It'd be just the job for you".  Years ago, before I went to Bexhill, I had put in an applica​tion to GCHQ and then withdrew it.  Now I put in another application and I was very fortunate.  I got a mess​enger's job there and stayed for twenty five years.

The Civil Service was very different from the factory, unbeliev​ably so.  It was sheer bliss.  You had your rounds.  You went in and you got to know the people whose mail you delivered.  It was quiet, it was steady, it was gentle.  Everybody was very polite to one another and it was just a happy environment to work in.  You made friends easily.  It was just a happy environment to work in.  I was there for six months under twenty five years.  They kicked me out when I was sixty.  The job had certainly altered during the years.

I got very involved with the trade unions at GCHQ, with the then Civil Service Union as it was known as.  I was Branch Officer and I was District Officer.  All that was very interesting.  Some of the things that I'd learnt at Fircroft came back to me in a very real way.

Looking back on my life, I think the greatest success I had and the most important thing I did was to go to GCHQ.  I did all sorts of thing there that, almost certainly according to the book, I would never have been believed to be able to do.  As I said before, in my Fircroft days I had done some training in Industrial Relations and opportunities opened up for me, as well as my work, to get involved in the Civil Service Union as it was called then, and I was very lucky.  The organiser for C.S.U. in GCHQ at that time was a chap called Fred Phillips, a very good trade unionist.  He took me under his wing, I'm pleased to say, and taught me so much about the way that unions work, or at least the ways unions work in the Civil Service.  I did very well in the C.S.U. and I made some good friends.  I went to three or four of their National Conferences and that was a real experi​ence for me.  I spoke at two or three of those National Conferences and I was lucky to support one of our members, here in Gloucester​shire, in putting a resolution about trade union education.  There were several unions organising in GCHQ at that time and we all got to know one another and it was great.

After about twelve years, I was fortunate to be appointed a Senior Messen​ger.  You went along and had an interview and then you had to wait, with baited breath, for a couple of weeks.  Then they used to bring the letters round; it was a great time when promotions were coming up and the letters came round to say whether you'd been successful or you hadn't been successful.  I couldn't sort of believe it.  It was the same experience as I had the morning I had my letter from Fircroft with my Honorary Fellowship.  I sort of said "Hey, hang on a minute.  I can't do anything about this, I must get somebody else to read it, to make sure I've understood it properly."  Because these things were so way out and things I never even dreamt of, but they came along.  It was so good and I think it's so important that people keep all that and believe they can do things.

That [promotion] brought me far more responsibility; far more empowerment.  I was very proud of myself.  You see all this was done from the background of being the awkward boy, not being able to do things, being sat at the back of the class and all the rest of it.  I used to go home and worry that I'd got as far as I had got, doing all these things and making all sorts of relation​ships with friends and union colleagues - and it was brilliant.

As Senior Messenger you assumed responsibility of an area of the buildings for the messengers, for ensuring they did their rounds and helping out, dealing with queries, maybe standing in when someone was sick or on leave.  Generally accepting responsi​bility for the good running of the service we were giving.  We were the first chain in line-management, basically; that's what it was.  It taught one so much.  Like when you don't get people come in on a Monday morning you're expecting.  What do you do about their duties and so on ?  All this was involved with it. Working out new rounds; the place changed tremendously over the years and change in buildings obviously brings change in staff and change in administrating staff and services for the staff.  All this was in there and it was good fun.

Then[, in 1986,] the block came at GCHQ.  We, the unions, were to be barred from GCHQ.  The reason given was that the work had been dis​rupted through the Civil Service unions, they'd had called out strikes which, it was claimed, disrupted the work badly.[
]  So the then Prime Minister[
] decreed that the unions were to be barred from GCHQ.  This certainly created an impasse, two schools of opinion in GCHQ.  There was a sum of money[
] that we were going to be awarded for giving up our trade union rights.  This, in itself, caused a lot of trouble and a lot of argument and a lot of ill-feeling.  To start off with, the people that were keen on the money side of the thing pointed out that we were going to be taxed for the money that they were going to give us, and that was considered to be very wrong and very naughty.

I frankly didn't know what to do.  I felt it would be very difficult for me to get a job outside the Civil Service like I'd got inside the Civil Service.  The jobs I had before, on the parks, at Dowty's, certainly didn't measure up in any way to the standing that I felt I had with GCHQ.  Indeed, what I felt at that time, I was contributing to the work and to the services we were giving as an organisation.  Eventually, I did sign to accept that I would finish with the union.  The hardest decision I have ever made in my life and I remember many other people that found this the same.  One of my best friends[
], that is now, in my old age and inability to write, my advocate, Alan, felt the opposite.  He had to leave GCHQ and was given another job in the Civil Service in Reading.  It did get to this extent and it was awful.

But as I say, there we were, trade unions barred.  Some of us feeling very bereft and shaken by the whole experience but I was still there.  I was still there and - this is important - being treated the same as everyone else.  I've always been thankful that I never went to a special school.  My father's view was "No, he's not going to a special school".  Thank God he said that.  It's never been easy but it has paid dividends.

Anyway, back to GCHQ.  There we were, no representation.  Some of us there, I wasn't the only one, there were several people that had signed that were ex-trade unionists, we began to get together and we began to say "Why shouldn't we have a Staff Federation ?".  And in all fairness, the management were extremely anxious that there should be a Staff Federation.  In fact, they were willing to give all sorts of concessions to get one set up.  The view of many of our union colleagues was they wouldn't have anything to do with it because they felt it wasn't a union.  Well it wasn't a union, they were right, but I could never satisfy my con​science that we were going to leave GCHQ without any form of representation.  Many times, on many occasions, I said to people "Well if we don't do this, what is going to happen ?  What organ are the employees, the staff, going to have to represent them ?".

That eventually persuaded me to put my application in to become a member of the Staff Federation Executive Council.  I was elected a member and I served on it [for four years] to when I retired at sixty.  Those years were just fantastic.  Going down to meetings, being part of this thing we set up right from scratch.  There'd been a Steering Group beforehand which had agreed the structure of the organisation.  We went in, elected according to the consti​tution that had been laid down, and we started to build the organisation.

Many years before, when I was working on the Parks department, I had a friend who was an apprentice on the local gas board.  He got himself elected as a Borough Councillor and he would come along on his bicycle and say he was going home to change to go to such-and-such a committee and that sort of thing.  I remember standing there watching him disappear along the road on his bicycle and thinking "You lucky so-and-so, I shall never do that in my life".  When I used to go from my office down to the office that the Staff Federation meetings were held in, I never, ever went but what I thought of that experience.  I could see myself standing with my broom in the park watching Terry going along the road and thinking "There's one thing for sure, I will never, ever do that".  And there I was in the middle of it.

Some of us [Senior Messengers] went in early to ensure jobs were done first thing in the morning and others stayed a little later at night to make sure jobs were done then.  It got to be awkward when I was doing union meetings and Federation meetings because they tended to go on a bit, particularly Federation meetings when we first started.  It was completely new and there were things we had to legislate for.  Obviously, as you do for any new organisation, it took time and it certainly took debate and many interesting debates.  They were great days.

I didn't ever feel that my union or Federation work conflicted with my day-to-day work; you prioritised.  If your line-manager (when I was a Senior Messenger they were known as Office Keepers), if they couldn't spare you, I usually had to go and come back or you didn't go at all.  I don't recall ever being refused to go to a meeting.  Your work was usually covered.  There wasn't a conflict; there shouldn't be conflict with trade union work.  Generally it is done as part of your daily task.  Management would take the view they've got to have people doing it so it doesn't really matter to them who does it.

So much happened, so many queries, so many things, so much furore.  I had one group of members that used to cause me great concern, and it used to worry me at the time, but I think they knew in the end how grateful I was to them - that they treated me how they did - and the relationship between me and them was as it was.  I look back with great pleasure about the whole thing.  The Federation conferences, the Federation Steering Committee, all those sort of responsibilities came my way and it was just unbelievable.  As I say, I look back on it with such pleasure and such pride in achievement.  Just before I left, they had a biannual conference, up in Durham University, and they honoured me by making me the first Honorary Life Member of the GCHQ Staff Federation - that from where I started.

Sorry to keep on about this but I believe it is so important, because I believe there are so many people with disability that could do these things and aren't doing them, for all sorts of reasons, and I think it's such a pity.  We need all of us to live normal lives.  There's only one life to lead and that's the so-called 'normal life'.  You know what I mean, surely, and I think it is all so important, and I think we must all try to achieve that.  But that was, without doubt, the greatest achievement of my life.

The key difference was that the unions were administered from outside GCHQ, very often with professional trade unionists, normally based in London, and they came in to organise and help.  When we had the Staff Federation, it was entirely autonomous, people from GCHQ were doing all the jobs, we were organising it ourselves.  Our appointed leaders, from within the organisation, were going up to the Treasury in London to negotiate pay deals and everything else.  It was purely and simply that we weren't accepted by the trade union movement in the Civil Service because of what had happened.  We certainly weren't a trade union according to their books and that was right.

The Civil Service Union was a relatively small union.  Just after they were out of GCHQ, several unions in the Civil Service affiliated.  We thought at the time that it may have been part of the reason they affiliated was, when GCHQ [staff] left the Civil Service unions, it made a big difference to their member​ship.

As I say, far more responsibility on us, in many ways.  We hadn't got professional [help].  We were fortunate, we had one or two people in GCHQ that had served at high level in the unions and they came in and we had the benefit of their experi​ence.  I think one of the great morals that can be drawn from this part of my life-story: I was a messenger delivering the mail, picking up waste-paper and those sorts of jobs and it was possible, as part of the system, to go on and do all these things that I felt I achieved, which I did achieve.  I always believed that one of the great advantages of the Staff Federa​tion was the fact that it brought the grades in the organisation so close together.  It was a very large organisation and there were so many of the Civil Service grades represented there.  The de-unionisation campaign and the eventual Staff Federation brought those grades together like nothing else did.  Mark you, that[
] was in the last generation and I get the impression that the whole way they relate to one another has altered completely.  But that's where we were then and, to my mind, that has always been one of the big advantages that we had with it.

I don't remember what proportion of staff were members of the Federation.  We did have quite a large membership at one time.  There was an enhancement of pay we negotiated and, as you know, there is nothing like pay to get any staff association [appreci​ated].

Things changed over the twenty-five years.  The improvement of office machinery.  Things like typewriters.  I can remember big typing-pools when you were there but very small typing-pools when you left.  I always found it very interesting in terms of where people were going to get employment next.  I think, quite apart from the Civil Service, this is the thing that's gone right through industry.  Things altered in there just as they did in the work-a-day world.  This altered tremendously with new equipment coming on and improvement, even to the building.

Another interesting facet of my life at GCHQ was when I left.  I didn't want to leave.  I was very upset that I had to leave.  You come out and you know you're not going to go back in again, to the workplace, I mean.  You realise very much that, all the days you've been working in there, life has been going on outside.  People have still been shopping, vans have still been going round delivering things.  I have to admit, it came as a bit of a shock to me, as I say, I didn't want to.  They retired me at sixty; I knew they would for all sorts of reasons.  But it was good, I mean the presentation, cards signed by people and so on.

The morning of my presentation was a morning I shall always remember.  The people gathered in the area we always gathered for presentations, and there were a lot of them.  They made the presentation and my boss made a joke that only him and I understood.  It was a bit of an embarrassment because it was a funny joke and nobody else knew how funny it was.

What happened to the people who were there ?  Where are they now ?  What are they doing ?  What impression did you have on them, as a disabled person ?  I have come to the view since, what view people have of us dictates the way we're treated to some extent.  I do remem​ber, very vividly, saying goodbye to people coming through the procedure that we came through when we left there and buying Topsy[
] some flowers and coming home in mid-afternoon as opposed to the end of the afternoon.  And that was it, finished.

There were round and about several other disabled people working at GCHQ.  We used to get together and chat and so on and exchange about difficulties.  But GCHQ were very good to all of us, certainly very good to me.  I enjoyed that time of my life very much indeed.  I am proud to say I had some very good friends there, helpful friends, and my trade union colleagues and Staff Federation colleagues used to bend over backwards to help me.  They'd help me with anything I couldn't do.  I only had to ask, right the way through, and someone was there to help me out with everything.  It was very good from that point of view.  I feel it should be said.  They helped me with writing a lot; all the things I've done, the basic thing is that I can't write.  Intrigues me, actually, when you hear people talking about reading and writing.  In logic, I certainly see that children should be able to read and write, and I applaud the efforts that are made to make sure they can.  But I can never resist the temptation of smiling to myself when they talk about people being able to, particularly boys, because I've never been able to; and yet I don't think I've done so badly.

My first union conference I went, big things they were, up in Norbeck Castle Hotel, in Blackpool.  Frank Phillips, as I say, took me under his wing.  He was Conference Secretary.  In other words he had to get the agenda through, but the four or five mornings we were up there, Fred would always come down from the platform to say "Alright, Ted ?".  I'd say "Yes, thank you, Fred, alright" and away he'd go.  I knew exactly what he meant and that confidence was tremendous.  Fred certainly didn't have to do that; he had no obligation at all towards some disabled chap that reckoned he wanted to do union work and yet he was there for me in all sorts of ways.  I will never forget that confer​ence up in Blackpool.  It was the first time I'd been to a thing like that and it's overpowering in many respects, the whole experience, a big conference like that.  It was such a classic example of the support I was given there and the support I was given all my life.  And right through my life in retirement, the way people have supported me and the way people have backed me up is completely unbelievable.  I don't like boasting but I do not know what I've done to deserve the amounts of friends I've got.

Take Alan Moir, I met him at St Mark's Drama and then GCHQ and we've known one another for thirty years.  Except for the de-unionisation episode, he didn't agree with that[
] and I respect him for that.  I didn't see him for three or four years then but we got together one Christmas and we've been even firmer friends than we were before.  I don't think I should be able to live independently as I do if it wasn't for Alan.  We were both only sons.  He is now married and got a son twenty-six years of age.  We are very good friends, Alan and I; well he's a very good friend to me, I only hope I am as good a friend to him.  I'm more limited than he is but we get on.  Tell you something else about Alan; he will not help me unless I ask him to.  If I ask him about anything he will help me but I have to ask him and that's another thing that I think is so important.  These people come along and want to molly-coddle you and say "Oh dear, you mustn't do that.  Let me do it."  In my experience, you never get anywhere, quite frankly, and I don't think you will.  My father was exactly the same; you've got to stand on you own two feet.  That is the only way; it hurts like hell but that's the only way to do it.

Retirement and Voluntary Work (1991-2005)
After the shock of retiring I settled down and I felt very good.  'Wife' and I made very elaborate arrange​ments.  We spent a weekend in Birmingham when I finished, that's a city that's altered tremendously.  We went to see 'Chess', one of the big musicals at the time, in Birmingham Hippodrome on the Friday evening.  At that time I was Chairman of the Guild [at Fircroft]  and it so happened we had a Guild Committee on the Saturday.  I did my full stint, three years as Chairman and I did that.  We didn't come back 'til Monday and I just settled down.

I started doing one or two things in the community.  I got involved in a local Community Centre, Parklands, and I began to get involved in the Labour Party.  I knew several of the Labour councillors. I'd asked the councillor for this ward, one of the chaps at GCHQ who was very interested in the Tory Party in Cheltenham.  He told Martin [Hale] "You've got a bloke come to GCHQ that you'd be interested in". Martin was around here canvassing one night and I started talking.  "Ooh," he said "you're the chappy Reg has been telling me about." and I said "Yes, that's right".  Martin and I have been great friends ever since and he intro​duced me to people in organisations.

'Churches Together' in Cheltenham wanted a representative to go on the Voluntary Sector Forum' in the town, that was just opening up at the time.  A chap called John King was Chairman and John and I took to one another.  He had all sorts of contacts, all sorts of friends that he introduced me to.  When the Regional Development Agency was set up, we used to go all over the place to various things, ensuring that the voluntary sector was represented on the RGA.  Those were the sort of things I began to get involved in and it was right up my street after the union work I'd been doing.

The Voluntary Sector Forum eventually elected representatives to advise on the Community Development Council of the Borough Council and I served as one of the advisors there for four or five years.  In Gloucestershire they've got what they call 'Neighbourhood Projects' and they've got one across the way in Whaddon, Lynworth and Priors.  I got involved with that and in my time served on the Management Committee and on the Personnel Committee and on the Youth Committee.  All these things sort of slide-off from these things.

To this day, I will go to things and I'll see people; I'm thinking "I don't know him on the Council".  "Hello, Ted !  How are you ?  Where have you been ?  We haven't seen you in a long time."  And it's still very nice.  From where I came from, that is a hell of a lot.  But this is the achievement and the pleasure I've got out of it.  [I've been] so very fortunate and if people talk about the credit, the credit isn't mine, it's those people.  John King rings me up and says "What you doing, you old bugger ?".  Those sort of people have really given to me.

  All these things have come along.  The fact that people recognise me in the way they do.  I did so much of this with Andy Rickell, we became very good friends.  When Andy went to the British Council of Disabled People he wanted to set up a Disabled People's Parliament.  He sent notices out "Come and help here".  It didn't say that but "Come and help me write the constitution for the Disabled People's Parliament".  Well you're not going to [turn] down the offer of a job like that, are you ?  I was going up and down to Derby like a yo-yo through all one summer.  Then I got interested in the British Council of Disabled People and I did a year on that.  I was very disap​pointed I had to give that up.  If I'd have known it was going to work out the way it did, I would have done another year because Andy left and they re-organised it completely.

I love [this house].  The big decision that I had to make [was] when I had this made into a flat.  The other option was to go into sheltered accommodation but I didn't want to, I didn't want to leave here.  There are some nice views.  I've got some excep​tionally good neighbours.  I decided I wanted to stay here.  I'm very glad I did.  Of course, if I can't look after myself at any stage, I shall have to [move out].  I have carers come in morning and lunchtime.  I find they're very good to me if I ask for anything.  Help me to get dressed particularly to go out, they will come in and help me.

I've made adaptations since my parents died.  We've got an organisation called 'Care and Repair' in Cheltenham and they come along and they did it for me.  They do mainly Council houses but there are [official] ways they will work privately.  They did the adaptations: the shower-room in the back.  I paid for all of them myself out my savings.  And Topsy left me number eighty, which was sold, and that was what I paid for this out of.  It was very expensive.  If it hadn't been for that I shouldn't have been able to have done it.  There was no help doing the adaptations but I think because of the amount of money I had at the time, bearing in mind that I'd just sold Topsy's house, which was obviously taken into account.  There was the ramp out there, it was very expensive, plus the fact that the builder insisted I went away for that month, which was nice for me.  I went and lived in a hotel for disabled people down in Ross-on-Wye, which was most enjoyable.  But you don't do those sort of things without money.

My buggy makes a hell of a difference.  I should be housebound if it wasn't for that  It means I can go out and about, go everywhere, do everything.  I can go to town.  I can go to the theatre or I can go to church.  I can go to meetings I want to go to.  Brilliant.  Not only have I got that one[
], I've got a little one, in the garage, that I can use to go indoors, I can use to go in to church and that sort of thing, which is very good, very useful indeed.

Back over there on the other side of the main road, that you come up from town, there's a big Council estate and I was involved over there in Community work.  I've given it up now because of my age and all the rest of it.  The children over there were at one time very naughty; try and push me, try to hold me back.  They got used to me and I got used to them, and they usually shout and ask me how I am these days, which strikes me as being interesting.  We survived but usually, by and large, people are most helpful with support when I need it now.  Children telling me that they had to write about the [buggy]; "Would I answer questions ?" I've been asked.  The ones that ask me properly, I tell them how much I paid for it and the ones that didn't ask me properly, I told them to mind their own business.

I ride it along the road but some people wouldn't.  They go nine-and-a-half miles per hour and, strictly speaking, you're not allowed to ride them on the [pavement].  At that speed you're not allowed to use the path with them.  I think it's silly though.  I think, if we're going to use the road we should have to have tuition and we should pass a test.  I even go so far as to say we should pay some form of insurance.  We do pay insurance but it isn't a legal [requirement], it isn't compulsory, and I think it should be.  If we're going to use the road and we're going to get out with the big people with their cars then we should pay.  It's up to us to play by their rules.  [Reaction] from other road users varies.  Some [are] exceptionally good and some shout and bawl at you and generally imply you should be off the road.  By and large people are very nice.  I am intrigued how many people will come along and ask [about the buggy].  I go to a college theatre the other side of town and it is amazing, when you get out there, people will come up and say "Oh, I passed you.  It didn't take you long to get here.  How useful that, isn't your buggy useful ?"  That happens a lot, I find it's great; I made a lot of friends.  Up at the pub they are always asking if they can have bed and breakfast and I tell them they can't have bed and breakfast, they've got to have bed and breakfast and evening meal or I shan't make any money.  You can have fun.  You can use it like that and let people see that you happen to be the same as they are.

Millennium Award (2000)
When the Millennium Awards came up, we[
] were asked if we'd like to do one.  I said to Andrew Rickell that I would like to do one about disabled people in politics, how far they could get.  How people would accept you.  What contribution you thought you could make. So I put in for an award and I was fortunate to get one.  I had it over a year and over that year I did all sorts of things.

I'd become very involved in the disability movement in Chelten​ham.  We had what we called 'a Disability Forum' and that was good.  The [Borough] Council was minded to set up, I think it was five, forums with people disadvantaged for some reason: like old people, like women, like disabled people, like ethnic minorities and another one.  There was a member of staff from the Borough Council assigned to each of the forums they set up.  Andy Rickell was working for Cheltenham Borough Council at the time and, my understanding is that he asked if he could set up the Disability Forum.  So he did and that was the big thing I was involved in.

When we started the Disabled Peoples' Forum, in about 1993, there was about four or five of used to meet in the Day Centre over at the back there and one thing lead to another.  From that time we went from strength to strength and, as far as I was concerned, it was unbelievable the amount of things that spun off that.  I became Chairman and we landed up with a shop in town that we used as a drop-in centre and an internet café and many other things.  Now again you were responsible, you being a trustee and all things were very good.  I have found it helps, as a person with disability, to go along to all sorts of things.  I got involved in Cheltenham Older People's Forum.  Andy was asked to send a disabled person along and his thinking was, if I remember rightly "You're the oldest disabled person we've got, so you go to this".  All these things opened up over the disability work I was doing and over the work I was able to do with my Millennium Award.

The Millennium Award enabled me to go and see all sorts of things.  I shall always remember when Birmingham City Council did a big launch, a three-day conference, when they became a Learning City, I was able to go up to that and that was bril​liant; brilliant speakers.  It was out in the National Exhibi​tion Centre and there was a lot of people there.  We went down to the council chamber, to a reception down there and that was great fun.  I enjoyed that because it's very much my stomping ground, all around there.

Made several mistakes over the Award, I set my sights too high.  I set the parameters of the thing far too wide.  I was trying to cover everything.  The project was this: I was trying to find out how far disabled people could get in some of these organisations.  What contribution they could make, what recep​tion they could get from the existing members, disabled and able-bodied ?  There were certain things set. I had to stand for the Borough Council as part of that and, actually, I did.  Would they accept you 'on the knock', when you were going around canvassing ?

Politics
The first time I stood for Council came about because of my Millennium Award.  Dad was interested in politics.  I used to say "Dad, I'd like to do that.  Stand for Council".  "Don't talk so silly, you can't possibly.  You just go on quietly."  and I did until he died.

I knew Martin Hale terribly well by then and I stood for Prestbury up here.  I didn't stand an earthly for getting in.  I knew I shouldn't but, the point was, I enjoyed it, it was good fun.  You could wind up the rest of the candidates.  The first thing you do, of course, is let it be known, with the party, that you want to stand.  In theory you go around to various wards and they interview you and you hope that one ward will want you to stand as their candidate.  It's exactly the same way as they appoint M.P.'s.  Anyway, it didn't work like that because the Labour Party in Cheltenham was very weak.  So it's very much letting them know on the General Executive Committee for Cheltenham that you are willing to stand.  If there is a ward organisation in place, they will ask you to go along and see them and have a chat.  But when I stood in Prestbury there was certainly no Labour Party organisation there by any stretch of the imagination.  It's very Cotswolds there but the big advantage of standing in areas like that is the fact that you give Labour Party members someone to vote for.

I've stood for Cheltenham Borough Council six times since then.  Oh, I wanted to get elected but in a way I didn't want to get on.  There were younger people, with more oomph, by that time.  More mobility, that could write and all the rest of it, that merited having those seats.  I made great friends with politi​cians in Cheltenham.  It always amazes me how many people will say to you "Thank you for standing, I wouldn't vote at all".  I think that's something the experience has taught me because I never looked at it like that before, and I find it quite inter​esting.  It gives proof as to what you're doing.

You put your name forward and then you've got to get so many people to nominate you; I think it's about six or eight people you've got to get.  People like Martin and other Labour Party members give you the names and addresses and they'll volunteer.  When there's more than one person standing it's difficult because you've obviously got to get a nomination for everybody.  But when I stood in Prestbury [the first time] there was only me standing, so Martin was quite pleased to volunteer a couple of people and Jonquil Nash, one of our County Councillors, who is a great friend, she went to three people she knew and you get these nominations.  The nominations go into the municipal offices, to the Returning Officer and they are checked meticulously.  If you don't get you nomination paper in by a certain time, you can't stand; they just throw them out.

You have to have your photograph taken, that's always a laugh, and get your pamphlets done, because you must have them.  You write an election address and there's usually a piece by the Labour Party; if it's a local [election] it's written by the local party, if it's national it's written by the national party.  The have one side of the piece of paper, you have the other side and put what you think about the area and there's a bit of résumé of what you've done with your photograph.  [If you have diffi​culty] walking, people do some of your pamphlets.  Very limited in circumstances like that because [there was] no party.  You go round asking people if they'd mind voting for you.  You go round putting in your pamphlets.  You do this right up until the campaign is over.  You've usually got about a fortnight; it's all worked out by date - you're told the dates you do these things.  Election day you go round to the polling station and show your face and talk to people and wind up the other candidates and generally enjoy yourself.

There was no hope in hell's chance we were going to get in, so people tend to spend more on wards they think they can win.  Anyway, I stood, I got on extremely well.  [The first time] was a by-election and, of course, there was only people for the one ward at the count and that was a real laugh.  The Returning Officer eventually said "Shut up, I've got to read this out", which they have, they've got to read the declaration, the law demands that.  We did shut up, he did read it.  That sort of atmosphere.  The count night was jolly good fun because you meet everybody there, all the political people.  I didn't go to this last one and the times I've been asked since "Why weren't you at the count, Ted ?"  Basically it's a very simple system.

There was a very well-known Cheltenham Conservative councillor, a chap called John Tadman.  He's dead now, unfortunately.  It's a tragedy, he died of cancer.  Every time I stood, John was the first person that shook me by the hand and said "Well done, Ted.  Be sure to try again".  Typical of the stature of the man, and I always found that a real inspiration.  We became pals; I met him on committees because another part of doing my Millennium Award was attending Borough Council meetings and, to the extent I could, committee meetings.  It was before they altered the system to what it is now, thankfully.  I am completely lost in this system they've got now.  I don't know how it works; I don't know that I want to.

You know, people like John, they're the guts of the system and it always impressed me, the interest and encouragement John Tadman showed me.  Other people right across town have done it.  I needed to go to John Tadman's funeral and I couldn't get in the church, I was in the buggy.  So they put a loudspeaker outside and I listened to the service; well, cried my way through the service.  It was at Charlton Kings, the village adjacent to Cheltenham.

Is it reasonably accessible in terms of disabled people ?  It depends what you mean.  A lot of polling stations aren't.  If you use a yardstick the amount of disabled people that stands, it isn't accessible to disabled people.  It's something you would have to want to do.  People like Andy, for example, would argue with me about this but I feel it's something you've really got to do and you've really got to put yourself out to do, if you're going to do it.

It makes it easier if you've got an agent.  There's a chap in the Labour Party in Cheltenham that has made a thing about being an election agent since he retired, and he was my election agent when I stood in Prestbury.  It makes it so much easier as he's good, he knows what he's doing.  The agent always goes to the count of the postal votes in the afternoon of polling day so that, when you get your count at night, they can tell you how many postal votes you've got.  They do all sorts of duties like that.  They scrutineer the papers when the count's being held, particularly if its a close-run thing; it's the agents that agree there's going to be another count.  It's run to very strict rules.

You're not allocated a specific budget for printing.  They simply decide in the Executive Committee how much they're going to pay and where it's to be paid.  They have to make very precise returns to the Returning Officer because, for elections in the U.K., you can spend only so much.  It doesn't matter if you're a Tory party with thousands and thousands or whether you're a Labour party with a couple of hundred, you can spend only so much on the election.  The Labour party might not be able to spend so much but if they had it, they could spend it.  It's very vigorous rules.

The local issues as far as Prestbury was concerned: flooding issues, allotment issues, bad transport issues down the main road that goes through the village; all important in a place like that.  The Council started a flood scheme up there to alleviate flooding and it was never finished and that's been a big bone of contention.  The same issues as I've always fought on is the right of everybody to have access, to be able to do those sorts of things and experience doing them.  I have always maintained all my life: I have enjoyed everything I've done more than everybody else because I wasn't supposed to do it.  That gives me great pleasure.

I can stand in a Council election - I might be bottom of the poll but I've still won.  That first night that I stood up, Martin (and I'll always remember it), I ran into the count and he said "You haven't done very well, Ted.  You certainly haven't won."  I said "I have, Martin" and he looked at me and I said "I've done it.  In that much we have won.  I have achieved and that's all that really matters."  How I should have coped if I had got on the Council is a different question.  I got only about four hundred votes; I couldn't tell you now.  As I say, that's not important.  I knew I wasn't going to win, that wasn't important, it never was.  I was too old to do much about it.  I didn't want to win but it was a hell of an experience.

As I said, the polling stations locally are not accessible, they never have been; it's an ongoing thing.  Scope have got an ongoing campaign about this.  I think the whole thing about accessibility in polling [stations is so important].  One of the times I stood for the local Council, we went down to the count and, lo and behold, there was about a dozen steps up to the place they announced the count so I couldn't go up and stand on the platform with the other candidates to have my declaration declared.  It hasn't happened again, in all fairness; due representations were made.  But this goes on all the time still.  What astounds me, the very people that are supposed to be in the vanguard - it's unbelievable.

The last time I stood was in the ward here and there were two 'People Against Bureaucracy', independents in practice.  I know them extremely well and we were running one another around the ward, to get to the polling station, to wind one another up.  His lady friend was sending us both opposite ways and it was great.  This thing about getting there, people respect me; they know they can do that and they know I will enjoy it as much as they do.  It's a great achievement and it's a great reward.  I wanted to do [it] in the first place, I wanted to prove to everybody.  There are disabled people that never had the satisfaction of proving these things, to themselves and every​body else.  There's some people who'd never approve of it but I think it's absolutely important, the business of proving [yourself].

Marriage (1982-1994) 

My 'wife' lived across the road. I live at eighty five Cleeve​mount Road and Topsy lived at number eighty Cleevemount Road.  Her husband died and at that time I could go gardening and I started going over to mow her lawn for her.  And one thing led onto another.  I'd always wanted to go up to Blackpool and see the illuminations and I summoned up enough courage to ask her to come up to Blackpool and see the illuminations with me, and it went from there.  We were together about twelve years.  We [eventually went through a blessing ceremony] on June the fourth and she died November twenty-seventh of the [next] year.  The Baptist minister that 'married' us, performed the [funeral] ceremony; she was cremated.

It was a special time.  We did all sorts of things during that time.  There was a super Old People's Home up at Cirencester and I wanted to take her up there for our 'honeymoon'.  I shall always remember ringing up the manager herself and told her what I wanted to do.  She said "What did you say you want to do ?"  I said "Bring her up, give her a 'honeymoon'."  Her words, not mine "Good God, I've been in this game twenty-six years and that's the first time I've ever been asked that."  But it was very expensive and we were debating whether to have a couple of days or leave it when, all of a sudden, she rung and she said "I've been talking to our management in London and they want you to come up for a week, on the company."  So we went up there, we had a lovely time.  We had two scooters and we were quite a presence around the town.  She always used to come along behind me and people used to get a bit amused, a bit excited, and say all sorts of nice things about us.  We were equally well known in the village here in Prestbury.  She had twin daughters.  She had a very tough time in so much that one of the daughters died very tragically with cancer and I was particu​larly  privileged to support her through that.  Of course it was a very difficult time for her and the whole family.  It was a tremendous experience for me, that I was very thankful for, that I was there at that particular time.

She was quite a character; she used to come up with all sorts of unexpected things.  She was a very determined lady; she knew exactly what we wanted to do.  We went on a tremendous amount of coach tours.  We went to Llandudno several times; we used to go over on the Isle of Wight.  We went up to Scotland; I had her roaming in the gloaming on the bonnie banks of Clyde which was good.  It was all in there and another beautiful part of life that I like to remember.

She had certain misgivings about marrying me, I think partly because of the cerebral palsy; certainly because of pension and all the rest of it.  That's why she felt she'd rather we go on as we were.  I kept these two houses going but I certainly spent far more time over there than I did over here.  The thing about keeping this house was the fact that these houses are nicer.  They've got bigger gardens, they've got better views, and I always envisaged coming back over here to live.  She was twenty years older than I was and I always imagined coming back over here to live.  I didn't let this place because I didn't think it was worth the hassle.  I just wanted to get on and enjoy being with her.

Looking back, her daughters did have difficulty, I believe, in coping with the fact that she had chosen someone that was in my position.  They would probably deny that but I'm sure it was there.  You know, we treat these people different.  I think that did come in there but it certainly never affected Topsy and I.

The doctor called us both in, at our local hospital, and told us she had cancer.  We came home, I'd asked her several times to marry me, and I said "Topsy, I'm going to ask you once more, and I swear I'll never ask you again, will you marry me ?" and she said "Yes, and we'll do it as soon as we can."  The 'wedding' was on a Sunday down at one of the big Baptist churches in Cheltenham.  I've been involved with the Baptist Church for many years.  We had the service and a lot of friends came and then we had a nice reception and everyone was lovely.  One of my political friends was my 'best man' and her 'matron of honour' was a friend she had, who lives up in the north of England.  Her and her husband very kindly took the trouble to come down and we had this very memorable day.

None of my family was there as I've got no family worth talking about.  I've never been that close to my cousins [on my Father's side], anyway.  Years ago, consider how people with cerebral palsy were dealt with in society.  Consider what aspiring young people in the town and area would think of someone like I was.  I don't blame them but I don't think they knew quite how to fit me into the family, I don't think they ever did.  And that was for the plain and simple reason [that] nobody knew how to deal with our condition in those days.  You must always remember how far things have come since then.  This has applied right through my life.  I might be terribly wrong but I feel they've done things as a family, Edward hasn't been included because Edward was what he was.  It's not done now, it's not thought of, but, remember, we're going back sixty years ago and sixty years in the develop​ment of Society is a hell of a long time.

Sex and Disability
During my time at Fircroft I became aware that it was a very big city out there with a lot of things going on.  And women had become a problem with me.  I certainly knew I liked them but in those days, believe me, no fit girl, especially one that went to church, would ever think of looking at a fellow that was in my position.  Did it worry me ?  Was it a challenge ?  Was it something I desperately wanted ?  They looked pretty.  They were mysterious and a challenge, the same as everything else has always been.  As I went through Fircroft I became aware that some of the chaps used to go down into the city, so I started to go down there.  I started becoming aware of nightclubs and massage parlours.  I was certainly fascinated by these places, what went on in the massage parlours.  You see people going in and out on a Saturday night, ten o'clock time.  "Why don't I go in ?  They seem to be doing alright, they look happy when they're coming out".  But I didn't go in then, I wasn't ready.

When I got back here to Cheltenham I tried a couple of dating agencies.  They didn't work and I can see now why they didn't.  I weighed it up.  In the Birmingham Evening News (you can get copies in Cheltenham) I read the advertisements and there was a massage parlour called 'The Ambassador', in Bristol Street, it's still there.  So I went that Saturday night and it honestly was a nice place, a good place to be.  A lounge where they only served drinks and so on.  You got chatting, you became, maybe, very friendly with one of them, it certainly happened in my case.  Eventually, off you went upstairs for a while and came back down for another drink.

That was the first time I had sex, over 30 years of age.  She found it difficult to believe, actually, but that was the first time.  I'd wanted sex for may years before.  I used to go to Cheltenham Town Hall, to the Saturday night hops.  I used to see pretty girls there that ignored me and would leave me in the middle of the dance floor.  I used to come home and cry my eyes out over it.

So I started going in the massage parlours in Birmingham regularly and I found the experience very satisfying.  Met all sorts of interesting young ladies in there that could talk about all sorts of things.  Began to see some of them regularly; formed friendships with them.  And that shook me because I had been brought up very much as a Christian lad - go to church, put clean underwear on regularly - and that was your life.  Here I was on this other side of life, seeing these girls.  Double-standards, if you like.  This became a habit, I enjoyed it so much.  All I can say is that I've been seeing prostitutes for many years, except for the time I was 'married'.  I can honestly say that was about the only time I haven't in my life since I started.  I've learnt all sorts of things, been in all sorts of experiences, seen the differences there are in these places, in the standards of the girls they employ - and that is interest​ing.

It was my Saturday night out for many years to go off to Birmingham.  People must have wondered what I went up to Birmingham for.  My father certainly knew and was terribly upset about it and we had terrific rows over it.  I'll never forget coming in one night very late and he'd got onto it by that time.  He was sat in his chair when I came in and he said "You can only have been doing one thing at this time of night."  So I told him the truth, I said "Yeah, I've been seeing a young lady".  I can remember him crying like a kid.  Don't ask me why he cried like a kid, I don't know, but he certainly did.  That is a memory that stopped with me all my life.  Part of growing up as far as I was concerned.

It becomes so rich because it becomes part of your life; these girls become part of your life.  I met a girl that I saw regularly for about three years up there.  We used to discuss philosophical, oh all sorts of things.  You're going to say "Ah, we've heard that before" but I assure you that was right.  She's a girl that had a profound influence on me and I've remembered with great affection and great gratitude ever since.  They influence your life, well they influenced my life.  A lot of men implied that they don't but I find that difficult to see.  That a person that you get close to doesn't become an influence on your life - I would have thought it would have been inevitable.

I met one in a club one night.  She took me home and she said to me "In the morning, my son'll be up here so don't worry about him, he's a nice chap."  So, in the morning, sure enough, he was jumping about there, waking her up.  I said "What's you name, young man ?".  She said "That's Levi, Ted".  I said "What on earth did you call him 'Levi' for ?" and she said "Ah well, Ted, you see, that's a Bible name".  I told that story in a situation I thought I could and some bright spark said to me "What did that prove to you about life ?"  I said "It proved to me what it felt like to be kicked in the teeth".  Which it did in those days.  As I say, I was a dyed-in-the-wool Christian, as I thought, in those days and you have somebody like her saying that to you.  It shook me rigid.

I saw a girl sometimes, one of the places up there, she had a son with cerebral palsy and we got onto questions like "Why did God give him to me ?" and all this business.  All I'm saying is, it's out there and I don't know, when it comes to right and wrong.  I think you can only work it out for yourself - It's fascinating stuff.

After my 'wife' died, I met a woman, very much as we're talking now and we did a lot together.  I believe we made impacts on her two daughters, which were lovely girls that I've regrets about now.  But it's all part of life, it's all part of where we have got to, the people we are.

It's unconventional and some people'd still say it was wrong, but you achieve what you might call 'normal'.  I say that advisedly because I don't think it necessarily is normal but it means you live like other people live and you have experiences like other people, not necessarily normal people, and that's what you want.  Well, it's always been my objective.  I certainly applaud the work that they're doing in Disability Now on this.  I think it's long overdue and it's a thing we need to sort out as a community of disabled people - what we are going to deem as acceptable.  I see this as a tremendous challenge.

In the past it has caused me a lot of heartache, these double-standards as I saw them at the time.  I guess I still do because I've altered my life in several ways over it.  Conflicts, they come up, but it comes back to this basic idea of people with disability being 'normal'.  If you are going to be normal, you've got to cope with these problems, you've got to understand them, you've got to work out what you are going to do about it.  It's no use making the excuse you are disabled.  You're not, you're talking about doing what everybody else does.  If you do what everybody else does, you play by the standards of everybody else.  We need to talk to one another about these things, openly, and decide where we go on all these issues, especially following on the brilliant leads we are being given at the moment.

Changes in Society
In the early days there were no suggestions as to what could be done to help and no aids like there are now.  Not in a wheelchair, nobody thought of anything like that.  It must have been hell for older people if [they] were disabled because there was more disabled people then; people that were disabled in the coal-mines and all the rest of it.  There were none of those [things we have now].  Walk-in showers, like I've got out there; they were unthinkable, leave alone put them in an ordinary place like this.  There's still a hell of a long way to go but this is the distance we've come.  But we mustn't be complacent.

People had difficulty with the whole concept of disability.  It must have been hard for Dad when he went for a pint; how do you talk to a person who's got a son that everybody believes is two sandwiches short of a picnic ?  It took me until about ten years ago to work out why he didn't really want to hold me when any of his workmates were around.  In those days you didn't talk about disability, you pretended it didn't exist.  Being ignored meant you weren't getting a square deal.  You'd look at a girl and she'd run twenty miles away from you.  It's not funny; especially when your trying to say you're the same as everybody else.  I could never see, through it all, what the difference was, between me and them.  I can't see to this day what the difference is between handicapped people and able-bodied people.  I would like to say that they're all God's children but that's a personal belief.  I have felt that, right the way through.  I just couldn't see what the hell the problem was and, of course, nobody else can now.

When I tried to pick up something from the floor, they would giggle, all the children would, when I was a boy.  But [today] they'll stand there and be helpful [because] they've been brought up, they've been taught, in an entirely different way.  When my 'wife' died I [met someone] who was very much younger than I was.  Her two daughters, one was ten, the other was twelve; if we went out to the theatre or if I bought a drink, coffee or anything, they would stand there and see me fumble with the change and not bat an eyelid.  They let you pick it up, which I wanted to do.  Years ago, kids started giggling at you and it's the difference.  It's a healthy difference.  They used to tell me about a lad in her class.  He walked with a stick; what he'd done and how much more he could do.  You get children that are natural carers, natural nurses.  It's very natural to them; they start that sort of life struggle when they're in school, start caring.  In a lot of cases the parents don't bother and that's very sad, in my view.

I think that one of the dangers is that we assume that society has moved on further than it has.  When you get into sections of society that are disadvantaged - housing, education, can't manage money etc - I think it's an entirely different story.  I think there are some worries there.  Some of the bland assumptions that are being made about education in this election, I honestly think they are complete and utter rubbish because there are parents who just won't understand this system of vouchers to pay for their children's education.  I can name you half-a-dozen mothers, all round the estate there, they wouldn't have a bloody clue what you're talking about.  If you suddenly said to them "Here's a voucher for your son's education; spend it how you like" they'd probably spend it at the pub !  I'm not joking.

Penny German, a Disability Rights worker who lives in Bristol, I heard her lecture once, not ten years ago, when we set up Disability Action in Chelten​ham with Andy Rickell, who works for Scope now.  So much of what she said made sense; I couldn't believe that it was so logical, but it had never entered my head to look at it how she did.  Things about rights not privileges.  To be able to get into places because it's not our fault we're disabled, so they've got to make it so that we can get into shops.  You know this famous Disability Discrimination Act ?  I haven't seen one step go in Cheltenham town centre.  My bank has got three steps and it has still got three steps.  It's ridiculous.  She went right through everything in life - brilliant stuff.  I wouldn't have been believed, as a child, if I'd run home and told my parents about things today.  They'd have been scared stiff and told me I wasn't to go anywhere near anybody like that again.

I asked my father until he died what the hell I had to do to prove that I'd arrived ?  And today I would want to ask the same thing; what have we got to do to prove that we can do what they can do ?  If you're in a wheelchair or can't write, it's absolutely unbelievable what people assume you can't do else.  It is important to realise that all these things that people think now come from a bygone age, have changed because we disabled people have fought our way out of it by proving them wrong.  I think that is absolutely important.  We're as good as anybody else.  Mum used to send me to the shop to buy half-a-pound of butter, whatever, and the shopkeepers, if you hadn't got just the right money, they'd wrap the change up and tell you to be sure to give it back to your mother.  The way they treated you was unbelievable.  You would be made to feel the biggest idiot on earth.

[Nowadays] you ask and help's there.  I've only got to pick up the phone now, I can get anything done but I do like to be independent.  My 'wife' always used to say I was an independent old bugger.  I was a member of the union in the factory and on the Parks but the difference was then I didn't think I should be able to do anything.  But as I grew and I began to experience life, it was the first thing I turned to; the unions.  It was the first thing I wanted to do but I didn't begin to do anything positive until I got to GCHQ.  I think there were all sorts of reasons for that.  How can I put this ?  There was a different type of person at GCHQ than there was at the other two jobs I'd had and I think this definitely helped me.  They felt they could help me and they probably knew how to help more.  With the other two jobs I'd had, people would certainly help me and they did but it was a different level of experience.  It just all knitted together to make such an interesting life.

Access round Cheltenham has got its problems like everywhere else.  I've been involved in the disability movement in Cheltenham for fifteen years and its certainly got its problems.  There's been arguments over a few things they are doing in town now.  Not altogether au fait with that because I've retired but I do know that some [disabled people] that we've got in Cheltenham have been having big fights with the Council and the Chamber of Commerce about where the disabled parking is going to be apropos Shopmobility and apropos the shops.  This sort of thing isn't easy but then I get the impression it isn't easy anywhere.  I see no difference at all [from the Disability Discrimination Act].  I cannot see what has happened is any different in Cheltenham.  I would go as far to say the Disabled Discrimination Act isn't worth the paper it's written on.  I'm sure I would be corrected and people would cry me down.  Every time I go to the bank, I sit outside the front waiting for them to come and look after me, which they do religiously.  The one thing it teaches me is that it isn't peculiar to people with disability.  Mothers with prams have got equally as much problem getting the prams in and out the bank.  The bank now tell me that if they had a ramp, it would go right into the middle of the banking hall, which you can't have.  It's just a dog's breakfast.

I don't think the Disabled Discrimination Act has done as much as it maybe could have done, and certainly should have done, to make life easier for people with disability; and I think that's sad.  This is nobody's fault but it does create problems.  I went to a local Baptist church for many years, but you've got to go up or down four steps to get into it.  How am I going to go up or down four steps ?  They bought a ramp, it's down there now, and I suppose you could push a wheelchair up there.  But I wouldn't dream of taking any buggy up there; it's too steep.  The turn at the bottom was too sharp, the turn at the top is too sharp.  So, even when people do their best and try to buy things to make certain places accessible, it doesn't always work.  I had to uproot and go to another church that is accessible and that's what I proceeded to do.  There's all sorts of problems being created because the disability movement has developed, in a way, far too fast for the people that's round it.  There's been a lot written because the churches were trying to say, at one time, that the Disability Act didn't apply to them.  Of course, they were told in no uncertain terms that it did apply to them.  I think this created sort of eyes going up when they were told that; but it's a problem.

I think the transition has only just started.  Any transition, any growth is painful.  There was a taxi-driver that took a disabled lad somewhere and he said to his carer "What good are they ?"  The point is, this is what's happening now.  People don't know.  If they did know, I think they'd be far more helpful than they are.  How we get them to know is another question.  I think, personally, it's more about people's attitude.

I used to go over to the local Community Centre for a drink Friday, Saturday night; thoroughly looked forward to it, I liked it.  I knew them all over there, I thought we were mates.  As my health has deteriorated, I have got problems with incontinency and it came about I heard certain elements over there said I was smelly.  Now they told everybody else this but they didn't tell me and it turned out to be a very hurtful experience all round; that hurt like hell.  Specially as the woman that was at the back of it, was supposed to be a personal friend of mine.  It was absolutely unbelievable, the whole way it was done.  My best friend came up here one Saturday afternoon.  The lady concerned, I kissed her goodnight at half-past-twelve, one o'clock Saturday morning and that lad was up here half-past-two Saturday afternoon telling me all about it.  Now if there's any sense, any fair-dealing with that, I'm a Dutchman.  But it's typical of what goes on, I think, and it's got to be sorted.  How, I don't know.  The whole thing was an irony; there's no disabled toilet over in the Community Centre and I'd been fighting tooth and nail for [disabled] toilets in the Community Centre for about three years.  If you went back over the minutes, you'd see me banging on at the committee meetings for about three years for disabled toilets.  Nothing was done on the grounds they couldn't afford it.  Then all that cropped up and they still haven't got disabled toilets.  It's an example of the DDA not being implemented.  My impression was, these places were all going to be closed down.  That's what they were telling us.  But I haven't heard of anybody being closed down and I certainly haven't seen anybody closed down in Cheltenham and I've been keeping my eyes open.

Now I go to the local pub for a drink; I go up to the local pub in the village.  Now it's summer, I can sit out in the garden and I've got to know people up there.  But I shan't be able to do that very soon because it will be autumn and winter; so I won't go anywhere.  It's access, I can only drink outside, I can't go in.  All the pubs are the same, they're not accessible.  Even if they've got a ramp, the turnings are too short.  It's never been measured out properly.  It's almost as if they say to some builder that goes there drinking "Just throw us a bit of concrete down so that we've got a ramp".  It's not done properly.

You get the ones that are done properly; they are all measured out and you can just go round.  I was up in Birmingham the other week at the National Conference Centre.  There were all those ramps up there, all of them built in such a way you can just get round them with a big vehicle like that buggy of mine out there.  Obviously all measured up when they were put there in the first place.  It's the only way to do it, to do it properly.

I think its very bad, these people who take disabled parking places when they aren't entitled.  It was the same as them over at the Community Centre; I hope they are never in the position that they want these things for the proper purpose.  I hope they are never in the position they've got to be complained about, what I was talking about earlier, because, if they are in that position, it is terrible and it's not good and you don't like it.  You think all sorts of unmentionable things but its counter-productive to say these things.  And, yes, I think the abuse of car spaces is another terrible thing.  It's just amazing how these things go on, just amazing.

Another thing that makes me angry is being talked down to, and it still happens.  I see it done, with other disabled people, by people who should know better, by professionals.  I know they'd say "No, you got it all wrong, Ted" but it's almost as if they do it to perpetuate their own jobs.  That does make me angry.  This business that they don't let people do what they can do.  You see it time and time again, especially in the disability world.  "We'll look after you, we'll do this for you."  For more sense if people do it for themselves, probably harder and they probably take far more support but what does that matter ?  These things are the differences.  Thinking back to Parklands[
] and getting myself accepted there, it was bloody hard work, quite frankly.  It takes a lot to prove yourself to people.  People that have got, maybe, more problems than I've got, would find it even harder than I do.  Sometimes I think "Well, I've got all this; how the heck would anybody get on that isn't quite so well off as I am ?"  That frightens me.  Some of these things frighten me as opposed to make me angry because I think there's far deeper aspects to it.  It's the way we are as a society, what's important to us as a society.  The whole concept of looking after one another, which I think we should do; no man is an island and all the rest of it.  I think, as a society, we haven't even scratched the surface of living together as a society.

Be very interesting to see if the London bombings[
] makes any difference in the long run.  'Tis to be hoped it will.  How are we going to include these people in our society ?  It's almost like disabled people, in a sense.  They're here but they're not the norm.  What are we going to do with them?  How far are we going down the line to include them and make them part of our society ?  Because, if we go as far as we should, it's a costly thing to do.  Just the same that it's costly to involve disabled people, if they would be.  That's the guts.  They could and would create a society in the U.K.  You do wonder where it's going to finish up.  You can talk about the general election being all about the wrong things.  This whole concept a politician being better than one another, how much they're going to throw at things like health and education.  That isn't the answer; well, part of the answer.  We have also got to argue about how we're going to educate people, what we're going to teach them.  Especially people that aren't as gifted as other people.

In precisely the same way with medicine.  It's all very well to say people living older doesn't matter because it's going to raise a whole raft of issues.  Then people your son's age are going to have to cope with it.  Because [what happens] if they're going on dealing with people like they do me, giving me drugs and all the rest of it.  Don't get me wrong, I'm not ungrateful, it's not that I don't want it, I think it's wonderful, but it does concern me.  I think to myself at times "How long is this going to go on for ?  How long can we afford to go on for ?"  Because there's got to be a bottom line.  We're talking about money and money isn't infinite; there's an end to it, there's got to be.  They wanted me to go up to the hospital for three blood test [because]  I explained I couldn't do it myself[
].  They said "Oh, that's alright, somebody'll come to you" and I said "No thank you, I'll come up here" and the nurse looked at me "Why ?"  I said "Well, I can come up here perfectly well."  I said "Why should your staff spend their money on petrol coming to me ?"

Feel this very strongly.  These are the sorts of things society's got to address and I think they have got to be addressed by society, not politicians in parliament or even in Council offices.  There've got to be systems evolved so that people like Scope and elderly people's forums have got to get involved in this work.  It's got to be sorted and it's a big job, it'll take a long time.  If they spent some of the money and energy they do on that instead of other things, I think we should all be doing better.

The Health Service for me, in Cheltenham, has been brilliant.  We've got a very good hospital here, great local traditions.  I've got a very good GP; nothing but praise.  And the domiciliary service I get, the girls to go in at lunchtime; brilliant, they care.  They do the best with what they're given.  No barriers at all.  Everybody's always been very helpful to me; nurses and so on.  With Social Services, I know so many of them through what I've been involved in, in the past.  But I do think there's trends that shouldn't be there.  I think society is changing and I think it will change; I just worry that there's not enough people involved in the changes.

I think there's got to be a complete re-alignment in politics.  Well, there has [been] anyway because Socialism as we knew it, the Labour Party that I knew as a young man, unfortunately, isn't there any more.  I think that the Labour Party and the Tory Party [could] unite; the way policies are developing now, I don't think that's beyond the pale.  I think one of the problems is that, if they're not careful, they're going to create a void on the left of politics, and one of the big worries is: who is going to move into that void ?  What is going to come up in society ?  Makes you worry that, even more when you see some of the factions we've got in society, that are prepared to blow us up quite happily.  And they don't come from abroad, they live in London and Birmingham.

All this is going on and I do believe that people with disability, older people, all the groups in society that have got special needs, have got an involvement in this.  I'm not talking about professionals talking for them; I'm talking about the people with special needs talking for themselves, and it's important.  It amazes me how people come along with a black briefcase and say they represent the poor old souls down the road and I always think to myself "How the hell can you do that ?" because, in logic, they can't, in my view.  It's all just wrong to me.  It's got to alter if society is going ever to achieve what it could achieve and should achieve.

I think there's a tremendous field for younger people with disability and people from all walks of life, come to that, coming to political issues through their personal experience as opposed to coming through politics.  Politicians would argue that that's what they do, where they are through their experience, but there's so few politicians that are in the same position as disabled people are.  I think there's a very real case for other sections of society to have their say from the point of view of where they are, of what they are on to and what they are experiencing.  Admittedly there are politicians in politics now that have had these experiences, but they are accountable to their political parties, they are not accountable to disabled organisations and that, in my view, makes a hell of a difference.

I think it's marvellous that some disability organisations are moving away from what you'd traditionally call 'care' towards more campaigning.  If only I was younger !  I've been rung up by Care[
] and almost said to them "This isn't fair, I'm too old".  I would love to get involved.  I think they've set up a consumer group or something of people that do work in the voluntary sector; I thought I read that there was a couple of magistrates involved that are disabled and I think this is absolutely brilliant.  I think this is a new development.  The church was doing exactly the same with organisations like Care and I think that's absolutely brilliant.  I think they should have done it years ago and that is the way to go.  I know they're in their infancy and they've got a lot to do.  Take for example the work Scope is doing with this business of accessibility to polling stations; I mean some of the articles that have been in Disability Today and some of the pictures they have in [there] have been brilliant.  There's one famous photograph of a polling station with about twenty steps up to it; that'll go down in the annals of history as well, I'm sure.  Yes, I think that's altogether good.

My great regret is that I've never had any children.  I adore children, any age, age is immaterial as far as children are concerned.  They're a challenge, whatever age they are, and it's just wonderful.  I'm very fortunate, my cleaner brings her little boy with her and I see him.  She was asking about him coming and I said "But that's wonderful".  He is a dear little chap and we talk about all sorts.  That's a big regret; I don't know as I've got any more regrets.  Eventually I've done pretty much all I've wanted to do.  I didn't have children because of what I was taught when I was a young man; I was disabled so I wouldn't be able to cope.  I remember no less than a marriage-guidance counsellor telling me to face up to the fact that marriage wasn't for me and forget it, then go on and make the most of life.  In all fairness to marriage-guidance counsellors, I told two or three [about] the day I was told that and they have been absolutely livid; because, of course, it's nonsense.  As you get older you say to yourself "It is classic rubbish" but that was the attitude in the time I was brought up.  Looking back on it, I'm sure half the girls I met were told not to have anything to do with me because I had something wrong with me.  I'm sure the girls were told in church.  So you didn't get a girlfriend, obviously you didn't get a wife so you didn't get babies; so that  was it.  I do regret that bitterly.

There's been many good things in my life.  I sometimes think of everything I've done and the times I've come home here and thought "I've done that".  My father was a keen politician, like I've always been, and he used to take me to the count, when the municipal elections were on, and I used to say to Dad "I'd love to stand for Council" and he used to get terribly upset.  "You'll never do that, you'll upset yourself.  You go on as you are, my lad.  Bad will become of you."  Since Dad died I've stood for Council half-a-dozen times and the more often I've done it, the more I've enjoyed it, quite frankly.  It is good.  I haven't got on; the main thing was to prove my father wrong.  I'll never forget the first time I stood for Council, the leader of the Labour Party in Cheltenham, when I went to the count, came to me and he said "I'm afraid you haven't done very well, Ted".  I said "I have; I've proved my father wrong."

There's been all sorts of things like that.  Going to Fircroft; getting my college Fellowship.  Doing what I've done in the trade union movement.  You've got to be careful [bragging] about these things.  You do remember the times when everybody was telling you this wasn't for you;  "Be more realistic."  It's built up to a very good life; a life I've thoroughly enjoyed.  Particularly grateful to organisations like Scope, the Spastics Society it was when I came across it - Bill Hargreaves and the then staff.  It was an entirely different organisation then, obviously, but those people were the people that started.  I looked at them and, if they could do it, I could do it; it was as simple as that.  In my mind, there was nothing standing between them doing it and me doing it.  This was the start and this was how I went through life.  This was why I was particularly privileged to be involved in this project we are doing now.

This whole business of a relationship with parents.  Father was tough.  I could never understand, when I was a boy, why Dad didn't know anything was the matter with me.  I was the same as any other boy.  If I was going out with him on a Saturday night to the pictures, I had to tie my shoelaces up, and that was a hell of a job, so I had to start early, to do my shoelaces up to go to the pictures.  Nobody would help me.  Well they would have done but he wouldn't.  He wasn't the sort of man you ignored.  Somebody said to him "Edward's done very well at Fircroft" and he said "Well he ought to have done well up there, he was messing about up there long enough."  I don't think it was his attitude but it was typical of what he would say and it was typical of what I would respond to; and he was right.  You can argue the same thing about all these people that can do things now.  He eventually, in my view, went over the top.

If I go back into my childhood, Mother was always very lovely, very caring.  Mother was a very sick lady.  She'd had tremendous problems when I came into the world.  She had a very bad time at my birth, apparently.  She was just a sweet lady, I remember, poor old Mum.  Don't it bring back memories, in this room ?  This was the room we used to live in, the living room.  I got myself a girlfriend and I thought I had it to a T.  I used to go to her place and get back here about five o'clock in the morning and one morning I came in, about five, and Dad was sat in the chair.  I remember opening the door and seeing him and he said "You can only have been in one place now" and I told him the truth.  I remember him breaking down and crying like a kid over that.  Why the hell he did that, I've never been able to work out.  It's like being pulled in so many ways.  Right up until the time he died, he would get all upset if I [went to] a reunion at Fircroft or anything like that.

I think there was two strands to why my father reacted in the way he did.  I think it was fear for me, that I was going to get in out of my depth, which, of course, I did eventually.  I did get in out of my depth and I think it was fear that I would go on and wouldn't be able to manage what I eventually got into.  I think he realised that I had the abilities that I had got before anybody else did and he was scared stiff that I was going to get involved in the depth I did and there was going to be all sorts of repercussions from it that nobody'd be able to handle.  He was right, actually, if you look at it from that point of view.  You can look at it from many points of view.  You can look at it from the point of view that he just wanted to be better than anybody else.  I may be doing him a great disservice but I can't resist that view, knowing him and knowing the background and knowing how he reacted to all sorts of things.  I developed so late in life, anyway.  By the time I started going out with the boys, as it were, I was in my mid-thirties.

The first young lady I ever made love to got very offended because she thought I was lying to her because I said "Now what do I do ?  How do I do it ?" and she thought I was winding her up.  She thought I was doing it for some perverted sex pleasure.  As God to be my judge, I wasn't; I didn't know.  As I say, I was about thirty-three by that time.  That's the same girl that eventually Dad was sat there when I come home that morning.  That's who I'd been with.  It was three or four months after, but it was the same woman.

It could have been protection or it could have been "I know what he's going to be up to.  I'd rather him back here, living a quiet life.  Why should he be doing things I can't ?"  That's a very cynical view and, if it wasn't for other things in the background and his attitude, I would never think it.  It only been for the last couple of years I've been thinking like that, anyway.  If there was to be life after death and I did meet him, I would be most interested to talk to him about all this, I really would.  "What was it about ?  What was your game ?  How were you playing ?"

I think he did the best he could in a bad situation  Mother wasn't very well.  There was peer pressure.  His family was a keep-up-with-the-Jones' family and he was that; I've never been.  I don't think he particularly wanted to own to the fact that he'd brought a disabled son into the world; that wasn't his fault, that was the fault of society at the time.  I don't blame any of those old die-hards that thought that; it made sense.  Let's face it, they went out into a lot harder world, as men, than we do.  Let's be honest about it, men have softened up.  I'm not trying to say that they're sissies but manhood is an entirely different thing to what it was in those days.  I mean, the only way you could be a man in those days was to throw ten pints of beer down you neck on a Saturday night and threatened to blow [your wife's] block off.  I know, to some extent, the kids do it now but it's entirely different in so much as there's women and everything else involved [in work].  It isn't as hard and tough as it was in those days.  To come up through that with a son that nobody knew what was going to happen to, must have been a hell of a thing, I think.  If you think like this, you can certainly begin to develop some sort of logic about it.



     �	At seven.


     �	Sept 1939 - Aug 1945.


     �	Woodmancote.


     �	7.5p but nearly a poor person's wages for a day.


     �	Ted knows how to form the letters but it is very hard for him to control the pen so, even at his best time, he was much slower writing than his thoughts.


     �	15 August 1945, victory over Japan.


     �	Referring to his Home Carers.


     �	In practice, the unions at GCHQ had reached an agree�ment with management to ensure nothing vital was affected, much to the disgust of their National Officers.


     �	Margaret Thatcher.


     �	£1,000.


     �	The writer of these notes.


     �	The different grades going their separate ways.


     �	His 'wife' - see the section "Marriage".


     �	The writer did not leave his union and was sent to DSS in Reading.


     �	A large, covered-in, 8 mph job.


     �	Disability Action Cheltenham.


     �	The aforementioned Community Centre.


     �	Three tube trains and a bus blown up by fanatical Islamic suicide bombers on 7 July 2005.


     �	Ted is now a diabetic and needs insulin.


     �	www.care.org.uk.







