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O.K., this is Tape Four (sic) then, of the interview with Dr Lin Berwick, MBE, and it’s the 11th November 2004, and, Lin, I think, last time we were concluding with the end of your school years: what then happened?

Well, it was quite a difficult transition, because, when I was fourteen, to the end of 1964, I’d gone up to Moorfields, for my usual check. [Sound of bell in background.  Break.]

Well, we’ll start again, shall we, if you like?  It’s 11th November 2004, and I’m in conversation with Dr Lin Berwick, MBE, and, Lin, we were last time, then, concluding your school years: what age were you now, and what happened next, I wonder?

Well, at the age of fourteen, I’d gone to Moorfields Eye Hospital, for my regular checks, and the doctor seemed to play the ophthalmic torch in my eyes for a very long while, and he turned to my mother and he said, ‘Your little girl is very brave’, and my mother said, ‘Yes, she is a fighter’, and he said, ‘And she’s going to need a whole lot more of it, too’, but he didn’t give us any explanation of that remark, and I came out of there and I said, ‘Gosh, it seems as though I can still see the light of the torch in my eyes,’ and Mum said, ‘Well, you know, p’raps you’re going to get a migraine, or whatever’, and the next day I had a terrible headache, migraine, so I stayed home from school, resting, lying on the settee, and suddenly I had this shape appear in the bottom right-hand corner of my eye, and it was all the world as though you’d got a penny, and it was a perfectly rounded shape, and held it against my eye, and there was this sort of darkish patch, and everything else was sort of blurry and sparkly, and I struggled up the stairs, where my mum was working on a sewing machine, and I said to her, you know, I’d got this strange shape and a headache, and she said, ‘Well, it’s obviously a bad migraine.  Put some dark glasses on and take some tablets, and see how you go.’  The next day, I woke up, and I just let out a scream, because, as I looked out the window, the sky was bright yellow, and when I looked down at the pavements, they were dark green, and it was just a horrible experience, and I told my parents what was happening, and they said, ‘Well, let’s take you to Moorfields’, and I said, ‘No, I was only there two days ago: what do I want to go back there for?  I’m sure it’s a migraine: let’s see what happens’. And two or three days went by, and every morning, my parents would say, you know, ‘What are the symptoms?  What is it like now?’ and I’d say, ‘Oh’ you know, ‘it’s getting less’, which it was, and after a week, it was all back to normal, seeing colours and things the same.  And I went into school, and I struggled with the school work and, after a few weeks, as I looked down at the paper, the paper was going a terrible blur, and I couldn’t see the lines on the paper, and I couldn’t read what was on the blackboard, and so I was asking people to tell me what it said, and that was not uncommon, because I often said, ‘Look, I can’t quite see that: can, you know, can somebody tell me?’, and I’d always been very neat at handwriting, and so on: of course now the handwriting was going all over the place, because it was all blurry.  The teacher came to me one day, and she said, ‘Look, compared with work that you did three months ago, this work is terrible: it’s all untidy, it’s off the lines, are you, sort of developing a sort of ‘don’t care’ attitude towards work?  What’s going on?’  ‘Nothing’, says I, and she said, ‘Are things all right at home?’  ‘Yeah, they’re fine.’  ‘How’s your mum’s back?’  ‘Oh, she’s OK’  ‘Well, OK, pull your socks up and do some decent work’, and my heart was pounding.  I sort of wanted to say, ‘Help!’, but when you’re really frightened, somehow, the words don’t come: they sort of stick in your throat: and every lesson was a nightmare.  The only time I relaxed was hymn-singing.  Typing, needlework, all of those things, you know, ah, I dreaded them, and as time went on, I could see the print less and less, and I used to read the newspaper every day, and mum would pass me the newspaper, and I would sort of think, ‘God!  How am I going to get round this?’, and she’d pass it to me and I’d say, ‘Oh, I don’t want to read that’, and chuck it to one side, and she’d say, ‘Well, you’ve changed!’, and I thought, ‘Well, I’m fed up hearing about Vietnam, and everything else’, and, anyway, this sort of deception went on for six months, and I had gut ache like you wouldn’t believe: I had constant stomach ache, where I was just wound up like a clock spring: and school work was terrible, it was getting worse.  I was going more and more into my shell and, when I reached fifteen, which was March 1965, this was like five months after the original incident, we had to have a medical, under the terms of the London County Council Education Department, and part of that medical was an eye test, and I kicked up a terrible fuss.  ‘I’m not having any of your bloody eye test!   I go to Moorfields.  I’m not having an eye test here’, etc, etc.  ‘Leave me alone!’  And I knew that, if I had an eye test, they’d find out.  I wanted people to find out, but I was terrified, absolutely terrified: and the sister at the school sent a letter home to my mother, saying, could she explain why I was in such a state of anxiety, because normally, I took medicals in my stride, and my mother gave me the letter and asked me to read it, and I took it from her, and said, ‘Oh, you don’t want to take any notice of that stupid woman’, and chucked the letter to one side, and she picked the letter up and said, ‘Do as you’re told!  Read it!’, and, of course, I had to admit that I couldn’t see the print, because my mother had deliberately given me the letter upside-down: but I didn’t know that.

And prior to this visual impairment developing, then: had you had significant problems prior to that?

No, no, I mean, you know, I’d coped in school quite well: was doing very well in the top class of the school.  I liked the teacher, and took great pride in my work.  My biggest problem was the typing, because I couldn’t do the typing because I didn’t have the dexterity in my fingers, and also I couldn’t see the tiny typescript, you know, on the pieces of paper, but, of course, every lesson had become a nightmare, and it was really difficult, and, of course, there was much soul-searching and lots of tears, and my mother immediately picked up the telephone and made an emergency appointment for Moorfields and we were, I was rushed in and they gave me an examination under anaesthetic, and they told my parents that there was nothing that could be done: and at that time, the Duke of Windsor was in the hospital, having a detached retina operation, by this very eminent surgeon called Hudson, and so they asked if Mr Hudson could see me, and he very kindly agreed, so I went down to the operating theatre again, and I had further examinations under anaesthetic, and it was discovered that the retina had become so fragmented, that there wasn’t anything that could be done, and I can remember coming round from the anaesthetic, and a doctor standing at the foot of my bed.  I had a God-awful headache, eyes that looked like fish bowls, where they’d had drops in and instruments, and God knows what, and the doctor said, ‘Well, you’ll be blind within three months, so you might as well get used to it’, and he didn’t have a very good bedside manner, and I just said, ‘Oh, OK’  I was too weak and fed-up to care, really, and the next day, I went home: and all the time, you’re sort of checking your surroundings: what you can see and what you can’t see.  My oldest brother, he couldn’t handle it at all, he just said, you know, ‘cause my mum was very tearful, very upset, and he just said, ‘Well, sod this, I’m not sticking around: I’m going out with me mates.’  My younger brother sat with me a long time, and he was testing me to see what I could see, making the handwriting larger and larger, and he was absolutely horrified that, you know, this thing had happened, and he was very kind, and he was very supportive to my mum and dad.  Within three or four days, I went back to my school for physically-handicapped people, and it was nightmare, because this was when the kids thought it was really funny to put chairs in my path so I tripped over  them, and tell me that doors were open, when in fact they were closed, because they were glass doors, and, any,  obviously, any bright light on a surface was nightmare: and all the kids had gone out to a playground one lunchtime, and the teacher was in there, and she said, ‘Well, what are you going to do, Lin, now that you’re blind?’,  and I said, ‘I’m not blind.  I can see you.  I can see the blackboard, the chairs, the tables.  They’re blurry, but I can see them’, and she said, ‘Yes, OK, but for all practical purposes, you will be blind, and you’ve got to make some sort of decision about what you do with your life’, and I was quite aggressive, and really uptight: ‘Don’t want to talk about it’, and she said, ‘Well, what about learning Braille?’, and I said, ‘I’m not goin’ to learn Braille. Braille is for blind people, and I’m not blind.’  But all that day, I thought of her words, ‘for all practical purposes, you will be blind’, and I thought, ‘Well, if I’m to make anything of my life, I’ve got to grasp the nettle, and I’ve got to do the things that blind people do, and, obviously, the first step is to learn Braille, and become a registered blind person.’
This must have been a tremendous shock to you, to your family, to have this news.

Well, I think what was so hard is that, it was only a year previous to this that I’d learnt to walk: so I learnt to walk at thirteen, take my first steps, great victory, and then, by fourteen, or fifteen, by fifteen, I’m totally blind, and I’m terrified to move, and I’m trying to learn my way round the house, and do things, and I realise now that my parents were absolutely devastated, as was I.  My mother, I can remember my mother being very upset one day because, when you’ve got detachments, things that are white and very bright are horrendous, and kitchens and bathrooms are probably the worst places, and I can remember coming into my kitchen, and everything was blurry, and it was a bright, sunny day, and it was nightmare, and I can remember sitting with my back to the window, absolutely shaking, and my mother just not knowing how to cope with this, and she went upstairs, shut herself in the room.  My father came home, and I heard her screaming and crying, and she said, ‘I could cope with her physical disability, but I can’t cope with the blindness’, and she was really sobbing, and I thought, ‘I’ve got to do something about this.  I’ve got to get a grip of myself, and I’ve got to get my life together’, and I remember that she came down the stairs and went straight out, and didn’t say ‘goodbye’, didn’t speak to me at all, and I discovered later that she’d gone to our local GP, and told him that she wouldn’t be able to cope: she wanted out, she’d had enough.  She’d coped for all them years with the  c.p., and taking me backwards and forwards to hospitals, but now, this was something that she just couldn’t handle, and he was a very astute, clever man, because what he said to her was,’ Stop thinking that you can’t cope with it: actually get involved. When she starts to learn Braille, help her with it.  Any other new task as a blind person, help her with it’, and my mother threw herself into this, and when I started the Braille classes, she was there, with the social worker, watching what was going on, trying to help me, and, although she never actually learnt the Braille, she helped me write down the letters that I discovered, formed ‘em into words, read it back to me, because I was so slow,  and generally helped me with mobility, and social skills: but my father never got involved at all.  He just watched, and was very, very critical of every mistake that I made, so, consequently, mealtimes were a nightmare.  Blind people eat their food by the face of a clock.  So, for example, you say, ‘Meat at half-past, potatoes at quarter two, broccoli at twelve o’clock, and peas going off at twenty-five past’, and this system works incredibly well, and you can go out to a restaurant, and somebody can discreetly say to you, ‘You know, you’re knocking some food off the edge of your plate’, and you can, you know, ‘at twenty two’, or something like that, and you can just take your fork, or knife, and knock it back on, and no-one’s any the wiser: but if I so much as knocked a pea on the table, my father would go absolutely ballistic, and he’d say things like, ‘You’re sixteen years of age, and you still haven’t learnt to eat properly’ der-der-der-der-der-der [phon.]

Why do you think he had this particular reaction?

I think he just couldn’t handle watching my struggle, and, you know, any mistakes that I made were (a), a nightmare, and (b), an embarrassment, and (c), because, like he’s always done,  because, whatever my achievements have been, he’s never been satisfied by them, so it’s always, ‘You can do better than that’, and he wanted me to cope, socially, so any mistakes that I made was a complete disaster, but it got to the point where I was terrified to eat in front of him, and every mealtime was becoming horrendous, and I’d end up in tears, ‘cause, the more I worried about it, the more I knocked things off my plate, and that caused, you know, more tension, and in the end Mum said, ‘I’m really pissed off with this: I’m goin’ to stop this once and for all’, and my Dad had got his dinner, and she said, ‘Right! I’m not havin’ any more of this!’  She put a blindfold on him, restricted one hand, because I’d got limited movement in one hand, and said, ‘Right!  Now you eat your dinner!’  Of course, he made a complete mess of it.   He’d got food on the table, he’d got gravy on his shirt, he didn’t know where anything was on his plate, and she took the blindfold off and showed him what a mess he’d made of his plate, and said, ‘Now, if you think you can do better, be my guest!’  I tell you what, we never had any more arguments about knocking food off a plate.  And this was the wonderful thing about my mother, once she pitched herself in to something, she was like a tigress, and she fought your corner, you know, and worked with you.  I mastered Braille, I’d got a home tutor, who used to give me private lessons at the school.  I had a, you know, teacher for the blind, and as I said, I think, in the earlier tape, this caused quite a problem, because I was getting individual attention and the other kids didn’t like this, so I was ‘teacher’s pet’, and we did Braille work, and basketry, and English, and all those kind of things: and I was coming up to sixteen, which was the school leaving age, and I had no sense of what was going to happen in my future life, and I wanted education as a blind person, and so the head mistress at the school had worked in the field of partially-sighted children, and this was what we couldn’t understand, that she had the ability to give me so much help, but chose not to, and she said, ‘Oh, I’ll get her into Linden Lodge’, which was a school in London, for visually-impaired people: well, it was sort of in the Wimbledon area, and I’d have been a day boarder, so that really helped, and my parents were quite keen on that, and they discussed uniforms and all kinds of things, and in July, at the end of the summer term, I went home, said my ‘goodbyes’: in the September, got ready for school, waited for the school bus, and it went straight past the door.  I thought, ‘Well, that’s strange!’, so my mother rang the school, and she said, ‘Well,’ you know, ‘you forgot to pick Lin up today’, and the head said, ‘Oh no, we haven’t!  Linda left school in July’ and my mother said, ‘Well, thanks for telling us!  What’s goin’ to happen now?  And when is she going to this school called ‘Linden Lodge’?’, and she said, ‘Oh, she isn’t.  They decided that, due to her physical disability, they wouldn’t take her’, so I was left, totally on the scrap heap, and my mother was absolutely furious.  I say, she was like a tigress, really, and she said, you know, ‘I’m not having that!’, and she got in touch with our local MP, who came round to see us, and took all the details, and Mum was having various battles with education departments, and eventually, the MP and the education department talked about this school called ‘Dorton House School for the Blind’, at Seal, Sevenoaks, Kent, and the headmaster had agreed to give me an interview, so we sent down to Seal, which was about sixty miles from our home.  It seemed miles away, and I would be a residential boarder, if I went there, from Sunday to Friday, because they didn’t want the business of putting me in the bath, and doing hair washing, because I couldn’t do those things for myself.  I used to have sort of strip washes every day, ‘cause I couldn’t get in the bath.  There were no things like hoists, and things like that.  Anyway, I went to this place, and it was beautiful.  It was out in the middle of nowhere.  A big country lane, it was about ... two miles long, called ‘Seal Drive’, before you even got to the school, and I had this real feeling of trepidation, as we pulled up at the school, and there was a flight of steps to negotiate into the building, and a massive, great reception area: big old building with very tall ceilings, and ...
[End of Side A]
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Yeah, I had a real sense of trepidation, as I pulled up at the school, and went into this big hall, and then, reception area, and then I was taken round to the headmaster’s office, and we sat there, talking.  There was Mr Bolton, who was the headmaster, and Miss Joan Brown, who was the deputy head, and looked after the girls, and we talked about all the various issues, and my sight problems, and how I would manage if I came to the school, and it’s funny, because I was having a conversation with Robert Bolton a few weeks ago: I was asked to go back and give the prizes at the school, which is quite an accolade, but he said to me: he said that he gave me a choice of whether I came there for a six-week trial, or not, and he said he’d never done that to any other student at the school, and I asked him why,  and he said it was because he knew, that, due to the problems of access, and attitude of the other blind children, ‘cause I was the very first physically-disabled person they had in their school, that it was going to be really hard and tough for me.  Anyway, I said that I wanted to be given a chance, and so I went to the school, in the September of.... no, actually, October of 1966.

And at this stage, had you retained any sight at all?

It was gone: all I had was light and dark perception: everything else had just gone, and that was a terrifying time, because you sort of constantly test yourself: you’d get up in the morning and you’d look around, and think: hang on, I can’t see what I could see yesterday, and that sickening, gut-churning was there in the pit of your stomach, but, when I got to Dorton, it was like a breath of fresh air, because they weren’t just occupying the mind: they were educating, and, obviously, my sight problem wasn’t a problem to them, because they were dealing with it all the time, and, whenever I tried to walk around, do things, my mother would grab hold of me and support me as I walked, and Mr Bolton said, ‘Let go, mother’, and he stepped forward, and he walked to the opposite side of the room, turned round, and he said, ‘Right Linda, follow my voice.  Follow my voice’, and I just walked towards him as he spoke, and he walked round the desk, and I followed him, and he walked out of the door, and I followed him, and he walked into the hallway, and to the staircase, and I just followed him, and this was a sort of revelation in a way, because, all right, I was walking on two sticks, but, I was moving freely, and I hadn’t done that since I went blind, because my mother stuck to me like glue, in case I fell over, and so this was great: and the other thing that struck me was the laughter in the school, and, more importantly, the musicianship.  There was at one point, a child playing the big church organ in the hall, and then, a bit later on, I could hear a lesson going on, and it was the choir, and the music-making was just wonderful: I mean, they were practising things from Handel’s Messiah, and I thought, ‘I want to be part of this’, and so I went there on 16th October, on a Sunday night, in 1965 [1966?], and I was bloody terrified, but I knew I had to grasp the nettle here, and, you know, make the best of it, and my first introduction to the other kids was being taken into the dining room.  There was something like two hundred kids, sitting down to afternoon tea, and the noise just hit me like a thunderbolt, and I thought, ‘I’ve got to get out of here!  I can’t stand this’, and there was all this clattering of knives and forks, and people talking, and you couldn’t hear yourself think, and you’re shoutin’ above the row, and I thought, ‘Oh God, is this what it’s goin’ to be like?’, and I was so frightened, I just wanted to run, but of course, I didn’t know where I was going, or what I was doing, ‘cause the surroundings were totally strange.  And then, after I’d got through tea, I was taken up into the dormitory, and my bedroom was on the top floor, which was forty stairs up, and it took me twenty minutes to get up the staircase, by which time, I was completely knackered.  I used to go up with a teacher, and they had a rule that, if you were going up the stairs, you went up on the right-hand side of the stairs, and if you were coming down the stairs, you went on the left, so that you didn’t clash, because the staircase was about ... thirty foot wide, a massive staircase, and I used to have to come down these stairs at a most precarious angle, putting the tripods two treads in front of my body, and leaning forward, and then coming down with my feet, and holding onto the banister rail.

It was a circular stairway, was it?

No, just a very wide .... you know like these big staircases that you see in stately homes, where they have these big balls, and, you know, kind of, you know, like a New Year’s Eve ball, you know, in these wonderful oak-panelled rooms, you know, 
Mm

well that’s what it was like: a massively wide staircase, and the balustrade was so wide, I couldn’t put my hand round it, I could only put my hand on the flat of it, do you know what I mean?, so wide, and I used to have go up and down this staircase three times a day: I’d come down it in the morning, up at one o’clock for relaxation and shoe cleaning parade: down again for two o’clock, up again before evening meal, which was sort of quarter to five, down for the evening meal and prep., which finished at half past seven, and then you had recreation time from half past seven ‘til quarter past eight, and lights were.... and then you’d have to go up again, get ready for bed, and everything else, and lights were out by something like half past nine.   And I was in a dormitory of ten, and those kids didn’t understand why I had to have so much help, and they thought that, because the teachers were helping me up and down the stairs, and chatting to me as we went up, that I was getting terribly close to the teachers, ‘cause they would chat away to me, and then, of course, what made it even worse, was when the teachers had to lift my legs into bed and  help me with these sort of bandages, ‘cause I had these nasty chilblains on the back of my legs, due to the fact that the pulse was cut during that operation, but we didn’t know that: so the kids thought that I was getting a lot of favouritism, and because of that, they gave me a lot of stick, and I was bullied by certain of these people in the dormitory, but the staff knew about it, and they didn’t take any nonsense, and we got over that: and what was my salvation at this school was the English lessons, the Religious Knowledge, and the music. I’d already started to learn to play the flute, in an orchestra for physically disabled people, called the Wingfield Music Trust, and I had a young woman, who was a student then; this is 1964, I started learning the flute: she was a student at the Guildhall School of Music, and so I’d learnt all the preliminary basic keys, and so, when I went to Dorton, I was introduced to Michael Campbell, the male music master, but he was also an absolutely brilliant flautist, and he did a lot of work on the BBC, Radio 3, and so on, and he said, ‘I think you can be put in for your Grade 3 Flute Exam, with the Royal Academy of Music’, and this was the first examination that I’d ever taken in my life, and it was the first time that anyone ever really believed that I’d got any ability at all, and I took this exam, and I passed it with Merit, and that, to me, was the first step of realising that I’d got a brain, and it was absolutely fantastic.

You must have had a whole whirlwind of emotions at this time.

Oh yeah: discovery, tension, fear, freedom, exploration.  I don’t think, if I’d stayed  at home I would have developed in the way that I had, and therefore I think, although there’s an awful a lot spoken about, in terms of mainstream education, I think it is when you get into a new-found situation, as I was, I think it’s absolutely essential to go into the blind world for a time, and learn how to adjust yourself to being a blind person: then, when you’ve mastered the day-to-day living skills, and things like Braille, and so on, then talk about ‘mainstream education in a general school’, but until then, forget it.

And was any explanation offered as to why you may have developed your blindness?

I think that Moorfields had said to my family that I probably would be blind in my teens, but, you know, it’s not something you ever really want to believe, when your child seems to be doing quite well, but, sadly, there was obviously a lot of weakness in the eyes, and I got a detached retina, and because I kept it to myself for so long, it fragmented, there was no hope.  The only thing that I deeply regret is that that doctor should have taken further steps that afternoon: had he done so, my life might have been very different.

This was on the initial consultation, the first ....

Yeah, when he said that, you know, ‘Your girl is very brave, she’s a fighter’, he must have seen something that afternoon, and didn’t…

[Bell rings.  Break]

...just release that.  So you were at school, Lin, you were developing your musical facilities, abilities, with the flute, and the whole atmosphere then, was one that you were responding to.

Yes, it was really marvellous, and they were very pleased with my progress.  I mean obviously, I was only reading Braille at sixteen words a minute, which is painfully slow.  Other people in the class was reading it eighty words a minute, 120, 150 words a minute, and so I was sort of at the back of the class, and I don’t know what I would have done without talking book machines and tape recorders, that enabled me to catch up, but of course, this had to be done in my own time, during school breaks, lunch break, and after prep. every night, and, whereas before, I sort of felt that education was just to occupy my mind, here, I was really learning, and they decided that they’d put me in the GCSE class, GCE class, rather, and I thought, ‘Well’, you know, ‘this is going to be completely beyond me’, but I loved it: I mean, I was doing English Literature and at that time we were doing fifty-six Rudyard Kipling poems, ‘Wuthering Heights’ by Emily Bronte, and ... I can’t remember what the other thing ..... oh, and ‘Macbeth’, so really I was getting my first experience of really wonderful literature, and revelling in things like Shakespeare, and, whereas, in my school in the East End, if I’d have sat down and read Shakespeare, they’d have thought I’d gone completely mad: and I worked and worked; you know, this was mind-blowing, and I managed to pass three GCE ‘O levels, in English Language, English Literature, and Religious Knowledge, and, for the first time in my life, I’d realised that I’d got a brain, and that I didn’t have to apologise for being in this world.  I was me: what you see was what you got, and, as I said, actually, although going blind was a terribly traumatic time in my life, it was actually the best thing that ever happened, ‘cause, had I stayed in that East End school and, you know, just drifted, aged sixteen, I don’t know what I would have done: I would have probably just been sitting at home, drawing security benefits, and seeing out my days terribly bored, but as it was, they had made me realise that I had the ability to learn, and that I could stretch my brain, and it was just, it was just wonderful, and I wasn’t going to stop there.  I left school in the July, 1968, and then I tried to get some training, to go out into the big, wide world, and get a job.  Well, it’s hard enough for people with disabilities to get gainful employment, but, when you’ve got multiple disability, well then you’re regarded as a non-starter.  

Sorry, look, can I just move the wire, just in front of the table-top, because it’s...

Sorry.

..OK, there you go.  [Sound of moving wire]

And so I looked at the possibilities of what was open to me as a form of employment, and in 1969 ... 
[Sound of dog yelping.  Break]       
OK., because somebody’s arrived, I think, but there we go....yeah, we’ll go from the ...

In 1969, there weren’t many aspects of gainful employment for visually-impaired people.  It was, by and large, shorthand and audio-typing, light assembly work, light engineering, and telephony.  After I left Dorton and went to a place called Hethersett, which is a Royal National Institute for the Blind [RNIB, now Royal National Institute of the Blind] vocational training centre, and the idea was that I would go there and learn domestic skills, such as washing, ironing, all that kind of thing; cooking, and also work out dexterity of hands, and whether I could switchboards and so on.  Well, the kids that went to this vocational training centre were completely mad: they were young teenagers, predominantly, or people in their twenties and thirties: they’d got a freedom away from home and school, and they were grabbing it with both hands.  Quite often they were coming in drunk, and what have you, but when they came down the staircase, they’d get [dog yelping] to the last five treads, and they’d jump over the banisters and just drop, or come down the stairs on the banister rails, and I was terrified that, here I was, on tripod sticks, and I was just going to get knocked over by these people who were just running and dashing around, some of them with guide dogs, and if I happened to be in the middle, on a pair of tripods, I didn’t stand a chance: so it was pretty hairy, and very soon, I discovered that the domestic science room was down a spiral staircase, and the teacher said, ‘Bloody hell, I’m not helping you down there.  I’ve got a bad back’, so I never did see a washing machine, or do the ironing, or anything like that, all the time I was there, but they did at least work out the type of switchboard that they thought I’d be able to manage.  [Dog barks]  Then I got referred to the RNIB [dog barks more insistently]  Oh, I’m sorry about this.

No, no, don’t worry.

I’m sorry.  [Break]

OK., so what happened then, Lin, after Hethersett?

After Hethersett, I then applied for the RNIB commercial training college at Pembridge Place.  This was in London, and I’d decided that the best of the options was to become a telephonist, because I’d got a good speaking voice, and I might as well use it, and another battle then [dog barks again]  Switch off, it’s just...Harvey.  [Break]

So you were concentrating on telephony, as a particular skill, a particular route.

Yes, and I tried to get training at the RNIB college, and the tutor there said she was paid to teach visually-impaired people, not spastics, and it caused quite a furore, and in the end, we had to get the MP involved again, and I didn’t get in the college until January 1969, the tutor having left, because of the principle, and I was told that I had to complete my training in three months, whereas other people did it in six months to a year, and again I worked like stink, and I passed my telephony training with distinction.  Part of that training was that you had to be able to memorise 500 STD codes [Standard Telephone Dialling], and another test was, you’d be put in a telephone booth, with headphones, and you’d be given six London telephone numbers, and then the tutor would say, ‘What was the third one I gave you?’, or, ‘What was the first?’, or ‘What was the fifth?’, and [voices in background] if you couldn’t remember those six numbers in random order .... 

[Speaking at same time] Sorry, Lin, we’re getting ....
those numbers in the correct order, you were out.
Hello, there!  Hi!  [Referring to the arrival of Ralph in the room]
Hi.

So, go back to the booth bit again, if you like.

Yes, we were placed in a telephone booth, with a pair of headphones on, and you were given six London telephone numbers by the tutor, and he or she would say, ‘Right, what was the third one I gave you?  What was the fifth?  What was the first?’, and if you couldn’t remember those numbers, you failed the test: similarly, if you couldn’t remember 500 STD codes, you failed the training.  Luckily for me, I passed with Distinction: but again, instead of being given more help because of additional handicap, I was actually given less.  Every obstacle was put in my way, and I left the RNIB training college.  Oh, my mother had to come to the college, to be there to help me get up and down the stairs, to go to the toilet, and all that kind of thing, because they weren’t prepared to give me the assistance I needed, to get around the building, so again, all obstacles were put in my way, which seemed grossly unfair: and I left the RNIB college, and I got in touch with the RNIB Technical Officer, Training Officer, who helped you find a job, a placement, and also the Disablement Resettlement Officer, from the Department of Employment, and every job he told me about was on a switchboard that I couldn’t operate, and I got really annoyed by this, so in the end, I got people to look in the paper, and eventually I came across this job in the City of London: ‘Telephonist required for the Commonwealth Trading Bank of Australia’, and I rang up.  It was on the switchboard that I could operate.  I rang up, and I told the accountant that I was visually-impaired, and he invited me for interview.  I went up there with me shorthand Braille note-taking machine, for writing down the telephone numbers, and I was showing him files of work that I’d done and completed, so we were sort of armed with great big books and bits of machinery, and I remember, when I got to the bank, it was one of these banks with these horrible revolving doors, which wasn’t easy, going through on a pair of tripods:  [laughs], but, anyway, eventually, found my way into the bank, and made my way to the accountant’s office, and when he opened the door he, said, ‘Oh, I know they told me you were disabled’, he said,’ ‘but I didn’t realise you were that disabled, but you might as well come in and sit down anyway’, and I thought, ‘God, this is a really good start to your first job interview!’   But I thought, ‘Well, I’m here.  I’ve got one chance, so I might as well really go for it’, and he took my mother around the bank, showed her some of the obstacles, and we came back into the office and we started to talk about the work, and he proceeded to ask my mother every single question about my training.  
[End of tape.]  

PAGE  
15
Copyright Scope 2004


