
Page 38
Sheila Bingham 

Tape 1, 12.07.05

Well, it’s 12 July and I’m talking to Sheila Bingham in her home near Doncaster. Now, Sheila, if I can begin then at the very beginning, perhaps by asking you when and where you were born?

I was born in Accrington, in 1931 [24 July 1931]. I was born at home, because they didn’t know I was going to be born when I was. I was a few days early than it should have been. Dad was out at a meeting. Mum was left by herself, and the nurse who was supposed to look after us decided to have a day off. So she went off really, thinking I wasn’t going to be born – and I was.  Then when Dad came home and found us, together on the bed, he rang up the doctor, and got him to come out, and we were both taken to hospital, and four days later, the nurse, the doctor said to Mum, ‘Leave her here, and go and start again. There’s nothing we can do.’ Anyway, I survived that night. A nurse came to Mum, and she said, ‘Well, if that’s going to happen, take her home; look after her as much as you can, and enjoy her for, you know, four or five days or whatever.’ Anyway, I survived… We were in Accrington and Mum tried to find a clinic, or a doctor, or anything, and walked around with me for days after days after days, and finally we found a clinic, only to be told, ‘Come back next week: we’ve just closed the doors.’

So, just to return to your birth then. Was it, although it was a few days early, and perhaps unexpected, the precise time, was it a difficult birth then, or?

Could be, I suppose. That’s why I’m like I am, but, as I say, nobody was in the house to look after her at all, so when they came in, he was all, taking to hospital and finding out what we could do.  

And, this doctor then said...

The doctor said to Mum, ‘Go home and start again’, as I said, ‘She’s had it.’ And then a nurse said, ‘If that’s the case, take her home, look after her, and have a nice time for four days or whatever.’

Because the expectation was then that you wouldn’t survive?

I wouldn’t survive overnight, but, of course I did.

What led them to initially think this though?

I’ve not the faintest idea. I didn’t know much about this, Mum didn’t tell me much, too much about it. Well, eventually we found this doctor. We did go back the next week and found him, and then he suggested going to the specialist, which I went to, eventually. This was in Manchester of course, because Accrington’s not quite, very far away, and Dr Le Page; you’ve probably heard of him well most people have, I think, said... I went in; I’ve forgotten how old I was, a bit later, went many times, of course. And I found there was a cupboard door at the other end of the room, and I saw this cupboard door and it was slightly open, on purpose I think, and I started going towards it: not walking, not crawling, but going on somehow. I don’t know how I got there, but I did.

So, how old would you be Sheila then, at this time then, when you were visiting the clinic?

I would be about 10 months old, I should imagine, for this first visit. There were so many visits; I don’t know quite what the routine was. Anyway, he told Mum... Mum was stopping me going. She thought I shouldn’t be going to cupboards, you know, and he said, ‘No, leave her. Let’s see what happens’. Eventually, I got there, how I don’t know, but I got there under my own steam, and he said, ‘Oh, there’s something in her. There’s something happening!’ [laughs] but I wasn’t supposed to walk, talk, at this stage at all. On my third birthday, Mum and Dad bought me a doll’s pram and, of course, I stood up and I toddled off, with my feet turned in, inwards all the time, so once again, I was taken to other specialists, who suggested callipers. Well in those days, 60-odd years ago, they were very heavy, very awful, clumsy, cumbersome things, which they aren’t today, of course, and I was at, with those for, ooh, five years, 10 years, something like that.

So, when did you first start wearing callipers then?

When I was three.

And, prior to that then, having seen the various doctors, when was it that your parents actually got a diagnosis of cerebral palsy?

I don’t think they did. In the Thirties, I don’t think people... understood. I think Dr Le Page did, because I was about five or six then, if I remember rightly, and he said, ‘There’s two alternatives.’ We lived in Manchester at that time, and he said, ‘There’s two alternatives. You can send her off to America or go to America and live there or you can go down to St Margaret’s School in Croydon,’ which had just recently opened. I don’t know what year that would be but neither of those alternatives were… advisable, so Mum just set and taught me to do everything.

And, so, just to look back at your family circumstances then. Were you then your mother’s first child?

I’m the only one, yes.  

And in seeking out different doctors, and in finding out what your circumstances were, how did your parents take to that? What was their reaction?

Well, Mum decided to do everything she could. Dad was a bit... dubious I think, not knowing what to do. He didn’t... well, I shouldn’t say this, but he didn’t help as much, as, I think, looking back, he should have done. He always thought I could do things and I couldn’t.

And so, how old [clears throat] were you, when, how old were your parents when you were born?

In their thirties.

And they were working then, or your father was working, was he?

Dad was working, yes. Mum just stayed at home and she gave up her job when I was born.

So, what, just to, get a bit of background, what was the nature of your parents’ work?

Dad worked at the CPA, Calico Printers, printing cotton and ... inventing nylon and ‘Terylene’, and all those things which was never heard of in those days, of course. But we had a big garden, in Derbyshire, and he, during the War, took this on. He did an allotment, about an acre, and he gave me a little patch to do, and of course, I was keenly watering me garden – this is the story that everybody tells – and I didn’t know he’d put chemicals in to damp the weeds down; kill the weeds off. So I used to get the can of water, water my garden; he said, ‘What are you doing?’ I said, ‘Killing the weeds’. He said, ‘Oh yes, OK’, because in those days, I was wearing callipers, which is very, very awkward to kneel down on.

And, [clears throat] living where you were; you were first near Manchester, were you, then you moved to Derbyshire [talking together]. What was that when did you move to Derbyshire then?

That’s right. When I was one year old.  

And where you were then in Derbyshire, did you have the support of a wider family network?

No. One of Mum’s brothers used to come over from Cheshire where he lived, miles and miles away, occasionally. At very short notice he used to just appear and that gave her a lot of encouragement, because she had somebody to, you know, talk to. 

Because, at the time then, I suspect... What do you suspect [clears throat] the knowledge or awareness of cerebral palsy was, particularly perhaps amongst the medical profession? 

I should say non-existent…

And,

in the area that I was in.

And so the only immediate remedy, if you like, was the suggestion that you should wear callipers. How would you describe those callipers?

Up to the knee, up to just below the knee and, of course, the boots as well, which didn’t help in the winter, in the summer, because they were hot and cumbersome, but I just had to wear them.

And what were they intended to do?

Straighten my feet or legs, I suppose, but I don’t think they did... much good, quite frankly.

And in terms of options for education as you approached, perhaps five, what was under discussion then?

There was a teacher, a nursery teacher, well, infants’ school teacher; we didn’t start until five anyway in those days. And she used to live next door to me – Miss Hadfield – and I used to see her going out to school with a load of kids, all going like Pied Piper, going to school, and I really wanted to join them. So eventually, she, although she took the second class: five-, six-year-olds, six-year-olds, they’d be: she said she’d take me on and see how I got on. So I did go to school for a little while, but I enjoyed it, when she was teaching me, but when I got to seven, she said, ‘No, stay down another year, in my class and then go up.’ Well, eventually I had to go up, and that was it.

This was the local village school, was it? 

Yes. Yes, the local village school.  

And in terms of…

And they were very good to me. The children were excellent; they knew exactly what to... they let me join in all the games. They let me win sometimes, which is a great surprise.

And so was it a big school?

It was just an average village school. I don’t know how many pupils there were and I never... 

So did you know most of the children anyway then, or, that went to the school?

Well, obviously, I knew the ones round me, who lived near me. They’d see me, well, they’d been with me all the time and, of course, the head girl used to live near me. That was the May Queen, eventually, and she used to take me out, walking with me, and going in the pram. I had a pram of course, in those days, and she used to take me out [talking together] quite a bit.

So you started… to be on your feet, aged three, walking with the doll’s pram. And in terms of your general walking, then, when did that come on, as it were?

It didn’t. [Laughs.] I had the callipers until I was about 10, but they got so cumbersome and so awkward, that I don’t know what happened. Eventually, I gave up with those and wore shoes: big shoes, boots specially made, and they were even worse I think.  

So you’d been back to hospital, or the doctor’s, to…?

Oh we used to go back every... three or four weeks, yeah. Anyway, Mum taught… I couldn’t use my right hand at all, that was just like this, it is now, well it isn’t, and Mum got me to do all kinds of things. We used to play games. She used to have, we used to have a shop, a little shop, you know, a toy shop, put me in one room, and said right; I’d set it up and close the door, and go into the other room. Then I’d have to go, knock at the door. I had to open it with my right hand – I wasn’t allowed to use my left hand – and then give, and then shake hands with her, and then serve the customer. And that happened every day of my life, and I left school when I was seven, and Mum taught me for three or four years at home, but then of course I wanted to go back with bigger children, so I went to another school.

So what was the thinking behind, you know, leaving school and being taught at home then?

The leaving of school, because when I went up to Standard One, the children were too rough for me and also, in Standard One, the girls had to do needlework, and the boys went off to do woodwork. Now they couldn’t teach me to sew because I couldn’t use both hands, so they gave me some toys, in a corner of the room, but after a while, they thought, ‘Well, she’ll go home and tell her mum what’s happening, and [laughing] this will not be approved of’. This is my own way of thinking now, and so they started on the knitting. Well of course, I couldn’t knit either. I did eventually learn by Mum’s teaching. So, well, I just sat there, doing nothing, when they did sewing. Anyway, after a while I couldn’t have… do any more of this… because the teacher in those days had a long cane, and anyone who did anything naughty, I didn’t get the cane, but any boy, of the boys or the girls, spilt anything, they got a whack from the cane. And this annoyed, well it didn’t annoy me, it upset me. So Mum took me away and I had lessons at home, with that teacher again, Miss Hadfield.

And,

And others.

And in terms of how the cp presented itself then, it was ... Were you right-handed?

Yes, but I couldn’t use my right hand.

Yeah. As I said, so it, in particular then, affected your right hand,

Yes.

As well as the walking... So, in terms of being able to acquire the writing skills, what did you do?

I used my left hand but I was very, very, very slow, and, but they put up with me, and, when I got to bigger school, of course, people did the job for me. And I used to take it home, do the lesson at school, and then take it home so I did all the work I had to do during the day, in my own time, plus all my homework as well.  

So, in terms of, what, writing up notes and things, 

Yes.

You took them home you’d make rough notes in the day, would you?

No. Somebody else made rough notes for me and then I had to go home, and copy them into my own.

So, who was doing the note-taking for you?

One of the other pupils.  

So, this was in the days, obviously, before any kind of learning support assistant arrangement, or…

Nothing. Nothing: and I went to an older school, they weren’t any.

And so let’s,

Others.

You were then, just having completed, what, three years of tuition at home?

Yes.

And then came the thought to go to a secondary school.

Well, there wasn’t a secondary school, it was a private school. 

OK, so what led to the particular choice of the school that you went to?

Because I knew somebody who already went to it. They were all able-bodied, of course, and they were all small classes. But it was six miles away, so I had to get on a bus to go.

And so, what age did you go there?

Twelve.

Twelve.

Twelve until I was 16.

And what was the name then, Sheila?

Marple. Marple High School [Marple near Stockport]. It was a private school, though it wasn’t...
Yes and so, what sort of numbers again of people, just of size?

About 50 of us… 

About 50.

Altogether. Five classes.

Yeah and, you were the only child, were you, with an apparent disability?

Yes.

So, was it boys and girls?

Yes, oh yes.

And so, how did the other pupils, how did you get on with the other pupils?

Very good. Excellent. No problems at all at that one and, of course, by this time I was very keen on looking after children myself.  So the headmistress, said that I could look after the little ones, when it rains, go down to the infants and you know, look after them and read to them and play games with them.

So this was, the school had infants as well, did it?

Yes, five ‘til 16.

Right, but in terms of the older pupils then, there was only about 50. Well, there was four classes all, in total.

Fifty altogether.  

All, including the younger children.

Yes.  

And for your parents then, to ... you know, to pay for you then to go to the private school, that must have been quite a…

Yes. We had to pay for everything in those days; doctors and everything else, so they must have spent a fortune on me.  

And meantime, your father was still working in the same area, was he?

Oh yes.

The Chemicals [?] yeah.

He was working in Manchester.

Right and ... do you remember, you know, at the time, from how you felt about going to the new school, in particular?

Oh I loved it. I loved it. Every minute of it, I really did. It was... really an opening.  Although I couldn’t do, well I did all the work, of course, but I had to do it in stages of course. As I say, somebody did the work for me and then I did it at home, so it was a lot of hard work I can tell you. You never had a second to go out.

So, there you were then, at the…

[Talking together] Yeah.

Nearby private school, for, and working your way through particular years. Did you have particular favourite subjects that...?

English... I loved English and I liked geography, to a certain extent. I liked history, very much. I didn’t particularly like art, though I did enjoy French, funnily enough. But I didn’t take any ‘O’ levels or anything at school, because they didn’t go up to that standard.

And in terms of your general mobility, at the time, by this time then you were, you’d dispensed with the callipers, had you?

Yes.

And you had these special shoes, and... were you then undergoing things like physiotherapy at all?

No, I had no physiotherapy at this stage. I did later on because that, again, I had to go privately. I knew somebody who was a physiotherapist, but while I was at that school, when she sent me down to look after the little ones, she always said, ‘You’ll get a job, when you leave school, with children, won’t you?’ I said, ‘Yes. I’ll try’. I tried in vain; nobody’d have me, of course. So I worked with Dad, Mum and Dad in the garden, of course.

Mm. That’s going ahead a few years, I guess. And in terms of looking for solutions, if you like, looking to make things easier, you were still in a situation were you, where you were asking, you know, perhaps one of your friends to make notes, and then you’d have to write the notes up? 

Oh yes, [talking together] I did that all the…

In the evening and so on?

Four years I was there.

So, in terms of writing those notes up then, did you write them up yourself then?
Yes.

Using your left hand, as it were?

Yes.  

Yeah.

It took me all night just to catch up with me day work, because I had to give the books back the next day. 

And as you then, you know, progressed through the school, you said earlier on that they didn’t actually do, sort of ‘O’ levels, as it might be described now, did they, do any final, any kind of end-of-school exams at all?

No. We didn’t get up to that standard... eight, at all, unfortunately.

And so, as you approached the end of your school time, what options did you have?

I didn’t have any options in the village school but, at that time, Mum and Dad were moving to the Lake District, and we moved up... sorry, we moved to Nottingham, and then the Lake District, that’s right. And so I went to college in the Lake District; in Nottingham, but there again it was a case of doing the job and, you know, at college, and then borrowing somebody’s books again, so I had to have the same procedure all over again.  

So, what kind of college was this then, Sheila?

The People’s College of Education. 

And …

In Nottingham.

And what were you studying there?

English, religious knowledge and French.

So this would be...

And English literature as well.

So this would be when you,

And scripture 

I was in my twenties at this stage.

Oh right, so you, there was a, so you left the private school then at, what, 16 did you?

Yes.

And then there was a few years’ gap, was there?

Yeah, working with Mum and Dad in the garden because during the War we had to.  

So... right. So, the garden that you had obviously, Wartime then at this time.  

Yes.

That was mainly to feed the family was it?

Oh yes.

That was the idea.

But Dad was still working, of course, but we did sell the produce.

So in terms of your ... seeking other work, or looking for other work… did you, look for other work at all, or?

Well, we did when we got to Grange-over-Sands, working in a nursery, and I started working in a nursery – Mum and Dad’s nursery – because Dad felt he couldn’t do much more in Hayfield in Manchester and he thought the outdoor life might do us the world of good, so I worked on that for a long time.

So, just to return to the sequence of events then. You moved, when you left the private school, to Nottingham first of all.

Yes.

And how long did you stay at Nottingham?

Four or five years.

So this was through the remainder of the War years, then, and

Yes. Well, after the War.

Right, so, when did you, and through until after the War, yeah?

Yeah.

Yes.

We went to the Lake District after Hayfield. Sorry, I’m all…

Oh, not to worry, no. So Hayfield then was...

Hayfield in Derbyshire. Then we went up to the Lake District, and did this... that also was... the Lake District for, four or five years doing, and then that went bankrupt, because we couldn’t get the staff to do it, and we couldn’t get this and we couldn’t get that. 

This was a market garden, was it?

Yes, and people used to go in and pinch everything while we weren’t there, because we lived about a couple of miles away from the garden, which was, and then Mum, Dad took a job in Nottingham.

Oh right.

So that’s when we went.

So that when you left school then, you moved to?

Derbyshire.

To [talking together] Derbyshire, to the Lake District.  

No, the Lake District.

You moved to the Lake District. So your father left his other work, did he at that time?

Yes, he left CPA. 

Yes.

And went to work for himself.

Specifically, during the War years, to run this market garden.

No, that was after the War.

I see. Yes. Right. So, he carried…

He worked during the War in May, in Der..., in Nottingham… in, Manchester. [Talking together] I’m getting it all wrong.

Right. So, what did he do during the War then?

He was at the CPA.

So he was still working in the same work. Was he in a reserved occupation, was he, or?

He wouldn’t join.

Oh I see.

He wouldn’t join up.  

I see.

That’s why we had to have the market garden.

Oh I see, so that…?

If people didn’t want to join up, they had to do something.

Yes.

For the country.

So, when did you move to the Lake District, to start the market garden?

When I was 17. 1949.

1949.

Yes.

You were 17 in 1949. Right, so that, I see.

Or 18. [Laughs]  

So, we’ll just reiterate those sequence of events then, Sheila. So that you left school at 17.  

That’s right.

You were in Derbyshire, still.

We were still in Derbyshire.

At the time.

Yes.

Your dad was still working at [together] at CPA and, in the meantime, he was also cultivating his own garden, was he?

That’s right.

Which part of the produce you sold. 

Yes. That’s it.

Then, in 1949, was it, you moved?

Yes.

To   

To the Lake District.

To the Lake District. Carried on with another market garden business there.

Yes.

Right and it was,

We sold things on the market stall.

I see, yes. And, having moved to the Lake District in 1949, how long did you live there then?

About eight years.

And then after those eight years, you came back to Nottingham, and it was in, then in your mid-twenties when you went to college there in Nottingham.

That’s right, yes.

Yeah.  

But in the meantime, I’d ... when I was in the Lake District and I’d applied to all kinds of jobs, they sent me to a rehabilitation centre, which was at Egham.

Who was that?  

In Surrey.

Who sent...?
The Labour Exchange.

Right.  

because I did enlist, or whatever you call it, and they thought I could get thorough training. So, what did they do was put me on a machine – sewing machine – needless to say, and the needle kept coming out and I was a nightmare to everybody else under the sun. So eventually, because they knew I’d been a gardener, they sent me out into the ... horticulture department, and I was very happy there.

And so, you were at Egham then, having this assessment, by, or run on behalf of the Department of 

Labour Exchange. Yes.

Sorry, the Labour Exchange. How long did that assessment last for then?

Six, eight weeks.

And so was this then, your first time, essentially, you know, spending that kind of length of time away from the family home?

Oh yes. The first time I’d been away from home in my life by myself. [Talking together.] Hard,

And how did,

It was hard-going.

And how did you feel about that?

Well, it had to be done, so. I wanted a job. I didn’t get the job I wanted but I was, after a job, but putting me in gardening again, which I’d already done for years and years and years – all my life – I didn’t, wasn’t very happy on that score.

So, when you were in the Lake District and you were helping your dad out with his market garden business…

[end of Side A]

Side B

So, when you were in the Lake District helping your dad with the market garden business, which he’d got by this time, what kinds of things were you doing, to help your father?

Well, gathering the vegetables, gathering tomatoes everything for the market. And I used to stay at home and get the dinner ready, for when they went to market. But busy times, of course, I used to go with them, and work on the stall with them.  

So you ran a stall at, in the market,

Miles away from where we were, yes. That was in Barrow-in-Furness.

And your mum was helping as well, your father, in the business.

Oh yes, Mum and Dad and I all worked. It didn’t pay but we worked.

[Laughs] 

And when you were then looking for other work, initially, before the assessment, what kind of work were you looking for?

Well, I’ve always wanted to work with children but I’ve never succeeded, and so we moved to Nottingham.

So, when you left... 

The Lake District.  

When you left your school, the head teacher had said to you, as you say, that, ‘You’ll end up working with children’. Had you then initially looked for work with children?

Many times and oft, but nobody’d accept me. I went to an interview, in Nottingham, when we got there, and the interview went fine because I’d worked with children, in various places, you know, looking after them and so on. And they said, the last question was, ‘Have you handled a baby of under six months old?’, and truthfully, I said, ‘No’. He says, ‘All right, you can’t have a job’. Anyway, I went back to Mum, she was waiting for me, and we waited for the next girl to go in, and I said, when she came out, ‘Ooh’, she said, ‘I got the job’. I said, ‘Good for you’, I said, ‘What kind of questions did they ask? Did they ask you if you could handle a baby over six months old?’ and she said ‘Yes, but I said ‘No.’ They said, ‘That’s all right, we’ll teach you,’ but no such luck for me.

And so, what was this interview then, Sheila? What was the organisation?  

For a job with nurses’ children, looking after children when the family went to work.

So, was it a privately-run organisation?

Well, it could have been anywhere.  

Yeah.

Just general appliance, you know. Just generally. 

So, it was training to be a nursery,

A nurse.

Nursery worker. Nursery nurse.

Well, nursery assistant or

And you said, prior to that interview, that you’d worked with children at various times, what were those times?

Well in Nottingham, we had a… group on a Saturday morning… it was The Cripples Guild, as it was in those days. I joined The Spastics Society, of course, Mr and Mrs Wolff, but this was a Saturday morning club for disabled children, while their mums and dads had a break or went shopping, or did what they wanted to do without the kids.

So, what was the name of the organisation?

It was The Cripples Guild. 

Cripples

Run by Mrs Beesley.

Cripples Guild. 

[Talking together] The Cripples Guild.

Right and was that a particular Nottingham-based organisation then, or?

No, it was the Royal; this was based in the Methodist Church, in the centre of Nottingham.

And the Cripples Guild was a national Methodist organisation was it?

No, it was a national organisation, I don’t know whether it’s geared to Methodism or not.

Oh I see. Sure.

National.

So, you joined that then, having moved to Nottingham, and…

Yes.

And worked with disabled children. 

That’s right.

How did that feel, working with children?

Oh, it was lovely. Oh, exactly what I wanted. And then Mrs Wolff’s son went to the Wilfred Pickles School, which was just opened, and he said, ‘She is so good with children, why doesn’t she come and join me in school?’

And so he…

So, Mrs Wolff rang up the school and said, ‘Do you want a house mother?’ 

Right, so the

And well, yes.

The Wilfred Pickles School was a school for disabled children. 

That’s right. One of the first opened by The Spastics Society, Scope, as it is now.

Right, so, had you heard about The Wilfred Pickles School before that then?

No, only from Richard, and Mr and Mrs Wolff.

Right and so, you would … just to return to Nottingham then. You were studying at the college in Nottingham and what was the outcome of that?

Well I got a GCE ‘O’ level in French and English.  

Right, so after that then, you were looking for work with children,

Yes.

And, in terms of taking the exams – just to cover that a bit – what was the technique there then?

Well, by this time I had a typewriter, and I could take, I did the [sound of aircraft noise in background] mock ‘O’ levels on this typewriter, but that was very hard going. So, when I took the exams I dictated it to other people and dictating in French, is not very easy.  

And just to describe the set-up then. You were in a different room were you, you and the person you were dictating to?  

Yes, well I had to have somebody looking on, just in case we made mistakes.

And did you have extra time at all or anything like that?

A little bit; about half-an-hour extra but it was very... well, I won’t say I enjoyed it, but I got through it.

And in   

because I passed.

Yes, well done. And in studying at the college, again, what was the situation there?

Well, there again I had to take my notes, borrow them off somebody, because I couldn’t read my own writing, they were so fast, and then do double work again.

And then,

Catching up all day and then, doing my homework as well.

And so the, typewriter that you had, that was a…?

Portable. Yes.

A sort of manual typewriter? A portable manual typewriter?

Yes. That’s all there were in those days.  

And so you used that for exams, did you use a, for course work?

I did that for the mock exam,

Right.

But when it came to the real exam, I had somebody who wrote it down for me,

And in…

And I dictated it.

And in terms of use of the typewriter generally then, did you use that for making your full notes in the evening at all?

Sometimes. It depended, you know, it depended what we, what I was doing.

And to type, of course, that would, needs a fair bit of finger dexterity.

Oh, I used one finger. I was a one-finger typist, I still am.

So, [sound as if vehicle reversing outside] but it must have been nice though to see things typed up in that way?

Yes, but of course, with the computer you can rub them out and start again, but with a typewriter: no such luck. If you made a mistake, you made a mistake, and had to... start again, you know.

So, in writing up your course notes in the evenings... because it was not so hurried, was it easier then to follow your own writing?

Oh yes. Much easier, yes.

And how did you find the actual process of studying, having not taken exams previously?

Hard-going, but luckily for me, I’ve got quite a good memory, so it all helped.  

And the college itself, that was a college, was it, for students taking exams, what, perhaps later than otherwise?

No, I was in with 16-, 17-, 18-year-olds. I think I was the eldest there, at the time.

And so, was that the local authority college then, or?

Yes, in Nottingham. Yes.  

And so, how did that feel, having had perhaps a number of years out of full-time education, to then go back into it?

It was hard going. The point was, I was at The Wilfred Pickles School first, and then Mum, unbeknown to me, joined me up at this college, thinking that if I got some ‘O’ levels, I might get a ‘better’, in inverted commas, job.

Oh right. So you started work at The Wilfred Pickles School before [talking together] you went to the Nottingham college.

Oh yes. Yes.

And so let’s just rewind a bit then, in terms of when you started at Wilfred Pickles School, how long had you been in Nottingham?

About two years, but I worked with the children every Saturday of course, and helped whenever I could.

Right, and The Wilfred Pickles School was itself near Stamford I think, wasn’t it?

That’s right, yes.

So, OK,

Boarding school.  

Yes. Let’s look a little bit at that then, shall we, in terms of how that then felt. How did you feel, you went for an interview did you, to The Wilfred Pickles School?

No, they phoned me – phoned my neighbour, and said I’d got the job – and, ‘Would I start on the Monday?’

So the,

I got, they gave me two days’ ... notice,

So, they

because Richard had said, ‘Come’.

Oh right, so he was working there was he?

No, he was one of the pupils; he was eight years old at the time.

Oh of course. So, the people at The Wilfred Pickles School, they took you on without an interview?

That’s right. Well, I went. We arrived at… five o’clock in the evening on Sunday and I started work at eight o’clock the next morning. And so I went to find Richard… who… they were having their tea and I said, ‘Oh tell Richard that I’ve arrived’, and one little girl piped up, ‘Are you staying?’ and I said, ‘Yes’. She said, ‘Well take your coat off then, if you’re staying.’ So Mum said, ‘You’re in: you’re in, you’ve been accepted.’

So, was it the visit, the initial visit then was just to sort of look round? 

No the initial visit was, ‘Be there, and start work the next morning.’

So, it was rather unusual though wasn’t it, to take you on without an interview perhaps? 

Quite.

Yeah, but this was…

But they wrote, they got a good reference, from Richard: or his mum.

Right, so once you’d arrived did you have any kind of formal interview at all?

No, no, I just got on with the job.

So this was,

Looking after the kids. I had two children: one was deaf: very deaf, and the other could only say, ‘mummy’, ‘daddy’, ‘yes’, and ‘no’, but she knew everything you said to her. They were both five years old at the time.

And so The Wilfred Pickles School had been going, had it, for a number of years?

No. It had just started in the September.

[Talking together] Right, and what… 

For a term.

Yes. And so what year would this be then, Sheila?

1956.

1956. So they’d started in September 1956, and you

No, they started in... September ‘55.

Sorry. September of 1955, The Wilfred Pickles School started. 

Yes.

And you were

Yes. January ‘56.

January ‘56.

Yes.

Right, so…

So, they’d only been there a term.

Right.

So, everybody was new.

And, 

We didn’t know what we were doing, or anything else.

What were your impressions then when you got there?

Oh, I thought it was a lovely place. It was an old-fashioned house, a very old house with out-buildings, which we used a lot. The cottages and the classrooms were in, what was the stables and all kinds of outdoor buildings, you know. So, the idea was for the children to live in the house and go to school, so they had to physically go out of their house, across the yard, well quite a few yards, to the big school, to the classrooms.

And, of course, in the early days then, the numbers just beginning, including, I think as you say, children with hearing impairments, as well as children with cerebral palsy – just beginning then, numbers building up. What sort of numbers of pupils?

There was 70. Sixty living in and 10 day ones, who came from Peterborough, and they were bussed in every day, by our own mini-bus.

And what sort of age of ranges?

Five to 16.

Sorry, [laughing] range of ages, even.

Yes. Five to sixteen.

And run by The Spastics Society [talking together] as it then was.

That’s right, yes.

How would describe the atmosphere of the school?

Wonderful. We all co-operated with everybody else. We knew what everybody else was doing. The individual children were children, individually, and we got to know 

them. I know quite a few of them, still, grown up, and I don’t hear from them but I know where they are, and what they’re doing, and I keep in contact through other people. I keep in contact with quite a few of the teachers as well. I did until they died off… older than I am, of course.

And in your own personal circumstance of course, I mean, the children, those that were boarding, were away from home, and you were also away from home then yourself. What were your emotions about that?

I enjoyed it. I liked the independence. I liked the way I was able to do things for other people, instead of people doing things for me all the time… I was alive.  

And so you were in your, what, early twenties?

I was in my element.

And you were in your early twenties as well, yes?

Yes.

Right, so that, for you, then, this was the first major time you’d been away from the family home.

Yes.

And you were working with children, which had been your long-held ambition really. So, for you then at that time, life must have seemed pretty good?

It did.  

Yeah. And you had... what, two children you were saying, in particular, to look after?

I had two little ones to look after, yes. As I say, one was deaf and the other was just ‘mummy’, ‘daddy’, ‘yes’ and ‘no’, but she knew exactly. Raymond was the boy, 

who was deaf, and he could... Jigsaws as well, he got everywhere with jigsaws. Give him a jigsaw and he’d done it in two seconds flat, you couldn’t keep pace with him, and Alex, she knew everything you said to her, but she never had more than four words. We did teach, try to teach her, the speech therapist, but to no avail.

Was it because of the...?
We don’t know. We never found out what that condition was at all.

And so, being a house mother then, you were assigned in particular to two children. Take me through a typical day, if you like.

Got them up in the morning; dressed them, gave them their breakfast, or helped them with their breakfast. And then we went back and had ours, and then at lunch, break time, of course you had to go and toilet them and things like that. And then at lunch-time I was put on the job of being with the day pupils on a table, and looking after them, and then going back to work. Then, after a while, these two children were taken off me and one was given to somebody else, and one was given, and I had the job of putting the mugs out every morning, and taking everybody to physiotherapy, occupational therapy, and speech therapy. Every half-hour, five children, to five different places, near at hand of course, for each classroom. So I had to pick five up, take them to physio or whatever, get the five that were there, take them back to the classroom, and that continued ‘til nine o’clock in the morning until five o’clock at night.

And it was all on the same school campus.

Oh yes, it was all on the same. It wasn’t very far, but it seemed far enough, especially when one little boy decided to go in the opposite direction to what you wanted him to go into…

And…
Which happened quite a few times.

Yeah and about 70 pupils altogether, you were saying.

Sixty living in, 10 day ones, yes.

Just how did the kids get on with each other?

Fine. Just like any other family.

And they were coming from, those that were boarding, from different parts of the country.  

All over the country, yes. south, east, west, you name it, we’d got it.

And so was there a high ratio, then, of house mothers?

Yes, there was about five children to each house parent.

So, how did you get on with the other house parents?

Fine. No problem. Five teachers, I mean I was involved in every, every one. In fact, when the teachers had a meeting, I used to take over the class.

And were there other house mothers... people working there with apparent disabilities?

No. One. Pat. Pat Bilney [who had cerebral palsy]. I’ll mention names…
And…
Because I want them to hear this.

And so, to be working, not only with children, which you’d wanted to work with, but with disabled children, with children with cerebral palsy, the very disability that you yourself had, how did that make you feel?

Grand, because I was doing something for somebody else. They helped me, anyway. I mean we helped each other. In fact, one day, a little girl came to me, she was about ... Alice. Alice Moira, one of the first children, first mums and dads were, who got together and started us all off, in... whatever it was, in 1952. And Alice came to me and said, ‘Miss Lead, we’ve been reading ‘Daffodils’ by William Wordsworth. What does 10,000 look like?’

And the…

And she said, ‘I know it was 10,000, I saw it at a glance’. I said, ‘Well, if you come down to the... ask your house mother to take you down to the lake. You’ll see about a thousand’, I said, ‘And just imagine, ten times’. She said, ‘My house mother won’t take me!’ I said, ‘All right, I’ll take you’, so when I got off Tuesday, after tea, I said, ‘Come on, Alice, we’ll go down to the lake’. It was summer, spring, anyway... and she was so pleased that I had given her the opportunity to... sort something out that she wanted to sort out: and that’s what I did. The other house parents wouldn’t. 

And this was a…

Well, I did, some of them. [Inaudible.]

This is Alice Moira, as you say, daughter of one of the founders of The,

That’s right, yeah.

Of The Spastics Society, yeah, Alex Moira. And just to put in context then, The Wilfred Pickles School itself, it was in quite extensive grounds then?

Yes, it was.

And what was it previously, the building?

The big building was a home for delinquent children I believe, or maybe, I don’t know.

And named after a popular entertainer.

[Laughs] He was. Named after Wilfred Pickles, who came to the school and we all met him, and he was lovely with the kids, he really was. Course he’d got his own son who unfortunately – David – who unfortunately died when he was five years old. He’d just got him into a school. Nobody’d take him on, the usual story, and nobody’d take him on to school, and Wilfred was getting a bit annoyed about this. In the end, he’d just died and the headmaster said, ‘I’ve got a place for David’, and of course it was too late. So he founded, he wanted to name this school in memory of David, I suppose.

Right and he lent his name and supported the work of The Spastics Society.

Yes, he came quite a few times to see us.

And did the…

He and Mabel.

Uhuh. And, for those that don’t know, how would you describe the work of Wilfred Pickles?

[Laughs] ‘Have A Go’, of course, was his main thing. I personally liked him.

A quiz programme, this was.

The quiz programme, yes. I quite liked him and I liked him even better when I met him, but he was very ... he was quick on the uptake. In fact, I’d gone to the tent where he was signing autographs, with one of the little boys who wanted his autograph, and Wilfred was just coming out, and I said, ‘All right George, we’ll come back’, and Wilfred said to him, ‘It’s all right George, I’ll be back in a few minutes’. And George said to me, ‘How did he know my name?’, course I’d just said it.

And was the son of Wilfred Pickles – David - was his disability cerebral palsy, then?

Yes.

And was it widely known, do you think, that Wilfred Pickles had a son with a disability, at the time?

I don’t think it was. I mean he died at, I don’t know what year it was, this was, but I suppose it was ages before that The Spastics Society got started.

And did you find that the children, amongst themselves, and perhaps to you as well: did they ask questions about their own disability, disability generally? Did they ask you questions about your disability?

 No. We just all played together, and supported each other, and you know…

They just took it as normal I guess, just everyday.

Well, we had, we did. We were in that environment, everybody else was the same. So I mean, nobody... Well, I don’t know whether it’s a good thing to be in a special school or not.

[Talking together] And…

I don’t know. There were no special schools when I was little anyway, so...

And in terms of how your parents then felt, about you, securing the job of a house mother at Wilfred Pickles School. How did they feel about it?

I think they were pleased that I got the job I wanted in the end. It took me many years to get there but I kept pleading, I wanted to work with children.

And what was it in particular that drew you to wanting to work with children?

because I was very fond of them, and I always liked to be in their company. I meet a girl who used to visit us when we were in Derbyshire. She always turned up and had a cup of tea with us. She was only three.

And so did your parents, looking back then, feel... now that you were in this position, you were in your early twenties, you’d arrived at this circumstance, and then looking back at the early medical advice that you’d been given when you were just a few days old, how do you think they felt about…

I’ve no idea, they never talked about it, but I suppose they were pleased.

And, in terms of your own longer-term aims and ambitions then, what were they when you were working at Wilfred Pickles?

I don’t want to say. I was hoping I’d continue there but of course Mum and Dad, Mum had her ideas, and signed me up for the college.

So, how long did you work at Wilfred Pickles?

Two-and-a-half years. I’d have been there until it closed in 1970, if they’d, if I’d had my way.

And so... in terms of going to the college, did you discuss with your mother then, attending the college, or was it...?

No, she just said, ‘You’re going’. Mr Pedder got a letter saying that she did know me and would I start next week?

Right, so, who was Mr Penney, sorry?

Mr Pedder, the headmaster [talking together] of Wilfred Pickles School [R.A. Pedder, Robert Pedder].

Right. Mr Pedder. Right, so…

And he just said, ‘You’re going to college’, and I said, ‘But I’ve been home for my holidays, she never said a dicky bird [cockney rhyming slang for ‘word’] she never said a word to me.’ Went back to school, which I enjoyed working at. A fortnight later I’d been enrolled at college.

Right, so, how did you feel about that then?

A bit annoyed [talking together] in some ways.

And so… Uhum.
A bit annoyed in some ways, but I’m very grateful now.  

And so, how old were you then, just to pin it down, when you…

In my twenties again.

Again in your twenties but,

Well, nearer 30 by this stage.

Right. So, your mother hoped that, by going to college then, you’d have more options, as she might have described it? And you’d started, as you say, two weeks into a fresh year at the Wilfred Pickles School.

Two, a term.

Into a term. So, going back to college must have been quite a shock to the system then, in a way, was it?

Oh yes. It took me a term to catch up of what I’d already missed in the first two weeks.  

Right, and was this then a year-long course?

Yes. Yes, I was there for a year, yes.

Right, OK, what we’ll do, Sheila is, because we’re coming near to the end of the tape. 

[End of recording.]
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