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OK, we thought then Sheila we’d recount your memories of the outbreak of the Second World War. What do you remember from that time?

It was 3 September 1939 that War was declared and we happened to be on holiday in North Wales, camping in a tent, with cows in our field with the tents – among us. And Dad went up as he usually did for the nine o’clock news and came back looking very sad and bewildered. He’d heard the outbreak, that War had now been declared after Chamberlain very firmly told us it wouldn’t be. So.

So he had gone to what, to hear the news on the radio? 
He went up to the farm to hear the nine o’clock news. He came back to the tent and told us that War had been declared, so Mum went up to hear the 10 o’clock news, which there was in those days on the wireless of course, and then we wondered whether to have our holiday or go home. But we’d only arrived the day before on the second for our annual holiday of two weeks, so we decided – I think it was wise in the end – to stay. When we got back home of course, from Hayfield where we lived, we could see the German aeroplanes as they flew over to bomb Manchester. Because as the crow flies it wouldn’t be more than 10 miles, probably 12 miles away. We could see the, we could hear the bombs being dropped; we could actually see the smoke rising, which was really very disconcerting because it was so near. So far and yet it looked as though it was only a stone’s throw away from us. And Dad joined the ARP – Air Raid Precaution. He was a warden and one night while the bomb was there just over Lantern Pike – we had Lantern Pike in front of us and Kinder Scout behind us, well-known places in Derbyshire – and he reported that a bomb had dropped in a little village or hamlet called Rowarth but over Lantern Pike he said. Anyway, they all rushed around to find where this bomb was, only to find in the middle of Rowarth it had landed. But there were two fire crews; one from Hayfield – one side of Rowarth – and the other from New Mills [ph] and they were having a discussion because this bomb had landed right in the middle of the river, a little stream, and it was on no man’s land. Hayfield didn’t own it because it wasn’t on their side, New Mills didn’t own it because it wasn’t on their side and Dad, who’d arrived then, they said to him, ‘Who was the idiot who told us about this bomb?’ So Dad shut up right, and didn’t say a dicky bird that it was him because he was an RAA [RAP] warden and he should have known better. But was he to know? It absolutely arrived, dead where he said it had arrived and nobody could believe.

So it was an unexploded bomb, very obviously and

Well it turned out to be, yes.

Sat there in the middle of the 

Sat there in the middle of 

Of the stream
Of the stream… and nobody would rescue it because nobody owned it.

So how did they resolve the situation? 

I don’t know I wasn’t there, I didn’t want to know. Dad was laughing about it when he came home but the way they were all fighting who’s it, you know, diffused the thing.

And do you remember, you know, changes in civilian life then? 

Well, I was still at school at this time and we all had to carry gas masks and as soon as the alarm went off we all had to evacuate the school and go to somebody’s house. And luckily for me my teacher, Miss Hadfield again, suggested that I just cut across the road and went to a cottage that was quite near us. We had another little girl in a wheelchair and she was also evacuated to this cottage. Everybody else went all over the place. The bombs of course, didn’t land in our village, except one, who killed the May Queen’s mum, who happened to be out collecting rent at the time and that bomb was supposed to be for Manchester and it landed in our little village of Hayfield. The one and only, thank goodness. 

So, was this Edie’s mother?

Yes. 

The girl…

The May Queen.

Girl who you became attendant to the May Queen later?

No, before.

Right, yes, before that happened.

[Talking together.] Yes.

I see. And you referred there to another girl who was using a wheelchair. She arrived an evacuee in the village, or?

No, she was one of our members but she wasn’t in my class. She was in another class. She was older than me, so I didn’t really see much of her but I knew she was in a wheelchair and quite a few operations and so on. 

[Talking together.] And do you know

But I don’t know what became of her or anything. 

And what was the nature of her disability?

No idea.

Because I suppose it was fairly unusual to have, in a small village school then, two children at least with apparent disabilities.

There were three of us actually but we weren’t in the same class.

And what was the circumstances of the third pupil?

I don’t know. As I say, she wasn’t in my class. 

No, you said there were three of you altogether then,

There were three of us disabled.

Yeah.

Yes. [Talking together.] In the school. 

So who, what was the situation of the, there was the girl using the wheelchair, and the third pupil?

I don’t know, she was older; so I mean she was in a different class altogether.

Right.

But she got a job, the one who could walk, I met her years later up at the swimming pool because they had a swimming pool on our estate where we lived at little Hayfield, and she came up one day and we got talking. She knew I was disabled and she was disabled so we got talking. We didn’t realise we had been to school together at the time. And she said that when she got a job in a shop she had so much standing to do that she just had to give up the job because they didn’t give her a seat to sit on, which I thought was a bit cruel. But those were the days, the good old days as they say, some people say, ‘the bad old days’ as I say. 

And what other memories do you have of Wartime years then Sheila?

Watching the bombs because we could actually see the bombs leaving the aeroplanes 20 miles away as the road goes and listening to all the noises of the bombs, wheeling down. Fireworks these days have now gone, unfortunately I think, gone to the bouncing bomb: not bouncing bomb exactly, to the noisy things that remind me very vividly of Wartime and I hate 5 November. 

And do you remember the cessation of hostilities?

Not really because as I say, we lived in the village. Mum and Dad took in three evacuees I should say, from Manchester – a brother and a sister and another girl. The girl was 13, I was about eleven at this stage, she was 13 the older one, she was lovely and then the two – brother and sister – they were nice as well. But three of them in a two-bedroomed bungalow didn’t quite match up. 

And after a time they returned home did they, or?

No, well we shouldn’t have had three in the first place, so one was taken off [background noise] just up the road to me, still on the same estate. So I still could see her and play with her and I saw her, and the other two. I don’t know where they went to but Mum shouldn’t have had the three of them. Not with me as well.

And how would you characterise your mother, if you had to in just a few words: unfair perhaps to ask that but?

[Laughs.] Characters. She was outgoing. She was… some of the things she was a bit strict but in some ways yes because I feel being strict with me, she had to be or I wouldn’t have done the things I have done. She didn’t exactly force me but as I do with children myself, guide them in such a way that they think they’re doing it themselves but with the influence of the grown-up. I think she’s kind, considerate and got you to do things that you otherwise wouldn’t necessarily have done. So I think if I’d got another, different mother I might not have got as far as I did do with the mother I got.

 And as I say, what difference do you think, you know, having your mother’s influence made to you?

I think it made a lot of difference because she… during the War of course, with clothes we always handed them on, if they were still wearable we always handed them on to somebody else and I remember a friend of ours who was judging. At the May Queen we always had a fancy dress thing and one year a very dear friend of Mum’s, and mine was invited to go down to the village school, the village fete and this lady knew that some of the people couldn’t make things, they couldn’t do things. It was Wartime but the children all looked reasonably dressed and in their nice things but she said, ‘I can’t give that, you know, one has something’, so everybody got a little gift – sixpence I think it was – two-and-a-half pence as it is today. Sixpence and were they pleased as punch. Everybody got the same because they could not leave one person out. It was very fair.

And when it came to be your turn be a mother how did you feel about that?

Oh it was wonderful. Going around was a bit hectic, especially on the last couple of months because I was so heavy, and believe it or not the doctor put me in callipers again – once again – because the weight was too much but I didn’t wear them. [Laughs.] I objected, particularly as it was a hot week, a hot summer year again, 1964.

And you know, as a mother did you feel differently in yourself, in your own view of the world as it were, once were yourself then a mum?

Not particularly. I’d got different jobs to do, different ways of thinking but I took it on myself to do what Mum had done with me and talk to my child and encouraged her to do little things. She probably doesn’t remember all this but I do. You know, if she wanted to do something, give her a dustpan and brush. If I was sweeping the floor she had a dustpan and brush to sweep the floor with me and things like that, which any mother who was thinking will do.

And shall we cover as well Sheila, again moving to the time when you were at Wilfred Pickles School. Of course, that was the time before you were married but you still had your maiden name then, I think. There was another Sheila as well was there at the school?

No my, when I went to school myself.

Oh yes.

[Break in recording?] [Laughs.] Yes thought you might be.

I meant really to say when you were at school yourself what was your maiden name then?

Lead. L E A D. And there was a Sheila Steel there as well, so they always played a trick on us, ‘Which was heavier, lead or steel? Which of you is heavier, lead or steel?’ Funnily enough we both have our birthdays exactly the same time as well. I don’t know how common we were. If we’d have been born together, we’d have been twins.

And are you still in contact with her?

No, I only saw her at school. 

And your middle name Sheila, what is that?

Sylvia, goddess of the trees supposed to be. I don’t know where ‘Sheila’ comes from. Celia I think, which is Irish isn’t it, or something. Isn’t it something to do with the goddess of music? Something to do with music, so I’ve got music and trees. Well.

And moving again rapidly across time, your husband was a teacher and I think in the last job he had, he worked then with disabled children?

He worked with disabled children at Fernbank which is a school at Adwick, at Carcroft I mean, and that was from five until 15, 16. And he loved it and he wished really he’d got into that years earlier but he wasn’t trained for being with disabled children. But he was trying still to teach them gardening but I don’t think he got very far with his gardening bit.

And what was his attitude to disability?

He wanted to do something to help them like I did and well, he enjoyed his last two years of life and I only wish he could have got there a bit earlier and had a career that he liked. He didn’t particularly like teaching teenagers gardening; they weren’t very co-operative to say the least. 

And altogether then he spent what, how many years teaching?

Ten years, more or less.

And shall we talk about your role in the Doncaster and District Spastics Society, as it then was, Sheila? How did that…

Well we joined the – as we did with every town and city we went to – we joined the group. We had seen a notice in a shop that they were having an autumn fair, so we decided to go round and it gave an address to take our things to. So David, Sylvia and I went round to this house. Nobody was in but we saw a neighbour, so we knew we’d got right house and left the marmalade that we made for them on the doorstep. A few weeks later we had a phone call asking, ‘Would we like to go on the committee?’ So I was the committee member and David and Sylvia came and did their homework, sitting at the other end of the table while I was on the committee. And then I was asked if I’d like to join the 62 Club, which was newly formed then. It had been formed the year before, so I joined that and very soon I became the secretary and David became the driver, so that continued until, well until he died so. 

And so, in terms of the different activities of the Society, what were some of the things that you did?

We had talks on various subjects, like we did in Nottingham, and outings going down into York, organised by the York group. Told us where to go and what to do and also sent us a map that they’d published as to where to get in and what, you know, what we could visit and what we couldn’t visit because of stairs and steps… and which cafes, where the disabled toilets were, everything we needed. So York is a wonderful place to get round, least it was in those days and we all went. I took my dog as well and we weren’t allowed to go on the walls with the dog, we weren’t allowed to go in the cathedral with the dog – the Minster – so we missed out, so we had a lovely walk along the river. [Laughs.]

And so, you had a dog then for many years, or?

That particular dog, no, but I’d always had dogs. When one died we’d get another one. 

What was your favourite breed?

Labradors. Golden Labradors.

And quite an intelligence really?

Oh yes. 

What changes Sheila have you noted, perhaps in your own mobility then, you know, over the years?

When I was going to the AGM in Blackpool, many years ago now, I wondered how I was going to get around. Would there be steps? Would there be a slope? I should have known better because there was everything there. I wondered whether to take a wheelchair or a walker. In those days I had a basket, which is like an Asda basket on four wheels and I managed with that. But as it was March when I decided to go… I heard about it, I decided to wait a bit longer to find out if anybody could come with me and what the circumstances would be when I got to Blackpool. Eventually when we did go I decided to take the walker, so that I could be independent, I wouldn’t have to rely on somebody all the time. And my friend from Boston, who had helped me quite a lot when I was there, said she’d take me in the car, so we had a wonderful time. The Norbreck Hotel is lovely and we got a sea view and it was blissful, fine and everything was fine. We met a few people we’d known from right, left and centre, years ago including Bill Hargreaves, Ron Firman and quite a number more; too many to be named.

And so, this was as a Spastics Society AGM and this was the first time was it when you came to the conclusion that, you know for mobility you, at least for some of the time, may have to look to other solutions then, or?

Well yes I’d, I hadn’t got a wheelchair then or a walker, I’d just got this handle on wheels like a trolley. But soon after that I went to the doctor and said, ‘Could I have a wheelchair?’ And he said ‘No problem, yes.’ I was going to give all the information I needed to give; he didn’t need any. He just said, ‘Yes.’ But that is rather heavy. I got one from the government, I’ve still got it and it’s rather heavy. Too heavy really, cumbersome, so I decided to get a walker after that, so now I can’t do anything, without either the walker or the wheelchair. Sticks are no good to me, I’ve tried that but as my right hand doesn’t… too easily that was no good to me at all.

‘Walker’ is a frame on wheels and generally over the years, how have…You referred earlier to when you were carrying Sylvia, to the fact that the doctor was suggesting you wore callipers and specifically in regard to cerebral palsy. How have you found the reaction of GPs over the years?

In the first few years I don’t think they knew what to do and what was what but I think gradually over the years I think they’ve learnt quite a bit. But I think the disabled themselves can teach doctors a thing or two. 

What are some of the things you think that need emphasising?

I don’t know in some ways. They think you should be able to walk, but with balance, you’ve got to hang on to something, to move. I know I could walk ordinary until, well a few years back, but I felt as increasing age caught up with me that I needed some help, gadgets in some ways. I can’t stretch to put anything on coat hangers, if they’re too high up, I just can’t do it now because I haven’t got the balance. You need three or four hands to do jobs; two to hold on to and two to do your job with and we haven’t got four hands, so therefore you don’t do the job. 

And looking back Sylvia, what have been some of your proudest moments do you think?

Proudest? Oh, being recognised for the things I’ve done, which I haven’t done. I mean, I’ve done things but I didn’t know I influenced other people as much as I have been apparently. I’ve been told that I influence quite a lot of people by just simply listening and thinking and trying to advise them in my own particular way. 

And if you could somehow talk to yourself, you know, if you could meet your young self, perhaps your seven-year-old self, what would you now say to that seven-year-old?

Get on with it [laughs] and just keep trying. Do your best. Do what you can, as the Brownie motto says, ‘Do your best.’ And hope that you get somewhere but obviously people have noticed me even more than I’ve noticed people because quite a number of people have said how much they’ve gained from my knowledge and I say ‘I’ve done nothing.’ They’ve said, ‘You have, I’ve been there and just listening.’ There was one little boy at Stepping Stones and he just came in, he wouldn’t look at anybody, he was autistic and he wouldn’t think of anybody, he just went his own way and that was it. If his mum went out of sight he was absolutely screaming his head off and doing. Anyway, every time he came we just said, ‘Hello’ to him and he took blind bit of notice of us. After about two years, one morning he came in this little lad, he said, ‘Hello Sheila’ and went off and everybody looked at me in… I said ‘Hello’ back of course. I didn’t let on that I, you know, was surprised, but I got the breakthrough and I found that I’d done it. I’d done nothing, absolutely nothing except said ‘Hello’ to him each morning. And so he must have taken it in, you know. Things like that pleases me no end because although I’ve done nothing I’ve done a lot. There was another little boy who came into the place and ran circles – absolutely chaotic – and nobody could stop him and they kept chasing him. Well the more they chased him, the more he did it so I just…

[End of Side A.]

 [Side B]

The little boy ran around in circles getting nowhere and I just sat. They couldn’t catch him, so I sat on my seat because I couldn’t chase him and I wasn’t going to bother about chasing him round. Sat with a jigsaw on the table ready for him and the next time he came round I put my hand out, grabbed him and sat him down at the table and he did his jigsaw. Now his mum looked at me, ‘You’ve done nothing but you’ve got him sitting down, how’ve you done it?’ I said, ‘Just waiting for the opportunity to grab’, which I did. But another little boy came in and we had a table with some books on and he just came in, knocked them all off. So, of course, one of the helpers picked them up, put them back on the table, so the next thing he did was knocked them off again. It was a grand game this was, he was absolutely marvellous, for there was I just watching, didn’t do anything. Next time he came round, I said to the grown-ups, ‘Don’t pick them up’ and they wandered off – didn’t bother as if they were doing something else. And this little boy came, he looked at me, he looked at the books and I said, ‘Yes, you put them on the floor, pick them up’ and he picked every one up, put them back on the table properly, went off and he never did it again. Never did it again, so just by doing nothing, again, I did a lot.

And so, by working with children and young people and by helping others, that’s very clearly I think then one of the main strands of your life so far?

Yes. May I keep on helping other people for many, well for a few more years to come. 

And in terms of, you know, what you still would like to do, what remains within your ambitions, if you like?

Well the ambition now of course, with my family is going to France and starting a new life altogether. This is come as quite a surprise to me at my age but I’m up for the challenge. 

And the very best of luck with that Sheila, you know.

And if you come over I’ll start again and tell you all about it and continue my saga.

That a deal. Well, good luck with that Sheila, as I say, 

Thank you.

Your new life in France.

Yep. [End of recording]
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