
Page 7
Alan Counsell 
Tape 4, 16.02.05

Thank you. 
[Both laugh]

Don’t say you’re cold; we had to put him on a diet.
[Doorbell]

I’m not going.  [Laughs] Katherine can deal with it.

[Laughs] Ok, so what sort of, what other things did you do?

Oh yeah, I was telling you about camping in Knebworth House, yes.

Yeah, yeah.

I became friendly with David [Lyn Tutor Boyd] who… is, and was a jousting knight.  He used to joust on horseback.  
Oh Yeah.

And my kids used to love to go and watch, you see, and David became aware that I was there every year with these kids, so eventually we became friendly and he said, ‘How would you like to have a go at jousting?’ and I said ‘No, I wouldn’t,’ because, you know, it would take me all my time to balance on a horse, never mind be hit by him: [both laugh] so I declined: so one night, one evening, David appeared with another man, who turned out to be Lord Hesketh from the race course at Towcester: and they said, ‘We’ve come to take you jousting.’  [Interviewer laughs.] I said, ‘No, I’m not, you won’t get me on horseback.’  ‘No’, he said, ‘No, we’ve got something better,’ he said, ‘you come with us,’ and he said, ‘The kids can come and watch,’ and I said ‘No, [laughing] I’m not coming!’  And they’d got two… quad bikes: you know the bikes?

Yeah.

And we jousted, all on quad bikes! [Both laugh]  Obviously all the kids were cheering for me.

Excellent. Oh, I bet that was lovely.
[???] and then he came, David, he lived in Cobham.  At Knebworth House, they had Chipperfields Circus winter quarters, and when we went, there were still some animals and artists remaining, so David got the kids involved with the circus animals, and these… the people, including Mary Chipperfield: really, they couldn’t do enough for the kids.  We had a fantastic week.  And every year we had a school fete: every year in September, a Saturday in September: so Mary Chipperfield brought animals to our school fete, to raise money for the school, so we had… tiger cubs in one back garden, we had chimpanzees in our back garden.  {Both laugh]  I think everybody, everybody was scared. I was afraid that these monkeys would get over the fence, you know, but they didn’t attempt to escape.
Yeah.

So, we really, we had a good time. And then we had… a pupil: I’m trying to think of her name.  Anyway, we had this pupil… Jen, Joan [??] I’ve forgotten her name.  Anyway, they owned a boatyard, longboats, and they hired them out for holiday… hire, so I got friendly with this student’s parents, and they used to take four longboats up the canal, twice a year. Can you imagine wheelchairs on the roof of a longboat?  
Oh boy.

And that caused a real sensation.  Now we’re going back to the seventies. 
Mm.

And people who use the canals are really friendly people, so we used to get so much attention, so much help.  Wonderful times.  
That’s really good.
And in Cambridge I became a member of the Lions Club. Do you know what the Lions Club is?

Yeah.

So we had different projects around Cambridge to raise money for people in Cambridge, you know.  But when the Lions Club found out about my canal boat experiences, they arranged for Lions Clubs around the canal to come and meet us. Wonderful it was. We met one man, I forget where we were, but this man was, I think he was outside a lock, he met us at a lock, and he wore his badge, and he said, ‘Are you Alan?’, so I said ‘Yes.’ ‘Well I’m a Lion,’ he said, ‘and I wanted to get here before you cook your evening meal,’ he said, ‘because I’m taking you out for fish and chips,’ and I said ‘I’m not sure you’ve got the right information,’ I said. ‘There are 30 kids and eight staff.’  He said ‘Yeah. I’ve got a 44-seater coach waiting for you and I’ve booked a fish and chip restaurant,’ and that kind of thing happened 
Wow.

all the time.  Oh, wonderful.  And Trevor Jeavons used to come with me, the deputy principal, and we used to go to visit a football club.  I’ve forgotten which one it was now, but one night, on our canal travels, we’d been invited to a football club, through the Lions, and they’d put on a buffet meal and entertainment, and the kids had a whale of a time, and they’d never done anything like that before, you see.

Wow. So how often did you do that sort of thing?

We had one camp a year, and two canal trips a year.  That’s all I could manage. [Interviewer laughs.] But then I had volunteers. Meldreth village: and I got people from the village to volunteer, and they used to come in once a week, or they used to have kids in their home once a week.  Because it was a boarding school, I was concerned that these kids never got to see a home.  Many of them went from Meldreth to a holiday home: they never saw their own home, so I got lots of volunteers in the village, who would take the kids, and let them cook lunch or prepare tea or whatever, and I got them involved in the village Guides: and my wife became the Guide leader through that. She became the leader of the village Guides and, yeah, we used to get involved in all kinds of things, yeah; and that had never happened before Mr Brown went there.  Mr Brown was a very unusual character.  He had a heart attack, and he had to cut down on his work.  He used to go out, speaking a lot to raise funds for Meldreth Manor, but when he had the heart attack he used to send me in his place; and I had to go one night to, I don’t know where it was, or who it was but, I know I had to [laughing] borrow his dinner suit, because I didn’t have one and it was a bow tie job, you know?  So I went in his dinner suit.  I can’t remember what organisation it was, but the guy, there was a guy there who was, he lived in a thatched cottage, and his garden backed onto the school grounds, so we could speak to him over the school fence, you see.  So I went along to this function, and talked about the school and fundraising, and why we needed money and, you know, all that jazz, and the day after, this man appeared in the principal’s office to speak to Mr Brown, and I got a message, ‘Could I visit the principal’s office urgently?’ [Interviewer laughs]  And I thought he was ill actually, but I went up and this man, I’ve forgot his name, was sat in Mr Brown’s office, and Mr Brown said, ‘I want you to talk to this man,’ and this man was really embarrassed, and I said ‘Why? Why, what’s the matter?’  He said, ‘Well actually’, he said, ‘I’m annoyed and angry with this man’. ‘Really,’ I said ‘Why? What’s the matter?’  And Mr Brown said ‘Well, he is going to apologise to you.’  I said ‘Why?’  [laughs] You see, I wasn’t aware of what was going on.  He said ‘Well, honestly Alan, I think he owes you an apology.’  I said ‘Why?’ and it turned out that this man had gone to Mr Brown and said, ‘You know, that man who came last night; he was excellent.  He was a really good speaker. He was excellent’, he said, ‘but when he arrived, I was rude to him, because I didn’t believe he could do the job,’ and Mr Brown was offended by that, offended on my behalf.  He made him apologise.  That kind of thing didn’t affect me.  It happened all the time, so, and before he left the office, [laughs] Mr Brown said to this man, ‘Can I tell you a secret?’  So this man said ‘Yeah.  What’s the secret?’  He said, ‘Well, I know Mr Counsell.  I know him really well: and he doesn’t approve of people like you.  And he doesn’t accept people like you,’ he said, ‘so while you are not accepting of him, just remember, [interviewer laughs] he does not accept you either.’  He said, ‘You can go now Alan’.  [Both laugh] But he was that kind of man: really nice.
Mm.

And then one day he called me into his office, and I will never ever, never ever, be as grateful to anybody as I am to him. He called me into his office and he said, ‘Alan,’ he said, ‘I’ve had it.  I’ve got to go.’  I said, ‘Where are you going?’  He said ‘I’ve got to give up work; I’ve got to retire.’  He said, ‘But, before I do, I want to see you are all right.’  I said, ‘Well, I’m all right.’  He said, ‘No you’re not, no.  You’re not qualified enough.  I want you to go back to college, and get a teaching qualification, yeah, mainstream,’ and I said, ‘Well, where do I go? [laughing] So I applied here, there and everywhere.  No-one would accept me.  So I couldn’t get a place in a teacher training college.  Then Mr Brown said, ‘I’ve got to go and give a talk.  Will you go for me?’  ‘ Okay, you know I will,’  and this talk was at Cambridge University, so I went along and gave this talk, and told them about my experience of applying to teacher training college,  
Yeah.

just to show them that there were discrimination at Cambridge University, so the following day, after this talk, 10.30 in the evening, 10.30 I got this ’phone call: from a Mr… forgotten his name now, who said, ‘Alan, I was at your… talk last night’, he says, ‘and I work at the Homerton College.’  He said, ‘I’ve been to work today, and I’ve been talking about you, and we’d like to offer you a place.’  I got a place at Homerton College, and while I was at college, Mr Brown retired and we got a new Principal; a woman, who shall be nameless, and one of her first jobs was to call me into her office and say, ‘If you come back to work here, you will be a classroom assistant, that’s all I can offer you.  People like you don’t teach in my school.’  So I went to the NUT [National Union of Teachers], and they were going to take up my case, but Trevor Jeavons got a headship in Milton Keynes and asked me to go with him, so I got a job, teaching in Milton Keynes.  Not only did I get a job, I was a newly-qualified teacher really, you know, at a mainstream: I got a Scale Two: instant promotion.  [laughs] A new school, and I became a teacher [?].  Yeah.

Wow!

Really, dead lucky, I am.

I was going to say, it seems as though you’ve been in the right place at the right time.

In the right place at the right time, but I’ve also got the right personality.

Yeah.

Charisma: charm:

Yeah.

good looks.
[laughing] Sophistication.

I’m not sure about sophistication; I’m as common as muck!  [Both laugh]
Oh yeah!  Oh, that’s cool. When you were Meldreth, how did the pupils and the other staff get on with you?

Smashing.  Absolutely great.  I had trouble with some members of staff, but they don’t matter. I just ignore them.  
Yeah.

I got on with a physiotherapist there who was an older woman: like, not too old, but older than most, and she was actually my next-door neighbour, and I learned a lot from her because, I’d never had… that kind of physiotherapy for myself, you see, 
How?

but she also learned a lot from me, because she treated kids, and I was an adult 
Yeah.

and she’d never met an adult with cerebral palsy,  
Wow.

so it was really interesting.

Can I ask, what was her name?

Her name was Pat Pettit, and she used to be a physiotherapist in the RAF, and I think her husband had died, and so she’d come into Meldreth.  Really good.  [Coughs.]  

Did you know a lady called Mrs Cotton?

Cotton?  
Mm.

What was her first name?

I don’t know.  I only ever knew her…

I have a sneaking feeling it was Elspeth. 
Elspeth.

Elspeth Cotton; it sounds right.

OK. 
Yeah.

So you’d got a place in a mainstream school.

Yes, oh boy, oh boy [Both laugh. Someone coughs.] We had to… I tell you, it was dead fortunate… we, I had to do teaching practice in mainstream, and I don’t know why that bothered my tutors, really bothered, it didn’t bother me, so they chose a village school for me to do my teaching practice in.  It was a doddle, because it was such a slow school, and the kids were lovely: middle class... yeah, absolutely lovely, [interviewer laughs] compared to what the other students had gone to, you know.  I was away with them for six weeks, and I got to know the kids, and I chatted to their parents, when they came at the end of school, and, not thinking I was doing anything… special, or...  The last day I was there, and I didn’t know anything about it;  the last day I was there in the afternoon, the head came and he said, ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘Can you go and help out in the hall, ‘ he said, ‘What a kerfuffle.’  I said ‘What kerfuffle?’  [Interviewer laughs.] ‘Go and sort them out,’ he said.  You know, I wondered what was going on, and all these parents had congregated in the hall to give me a sing-along.  

Ahh.

You know, really nice: and the tutor said, ‘We’ve never had that before.’  I said ‘Well, there you go.’  [Interviewer laughs]  Personality.  [Both laugh] And I got complimented by the School Inspectors.  Fancy being on, in a teaching practice and the School, the School Inspectors!  [laughs]  And I had to do the lesson on… human reproduction.  [Interviewer laughs]  Oh dear. And I’ve got really strong morals and principles, and you’ve got to follow a handbook. Sex education is standard, taught throughout the country, and I can’t teach it, the way it’s written in the handbook, because I don’t think you should teach kids about sex and having babies, etc, without taking about marriage.  So I did.  I just went ahead, and did this lesson on sex education and talked about marriage: and talked about homosexuality and, you know, the whole caboodle: not thinking anything about it, and, after the lesson, these two inspectors turned to me and they said, ‘That was marvellous.  Never, ever, have we heard sex education taught like that: so sensitively.  Really good.’  Yeah.
Wow.

So, of course, I must be good, [Both laugh] but, you know, people don’t talk about…, and I was aware that some, maybe some of them kids, they might grow to be gay or lesbian, you know: so we talked about that, quite openly.  Talked about marriage, and… you don’t do that, you see.

No.  You’ve got to have an open mind. My sex education in school was rubbish...  About what time was that?  What year did you go to Milton Keynes?

I went in ’76-‘78,  
OK.

I qualified … yeah, I qualified in ‘78
Yeah.

 so I left college in June
Yeah.

‘78, and started in Milton Keynes,

Yeah.

in September.

Okay, well, I think we’ll leave it there for today
We’ll leave it there for today?

Yeah.

Are you sure?
Yes.  Very good.
I’ve bored you enough, have I? [laughs]

No, well, there’s an awful lot of information there, and we’re coming to the end of the tape, [both laugh] so…

All right.  

Thank you very much.

You’re welcome. [End of recording.]
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