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My name is Anne Austin.  I’m interviewing Desmond Cox in my home in Selly Oak in Birmingham, and today is 6th June.  Well welcome back.  I was wondering how you felt about… some of the things we talked about last week?
What I found was, it got me thinking a mix of things of past and present, of the things that I ‘ave achieved and done, over the time.  To me, it seemed to be normal to do some of them,

Mm hm.

but when other people hear about ‘em, they find it a bit odd or are amazed that I’ve done it.

Can you give me an example of some of the things you’ve found to be normal?

Well, for me, the normal is, when I was a kid I learnt, because I couldn’t ride a bicycle, they used to have tricycles, and they gave me one, with a boot on the back, which helped me to get to the local post office, or anywhere of interest near the school at the time; and to play on it, in, near, in the playground next to the big sandpit, which was built near the veranda, with the folding doors; and that was a good memory for me, because I could, able to move my legs, a bit faster but not much, to get about and join the other kids, who either, outside the school ‘ad come to see us, the able-bodied ones, or the disabled ones, in the school who were all different disabilities in the school; because at that time, as I’ve learnt later, we were all lumped together: it wasn’t like schools now, where some disabilities are not sent to the same special school: so that was a nice memory for me: and I’ve always ‘ad a love of reading, as I’ve said, and I’ve tried to over the years, learn to try and read or write, which I’ve learnt later on, in joining creative classes.

So you first began to learn at, at that first school was it, or, was it just for young children?

That school was for, as far as I know, infants up to, juniors: eleven-year-olds, and they were three classes: the infants was at the far end next to the boys’ dormitory, which I remember, clay-making, ‘cos I’ve always liked using my hands: reading, listening to the radio, for school plays, and the middle class was the other lessons, which some of them I liked, some of them I didn’t, but it was like, you had to learn as much as you could.  I found in some cases, because I’m a slow learner, by the time I’ve started a lesson, it’ll be over, but I’ve found years later, [??] to go back to an evening class to try and catch up on that.

So you’ve been doing that more recently?
Well I’ve been doing it a lot in the last, ooh more than maybe 18 years, on and off, of different colleges I’ve been to; because it’s, I’m almost like a regular because, when I go, if they know I’m there, they say ‘Oh he’s back again,’ so that helps… 

[Talking together] But it
over the years.

But you were very young when you first started,

Yeah.

you must have, I mean I wonder what your memories were of being with other children, what friends you made and I s’pose what games you played?
Yeah, I made, I found I can make friends, because I like to have a laugh, and some of them share my interest in comics or writing.  What I used to remember was some kids come from Liverpool, or other places, and there used to be a kid called Jeffrey.  He’d got the ability to write very well, and I seemed to have the ability to give ideas, and ‘e’d write them down and I’d try and draw them: so that sort of thing, and we’d do a bit of playing, and talking and watching telly: so that’s the way I related to most kids, at that school.
And you remembered watching television at that stage?

Oh yeah I do.  Because I’ve got a habit of watching telly, they used to have two tellies in that school.  Looking back, it was a rare thing, and they were on two separate channels, back then, and you could go into each room and watch a certain show on either telly, and because my interest had been, science fiction, football, and documentaries and similar, I used to have sometimes a chance to watch in either room, including school programmes, which must have come later on, on the tellies, so they were used for both: school and leisure.
And, you spoke about the children from around:
[Talking together] Yeah.

children who weren’t disabled coming in and, [talking together] and mixing?

Oh yeah.  For some reason, because they were houses built nearby the school: I’m not sure if it was a built-up area or not, but the side road it was on, the kids would come through the back gate, which led into the driveway, to the kitchen, and they’d stand at the fence, or the gate, and talk to us, and get to know us, then, ‘cos that’s part of the reason when I found out later on I was disabled, because one of them ‘ad mentioned it: before that, nobody had told me I was disabled.  It’s like, when you grow up, in that sort of environment, nobody makes you feel different, so you’re not aware that, though you are slightly different from most kids.  But they were good, ‘cos I got to know some of ‘em well then.  I ‘aven’t seen them for ages obviously.  It was [??]

And when you came back home, what about the activities then?  What did, kind of things did you do?  

Because my brothers went to school, it was a like a mix of, I’d be there with them in the entrance where the old houses are, the semi-detached, with the long ‘tunnel’ I call it, with the old cellars, and I’d be there watching and, we’d go into the big garden.  Mum and Dad would grow things, and I’d talk, and I’d laugh and play games of marbles and stuff like that: but because I was fortunate, they went to the shops, they’d bring comics, which I got to like, American comics, to read.  [Talking together: inaudible.]

Can you remember any names?  

Oh, Super Hero mostly.  I was fortunate that I got to read most of the comics, of the time really, because at the school there was a man from the local comic factory, he brought comics like Sparky, Dandy, Beano, and you got to read them: so that’s my interest in comics and reading, in that way.
And can you remember much about the, you’ve just talked about the houses: what, can you remember what, some of the places you’ve lived in were like?
Well me I ‘aven’t moved much.  If I have moved, because at that time I was too young to even know.  I’ve been told I’ve moved maybe three times in my life.  The first one I didn’t know was near where there used to be a police station, but it’s now a blocks of flats, the area, ‘cos that’s where they used to live with a lot of other families.  Everybody didn’t have the right of their houses then, so most families got together, and some of them have known each other from Jamaica, so they know each other now some of them, who are alive and some of them, they remember if they’ve gone, so my earliest memories was Ewan Street, which is near Fiveways in Wolverhampton, which has been made into a big, shopping complex, I think for tools and building trade.  I remember that because it was a quiet road, and not many cars used to go up it, but there was traffic down the bottom, and traffic down the bottom: at the end, sorry, and it was like a main road with lots of houses, but that’s all gone now.  Yeah.

And were they mainly black families who lived there?

No.  Ewan Street was, I used to call it years later, ‘a United Nations road’, because every nationality nearly, of the town, used to live on that road.  Every country possible was there, and some of them still know each other now.  I’ve seen some, some of them are adults and they remember me, more than I remember them, really, which is nice of some of them to do that. Yeah. Different because, I’ve stayed there for a long time, ‘til I was in my early twenties, and then we moved to where we live now, which is three times, so I’ve moved maybe only three times in my life: the first time I didn’t really know about it, ‘cos I was too young, but the other two times I do, do know.

And what can you tell me, what are your feelings about, being a black disabled person?

It’s been, to be honest, a bit of both.  I’ve had a good and bad, but luckily for me, I’ve never been bullied, because I’ve always ‘ad the ability, even back then, to stand up for meself.  I wouldn’t say ‘get into a fight’ because I’m no good at that, but I used to ‘ave the ability to answer back to any of the kids that felt like you wanted to, push me about, so, in that sense, it’s been OK. But being black, I’ve been on day trips and I’m the only black kid there.  At first it used to scare me, but there’ve been funny incidents over the years, where people ‘ave moved, because I’m the only black, they all stared at me, but to me I just treat it as normal, ‘cos as soon as I’d talk, they’d think, ‘’Ow come ‘e’s here?’ and then some of them get to know me and some of them don’t: it’s their choice.

And when you were at your first school were you the only black child?

At first.  
Mm hm. 

In my case, I was the first black kid at both schools.  The first school, I was the first black kid, and then the second school, I was the first black kid at Exhall Grange; then others came.  

And what impressions did you get?  What experiences did you have?

Because we are young kids, some kids say things, which in some ways is honest, but it’s the way their parents has told ‘em.  The usual rudeness or, some of ‘em get friendly and some of them don’t, ‘cos I’ve realised it’s their parents or older adults, who give them the impression that it’s good, but most kids don’t know it.  It’s only when somebody older tells them, they get these racialist attitudes.  I didn’t ‘ave it often though luckily, in my case.  

Mostly, your experiences were good, were they?

Yeah, because, like I said, I’ve always ‘ad the ability, to laugh with ‘em or make a joke of it, I’d usually go along with them, say, ‘OK, I am: so what you gonna do?’ and they usually, some of ‘em, can’t give an answer, but it is how people have told them to think.  Some of ‘em are OK, later on.

And the adults around?

Oh, some adults have been downright awkward.  Some of them ‘ave been absolutely scarin’, but you learn to, like leave it, or just let them get on with it, and then, once they’ve got it out their system, it’s gone.  Sad really, ‘cos some of ‘em, it isn’t necessary: because they’ve been told something, they actually believe it, some, if, they’d got to know me, some of ‘em, it wouldn’t ‘ave needed to ‘ave been said or done, really; but I’ve been fortunate: yeah.

Did you encounter any… differential treatment at school from adults or children?

Like I said, children not too bad, but adults, one or two would be a bit … awkward, but then, because it’s part of their job, they’ve had to do it, like, if they give me new uniform or something, or something that they’ve gotta give me, some of them would be a little bit awkward at first, but then, it’d ‘ave to give it.

Can you tell me a bit more about that?

Like, if you were supposed to get a new green jumper, someone would make it a little bit long for yer to get it, to make you wait: or tell you to come back.  Didn’t need it, but that’s the way it was.

So you encountered some prejudice?
But not a lot, I was lucky.  I’ve looked back on it, even though people have told me, I’ve been lucky that I’ve never had it heavy: maybe because of my attitude, towards people.  Some people would take it, a bit more worrying, but I don’t much.  Funnily enough, I’m not roused. [??]

You’ve told me a bit about your father, coming over to England,

[Inaudible.]

In the early, late forties, early fifties:

Yes.

can you tell me a bit about what he has told you about his experiences?

His experiences of being… that he had, obviously refusal of work sometimes, or certain young teddy boys at the time would try and take it on ‘im, because he was a black man being in a white place, some of them would try and get rude or irritating, and he’d had housing problems, of getting somewhere to live, because there used to be about maybe eight or more people in a house, and you’d have to share beds, to do a shift for working, and things like that, or the cold weather: he’s had funny experiences of suddenly realising how cold it was: coming to England, and the rooms were very cold back then.  It wasn’t heated like now, some rooms.  If you were lucky, you’d ‘ave a little stove, a gas stove, to warm yourself, but, as ‘e said, over the years, he’s learnt to accept some of it and keep goin’, so ‘e gradually saved ‘is money, get a house, get a car.  He liked cars, he doesn’t ‘ave many, and that’s helped him enjoy his life in England, ‘cos it’s better now, in the last 20, 30 years, to when ‘e first came, because it wasn’t really… It was like a wrong impression given.  He was told back home, ‘You’re welcome,’ but when you get ‘ere, some of it wasn’t there, but he’s learnt over the years, as he said, to accept it and enjoy the life.

And whereabouts did he land, and where has he lived?

He’s been around a few places, even to Wales, but he’s mainly set himself in Wolverhampton, but like I said, when he was first in England, he had to move around to get work, like in the crane, up in the tall, those building sites, things like people, he’s done that sort of job, but mainly, all his workin’ life has been the building trade, ‘cos he’s learnt how to do the certain jobs.  He’d learnt back home way of building, and then he learnt how to build ‘ere, a different way, so he’s done that most of his workin’ life.  

And he landed up in Wolverhampton?
Yeah, well that one, he always says is ‘a good one.’  He ‘ad a friend who was on the train and mainly the friend said a different name, but he thought it meant Wolverhampton, so he followed him on the train, not knowing where, and when the taxi man dropped him at a row of crowded houses, that’s where he thought he meant, so at the end of the day, after travelling around, he set his life and my mum, then, to live in Wolverhampton, and bring us all up eventually, one, one of us, there were four [??] at the time. 
And did your mum have any experiences to tell, about her journey over here, and so on, [talking together] early days?
My mum, from what I remember, my mum ‘ad always kept it a bit quiet, ‘ow clever she really was.  She had passed a couple of exams in Jamaica, but because back then, you weren’t allowed to do your qualification jobs at first, she settled for more what they called ‘domestic work’, and kit and build up, but for some reason, she never lost that sense of working in hospitals or something like that, ‘cos I’ve always thought years later, she could ‘ave gone for a better job, but she never really wanted to do that, so ‘er way was to help us learn and to write letters for different friends and family members.  She was very good at that: writing letters for people and helping.

And do you remember any stories she told about her early days here?

Her early days were a bit rough, because she didn’t get all the help straight away she’d thought, of bringin’ up me and the other kids, so it was a case of havin’ to work, come home and work for late hours til late at night, and then go back to bed and then, sort of work again: it was like a continuing work, but she seemed to enjoy it because she had liked listening to music, going out to various friends and coming home, in between all that, and learning to drive and all that.

And there’s a big enough community in Wolverhampton to be settled in?
Pardon?

There’s a big enough community in Wolverhampton of black people, Jamaican people, to settle in?

It wasn’t at first, but it gradually over the years, it has grown, from more people to come in, and get to know each other.  Some of them ‘ave known each other from as I say back home, the Caribbean, and some of them ‘ave got to know each other here, and they’ve worked out different clubs and organisations and so on.  In that way, yeah: it is a community, but it’s changing as younger people ‘ave changed it a bit, but the older ones ‘ave got it, it’s still there.
I want to just to talk a bit about your memory of early operations and so on.  You told me a bit about, how the doctors advised your parents to send you away to school,
Yeah.

and you told me that, later on, there were operations that could help you:

Yeah.

can you remember, can you tell me anything about the hospitals and your experience with the doctors?

Yeah, I went to a place called Coldesly [?] outside Coventry, I’ve been told.  The operations were mainly for my legs, ‘cos the ones that were supposed to be for my left arm, they didn’t wanna risk it, because as long as I could straighten it out a little bit, not as straight as my other arm, the full straight-out length; as long as it was strong enough, it didn’t matter, the legs were the main thing they wanted to do, and I remember, maybe around the age of 10 at the second school I went to, Exhall Grange: no sorry, Wicket Hall in Wolverhampton, there was, a gentleman ’ad come, the physio man, and they one day had me, down to my underwear, walking with my sticks, up and down, to film me, and there were people watching, but I didn’t understand the reason for filming, but it seems like, later on, it was to give them an idea of my ability to walk at that time, and work out some form of operation to take, on me, so I delayed about, after 11, 12, 13, I went to Selly Oak Hospital, and the intention was to do one operation on one leg first, my left one, and wait for three weeks for the other one, but somebody, unknown to me, some surgeon, decided that ‘Why not have two legs in less than two weeks, one after the other, and operate them both, put me in plaster up to my hips, down to my foot,’ and the pain was enormous, and I realised later on, it was a 50:50 chance of it, of workin’, ‘cos  somebody else in the ward had had the identical operation, and his failed, but mine somehow, because they said I was extra strong, took the pain: I didn’t take the pain easily, because I remember each time, they ‘ad to keep wakin’ me up, in the night and day, ‘cos I wanted to sleep a lot, and they wouldn’t let me sleep, because they said it was dangerous, because of the two operations done so close together: you see.  It was though a risky chance they’d taken, of doin’ them so close together.  I remember, my legs up in the air: I remember, that, I remember thinking I’d get away from school, but I found at that age, you’d still gotta ‘ave lessons, even in hospital.  That was interesting, because I got to do things like, I remember, Geography, and English and that stuff, but it was strange because you’re in a ward and other kids there, and some of them would try and sleep to make it look like they didn’t do their school work, but I ‘ad the silliness of being naïve then, to just carry on working: but it was part of schooling then: but the operations were hard, and I had to learn to walk, altogether three times.  The first time obviously, when you’re a little babe, the second time at Bradstock Lockett in iron callipers on the hip, and the last time was after the operation, so it’s three times I’ve ‘ad to learn to walk: but each time it’s been tough, but I’ve managed to get there, because different people have told me, good ideas of doing it, or else I would ‘ave been in a wheelchair permanently for life, even though I do use a wheelchair for long distances.  

And how did you feel about the doctors and the nurses and so on?

The doctors due to get on me nerves sometimes, because they’d wake you up and you’d have students around yer, and they’d be talkin’ as if you weren’t really there, and they’d ask somebody a question, and they’d ask you to undo your shirt and all that, your pyjamas I mean, and tell you to move your arms, try and move your legs, and all that sort of thing.  Some of the nurses were friendly, and some of them were a bit awkward, but that I suppose is part of their job.  Yeah.  We ‘ad, I ‘ad a bit of fun in gettin’ to know the kids, and havin’ a laugh with, on our own, and so on, but it was a strange experience being, that the parents, that my mum and dad would come now and then, but because of the distance, it wasn’t easy.  [End of Side A.]

Side B    
We were talking, I think it was last week, about your experiences of being, of having both an English education, or an English upbringing and a Jamaican upbringing,

Yes.

and switching between them,

Yes.

Can you tell me a bit more about that?

Because I was sent to boarding school, in Southport, in the late fifties, sixties, they were various members of staff, the ladies who we called ‘aunties’, and two people kindly took me into their family, if you like, adopt me, for holiday periods or weekends, whenever.  They were Mrs Downs and Auntie Sue.  Mrs Downs was the teacher for the infants, and she took me to the local area, to ‘er family in a small … not a small house, she had a fairly large house, and it was like her son, her daughter and her husband who worked in the police force back then.  He became, I think, a superintendent: Mr Downs, and they kindly let me sleep with the son in the bedroom, on a bunk bed, or a camp bed I think: yeah, sometimes, and they used to give me, they gave me meals like an English breakfast, with cereal, bread, all that sort of stuff, cups of teas, and sort of, and then lunch like, toast, baked beans: hot pots for tea: all that sort of soft drinks, and it was like sort of setting out the table, which they used to do, and then we’d go into the garden, the kids: we’d ‘ave a laugh and a little joke and play: well what they had, and then we’d come back for the meal and then we’d eat, and then we’d go back to school, so that was Mrs Downs, and Auntie Sue, as they were all called, the nurses, as I’ve said, took me to another part of Southport which ‘ad a very big ‘ouse, and she had more kids who lived in, and I think a member of ‘er family, and we used to have a glass that was given to me, like it was my own special mug, to use, and the old man would tell me, stories about his family, and so on, and I’d have similar meals there and play, so, when I went ‘ome it was a bit unusual, because, sometimes you’d ‘ave to use a spoon at fork at home for some meals and in the English family when it was a knife and fork, and the table certain ways, and a spoon and everything, so I used to get a bit confused, when I was younger, because I used to tell me mum, I’ve been told that, when they give me a spoon I used to say I wanted a knife and fork, because I’d learnt that way, and to me it seemed to be the normal way of doing it, but obviously as I got older, I realised I can do both, and it was like, simple things like honey, jam and stuff, I didn’t always ‘ave them at home at first.  It was sort of a treat, and something different: like breakfast times.  Obviously, later on we’d do that and then, Jamaican meals like most people know, rice and peas and curried goat and so on, is at home, so I had the taste of Jamaican food what, when I went ‘ome: things like yam and banana, and then I’d go back to sandwiches, to spread ‘em, to do ‘em, like at meal times I’d ‘ave to spread the bread and butter, and get out the cups and so on, and the milk, and then I’d sort of had a bit of both, because I knew I could do one life at the school and one life at home, so I had two ways of living for, for what, a number of years.  It was unusual.

How did you feel about it, or how do you feel about it now, looking back?

Looking back on it, it was… a bit unusual because, looking back on it,  I ‘ad to remember certain ways of eating: sort of like at home, at that age it would be just a simple spoon or fork, or a simple meal and then it’s done, but at school, it, you had to set out the tables, you ‘ad to come in a certain time, and clean up and wash up and all that sort of thing: so it was a bit of backwards and forwards, switching, so, there were times when I wondered if I was eatin’ or usin’ the right things to eat with, or doing both.

Any other ways in which you felt you led a double life?  [Laughs]

Getting to listen to people.  Obviously, even though to some people: as I’ve said, certain Jamaican people talk a certain patois in a way, and you listen to them, and you listen to the how they tell you to behave, and then when you go to the, as I call ‘the English side of living’, it’s another way of behaving, of getting dressed, going out, doing things in a certain manner, so I had to switch sometimes back, backwards and forwards, in between both sort of older people telling me how to behave, and dress and think, so it was fortunate that sometimes I’d understand their way of thinking, and then I’d try and learn the other one, to combine both, really.  Looking back on it, it was a bit unusual.  

Yes: yes I’m sure. Yes, I wonder what, yes, I wonder what your feelings were?

My feelings were, for instance at home I’d use, let’s say, in the English family, a cup of tea in a saucer, and you’d pour the cup of tea out, and everybody had a nice cup of tea and sandwich: right.  Now I’d go ‘ome, and that would be a mug, sometime: a cup of tea at any time you want, the bread any time you want, I could go and get it meself, I wouldn’t ‘ave to always ‘ave to ask: it’d be there for me to go and get it meself, and then mealtimes is like, we’d have sometimes trays, of our meals, and then there’d be bananas, yam as I’ve said, and there’d be like a spoon, sometimes a fork, and then you’d ‘ave sometimes be like soup, then the meal, and then done, but in English families it’s usually sometimes it was a soup, and then the meal and then a pudding: so it’d be like that, so it was different, so sometime I’d ‘ave it at home and sometime I wouldn’t, a pudding, so it was like [laughing: inaudible] yeah, because I remember more than once asking if there was pudding afterwards, but that’s something that was… As the years went on, it gradually changed, but, as you’re younger, your mind had to go backwards and forwards: well mine did, in between the two ways of living.

And was there any effect on the way you learnt to talk and the way you…
I think so; I think those had, because even now, as an adult, I can’t talk the proper Jamaican.  I’m called ‘the English one’ or ‘the sick one’, because everybody knows in the family, as soon as I open my mouth, I’m the one that talks the clear English, and everybody else either puts it on, or talks their normal way.  Some of ‘em don’t talk the, some, some of ‘em have what’s called ‘two voice’.  You talk to certain people one way and then, with family and friends, you talk another way.  For me, I’ve only got, if you like, ‘one voice’.  I can’t change, to their way but I’m fortunate that, I can understand it, more than talk it, so I’m lucky in that way.  

What would be spoken in your family at that time?

Different people… how can I put it?  Certain people would say things, and you’re allowed to be in the room: or certain things you have to sort of listen, to have the sense to leave the room, or certain words they’d say which you’re not supposed to hear, so you’d try and learn to forget it: sort of like that, and in an English family it’s a sort of daily gossip and different subjects, so it was like, there was times when I had, the English view of foreigners and the Jamaican view of foreigners, and I’m sort of in-between, listening to both, you see, of though, how each side live, and how each side thinks, so I’ve been a little bit fortunate, to sort of hear, personally, both sides of the argument.  Mm.  In many way so, in a way, I’ve grown up to hear, if you like, to watch separate voices of life… of people around me.

Yes.  Can we turn p’raps now to, we talked a bit about Exhall Grange last week,

Yeah, that was my last school, yeah.

and that was your secondary school.  Can we look at the way, well, p’raps go over some of that, but also look at what was beginning to happen as you were looking to leave school: yeah?

Oh yeah. [Inaudible.]
So I mean you went to Exhall Grange when you were

About, I think it’s got to be 11, 12, ‘til I was 16.

Yes.  And what are your memories of that school?

A bit of both.  I was, it’s like most kids, good and bad.  It was interesting that, if you weren’t certain levels of cleverness, you were put in a mainstream of it, so in a way, I’m tryin’ to make up a little bit for it since.  I’m tryin’ to do different courses and pass them, which I’ve found good.  [??]

What options did you

Pardon?

What options did you have towards the end of school?

Well if you weren’t in the grammar section, no matter even if you came, as some of ‘em did, a little bit, I’d say, ‘clever’, they weren’t given that choice.  It wasn’t handed to them.

You weren’t offered to take exams?

No: in my case I wasn’t; so in a way I’ve tried to make up, and tried to learn other things since.  The teachers kind of told you about careers.  I had very little guidance at that time about it.  A lot of it come from my ability to look for information on my own, so in some ways, I helped a bit of myself, to find where, I might be able to go after school.  It wasn’t like now, kids are very lucky to get that guide in career guidance more, than what though I did for.
And so what options did you discover? 

Well, at first they gave me the options of just going to the day centres.  Yeah, the first thing they offered me was day centre!  They didn’t do like most kids now: ‘Do you wanna learn a career’ but though because I was determined and curious, I managed to go to the job centre in Wolverhampton, and they put me onto called ‘an assessment centre’, when I was 16.  [Laughing] And, that one, it was, I call that ‘a sink or swim show’ because they dropped me in, nobody’d given me pre-lessons on how to spend money, as what, a young adult: look after yer own clothes, decide how to go out: they just like said, ‘Fill in this form,’ explained to me where I was gonna go roughly, at Preston, and sent me on the train: see.  Yeah, I went on the train, they met me there, and then it was like a short lecture, and then you daily had like ‘Gettin’ up and learn to work in the real world.’  

Can you tell me where this, where was this?

The first one I went to was, I think it was Lancaster, the first one.  Yeah, to an assessment centre.

And you had to get there yourself?

No, they helped me, the job centre got me in, and it was like, they got there, I think it was… yeah, I think I went on the train at that time, ‘cos on the second time, my sister went to the other one, Preston with me, but that’s later on.  The first one, I went on the train, they met me there by minibus, took me to the assessment centre.  For the first two days you had what’s called ‘Introduction classes’, people telling you different stuff, throwin’ at yer, tellin’ yer different rooms, you gotta go to different places to work, and because I’d never, nobody ‘ad sat me down at school and said, ‘This is what you’ve gotta learn, this is how you spend money,’ I had to learn it as though I went along: literally.  Each day, each week I’d learn somethink new, because I’d never done a lot of it before, ‘cos when they gave me my first wage pack, I was amazed, I’d never had that done before: someone had given me more than £10, in me hand, and they said ‘Well this is yours, to spend how you want,’ and I had learnt very quickly, how to not blow away the money, because at first I thought it was great!  You just buy this, buy that, but I learnt, I asked members of staff and other people, how to order your laundry, work out your money for meals, goin’ out on the bus: those things I learnt has, as I went along, ‘cos nobody ‘ad, after that little introduction,  explained it to me.
And it was a residential centre or?

Yeah it was, because I went there, and the first one, I stayed there until certain weekends, and you were allowed to come ‘ome for the weekend and then go back.

Was this over a year, or?

Pardon?

Was it, this for a year, or six months, or?

I think, I think I went for, if I remember, I think I did about maybe three months on that one.  The last one I only did a month, because they’d made up their minds I ‘ad to leave sooner, on the second one for some reason, because they’d given me the lessons like, you clock in, you learn woodwork, engineering, counting pencils, all that sort of stuff, and then they’d ask you questions like ‘Can you do this?’ or what I used to find irritating, even now, years later, the people’d tell you wouldn’t know your ability, it would be them tryin’ to tell you what you want to do, and they wouldn’t listen to me ‘alf the time.  I’d tell ‘em ‘I want to sit down,’ I’d tell ‘em ‘I want to use my hands,’ and they used to give me jobs which I’ve learnt, I’ve never used.  I’ve learnt all these skills but never used them: but that’s how it was.  So that was, I went to two assessments, Lancaster, and Preston, to learn different jobs, and I’ve done little training things, over the years, locally.  

And at Preston, where they told you to go,

Yeah.

did they give you any options about, moving into work, or what, what did they…
It was, I call it ‘a lame help.’  They’d tell you they’d find work, but it used to be the classic run-around.  They’d keep you waiting and waiting, and tellin’ yer something’s been sorted, and then when they did get some work, the employer wouldn’t be willing to take me on, because they hadn’t been told the right way to, if you like, include me.  Some of them I never got an interview, because as soon as they hear the word ‘disabled’, it was gone, they never even met, met me some of ‘em, which I call, years later, unfair.  If they’d met me and given me a chance, I might have started sooner, and that’s how, though, it went.  

So then you went home in the end, or?

Pardon?

So you went home again, after…
Yeah, well after the assessments, I’ve done, like, different training schemes, different places like engineering, like electronic engineering, C&C, all that sort of thing.  I’ve, like I’ve said, I’ve learnt a lot of skills which at the end of the day, because certain people wouldn’t employ me, I’ve given them me head but never used them, which is very awkward: ‘cos I can still remember the electronics, I used to, I spent a year tryin’ to learn all that, and the diagrams, and then the employer made out an excuse that ‘e couldn’t, angle the fire rules, or so on: so that went: yet in between some of the employers would do it, some of ‘em wouldn’t, ‘cos of the rules and regulations.  I was lucky that I got, later on, Carvers let me stay for four years, the building company: I was very pleased with them, and I’ve done about a year at the games company, May Games, doin’ the circuit boards, for about six months.

Is that your main employment then?

No, my main employment, funny enough, is the [mobile phone rings] building trade.  [Break in recording]  Some of it was helpful; the job centres have been back a few times over the years.  They’ve got various people, the DEA, for the disabled, some of them are helpful, and some of them are not.  Some of ‘em just, I even ‘ad one that literally told me to sign on and go to the day centre.  ‘E wasn’t very ‘elpful, but others ‘ave been helpful in gettin’ me to go to college and so on but, he was awkward, he was.  He literally interviewed me and said, ‘Sign on and go to local the day centre: go back to it.’  I didn’t like ‘im much,

Mm.

but they’ve been ‘elpful over the years, in tryin’ to get employment.  At the moment I’m tryin’ to go in a different direction from factories, to maybe a simple office, like.

Tell me about your employment, we were beginning to talk about that,

Yes.  I’ve only had full-time, if you like, employment twice: all the others have been placements, unfortunately, because at the end of it, the employers feel that they can’t take me on for reasons of their own.  I’ve been to May Games, which is a game company, making the games that you see in pubs and clubs: the inside of the circuit board, which is like a case, and they’ve got all these small circuits, and I had to sit on a bench, sharing with another gentleman, who I forgot ‘is name, sorry about ‘im, and we used to check, if the little transistors, if you like, were working, and then if they weren’t, we’d put ‘em aside, and then somebody would move them, and then they would, the right ones were put in like into a double case, and it’s like a little box, and  then the person would take them to the production line and they’d put ‘em at the bottom part of each machine, which helps to make the games work, because that sort of gives ‘em the extra power, to make all the numbers go round.  I enjoyed that, and I learned a bit of soldering, but they didn’t let me do that much, funny enough, even though I’d learnt how to do it, but that was OK but, then they found that they couldn’t take me on because of certain rules; so that could ‘ave been my first full-time job: and then I had a long gap,

So when was that one: can we just? 

Ooh, I s’pose about the eighties, late eighties, or I think that: May Games: if I’m sure, I’m not positive, and then the Carvers, the building trade company, took me on for a six-month trial: no, six-week trial at first, and then I got the job, ‘cos the original owner believed in disabled people working, so I was there for four years, doing a bench, self-assembly work, which they’d made me, or partly changed a room, but joined onto the store room, to enable me to do my work, like someone’d bring in all the different boxes of tools and nails and I’d weigh ‘em on the scale: so certain kilograms or ounces, and then they’ll ‘ave different tools, which you had to take out the box, write them up, pack ‘em and put ‘em, and I’d got a habit of makin’ out a list, so that I wouldn’t ‘ave to keep askin’ everybody, which one to do, and then I’d ‘ave me own list, so if anybody brought me in the work, I’d know which one to do, and then I’d put ‘em back into the assembly line.  I did do well at that, I thought, but then, I’d, they call it ‘progress’, everything became already packed, so that job went: so I was made redundant twice, so that’s my full-time work done, but my replacement ‘ad been some which I’ve forgot like, electronics, C&C’s… pencil pack, oh no, no, sorry: cardboards: a company which did… like, they’d fold up the cardboard to make into a box, and somebody else would use the machine to make ‘em the right strength or whatever, and I used to have to count them and do a different way, so that’s been my placement, mainly, like I’m doin’ now, is the replacement of the mobile library, seein’ behind the scenes of doin’ the books and dischargin’ the old ones.  Well that’s my latest placement, at the moment: tryin’ to go a different way from the factory line.  It’s not been easy, 

No.

Because, as I’ve found over the years, employers will not take you on if you’re a disabled, and some of them will not interview you, even though it’s supposed to be the rule.  They just hear the words, just like I said, and say ‘No,’ but it’s been there, I’ve kept going, because I’ve wanted to: I’ve been more than once advised to go back, but I don’t want, the routine life, of what a day centre, ‘cos for some of ‘em they can’t ‘elp it, but if you’ve got the ability, keep out, I always does.

Have you been to many day centres?

Yes, I’ve been to two: the Morton Day Centre twice a week, and then I went to the old Spastics Centre, which is now Scope, for three days a week, on the Tettenhall Road, and they were mainly craft, education, and one or two did drama for a while, and it, what else is there?  Yeah, games, if you want, indoors, but I got out because I was gettin’ bored, after a while.  I’d learnt all the jobs they were, but they didn’t, after a while, certain people wouldn’t let me make or do the things I wanted to make, so that’s why I mainly left, ‘cos I wanted to make things like a xylophone [??] in woodwork, and they wouldn’t let me do it, because they said it was too hard: so things like that: and craft work, I found that good.  I used to do the lettering, in doin’ printing cards, but that didn’t update.

The, can you say that again?

Christmas cards and invitations: I found I was only one of three people who could do it, ‘cos I got the ability to put the letters in the blocks, backwards, and print ‘em, and ‘alf of ‘em couldn’t do it.  I like that sort of thing.

Mm.

It was good, the day centre done me well, but I wanted something different,

Yes: yes.

because there ‘ave been, I’d know within, it became so routine, I’d know a week in advance roughly what I’d be doin’ next week: doin’ this, it’s different every week.

So that’s pretty much your working life.  

[End of tape.]   
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