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Desmond Cox 

We’ll go through your life story, starting at the beginning... Just tell us a little bit about the very early years.

OK, the very early years I can remember was... my earliest thought was... I went to Southport, I remember going’ by a kind lady, whose name I can’t remember, who took me by car for over, I think it was a two, three- hour drive, from Ewen Street, which I used to live, to Southport, where I went: and I remember going through large gates.  Then we arrived at the big doors, and don’t remember too much of the, part of the entrance, but I remember later on, learning about different countries on the wall, puttin’ posters up and, then the school had two dormitories: the girls on the left end of  the large building, and the boys at the other end: a dormitory, then a veranda, with light, loads of double doors, which folded, to go out onto the balcony, which led to the playground: that’s my earliest memories of Southport.
You went to, was this school called ‘Bradstock Locket’, was it?

From what my pronunciation may be right, it’s ‘Bradstock Locket’.  I may have pronounced it wrong.  They’re called now ‘special schools’, but I don’t remember if that was called it that.  I’ve read… different people have told me that it’s called, it was a hospital, and, first, and then it was a school later on in the fifties; so I left in the sixties, when I was about 11 years old: I stayed a bit older, ‘cos they didn’t quite work out what next school I was supposed to go to.

Why were you sent there? Why did you leave to go there from home?
From what I can understand, back then my parents weren’t told much about my disabilities, and the schooling at the time, so I’ve heard years later, that it was only starting to let disabled people go to a special school, and they sent me there really, because they were advised, for professional help, to help me learn to move my legs and my body, to eventually learn to help myself, which I learnt to from a very 

early age of about three or four: different callipers, from hip callipers, down to my ankles, ‘til now one leg iron on my one leg: my left one.

[Talking together]  What

And then I had the basic schooling there, and different classes, which they had for juniors and infants, at the time.

Why did you have to go to South...?  Where did you live and where, it was quite a long way from home that you had to go, wasn’t it?
It was, but for me, it became, as I’ve always said, it became a natural thing to me, because I’ve been told that, when I was young, I got so used to it, that I used to worry about the different learning; of coming from two sides of education, and growing up.  I’ve come, [of course?] I’ve been on both sides of the fence, sort of on the white side, and the, if you like, the black side, so I’ve got two different culture backgrounds, growing up, in both education, and eating and living, so that’s how I grew up, and that, in the early days.

How different was it, being brought up in a Jamaican family, than going to a very English school?
Well, as well as language which, I’m one of the rare members in the family that don’t talk the natural, as I say, patois.  I’ve got, even as people hear me on the phone, a very English type of voice, and talking: that’s from the habit of growing up on that side, and the difference is, your meal times are obviously breakfast cereal, your lunch is a small meal than your supper, and you do, have that in your school days, and then when I come home, have what people would call today ‘a Caribbean meal’, which is a total difference, and to get used to both, I used to get confused, of different ... knives and forks to use and stuff, but I’ve managed in some ways to learn both.

How difficult was it for your family to cope with your disability?

It was difficult at first, because, like I’ve been told by my family and friends at the time, the friend of the family I should say: was that they weren’t told enough about my disability and how to handle me, ‘cos disability then was, as at the school, of us were lumped together, all the different disabilities, so some of us had worse disabilities then than others. I was fortunate, that I’ve learnt I’ve got mild cerebral palsy, in my case, so I’ve been very fortunate.

What other disabilities were you lumped together with: excuse the expression?
They were many.  They were some with brittle bones, there were some with what some people call ‘overgrown heads’ which they wore padded helmets, and other disabilities, like in wheelchairs and so on: so that’s the many kinds of disabilities I saw at the time.

How tough was it for your family to send you off to boarding school?

I think, looking back on it, my family were very brave, because even though they had to send me there, they did make it enjoyable, and it was hard for them to find the money to keep making’ a suitcase for me to go, to take, because like now, most people have got benefits, to help them to get their clothes and stuff: so, it was very good of them to do it.

And how did you feel about having to leave the folks behind every term?

For me, I don’t believe, yeah, I had mixed feelings, because, as I got used to it, I got used to being away from home, so for me, it became a natural thing to do; and it was rather strange to leave everybody behind because, as I’ve learnt, they had one life and I had another, and I got used to... the staff, or some of them were called, later 
on, ‘aunties’: ladies, and other people, teachers, they became like, if you like, a second family, so I got used to them.

What was your family’s attitude like? They had some strange names for you, didn’t they?

Pardon?

What did your family call you?

Oh, call me?  Well, because I’ve got like an English sense of meeting people and relating to them, I was called sometimes ‘a choco’, which is like you’re... black on the outside, or all colours, or, and white on the inside, because of the way of your attitude and your voice, but that became like a joke.

And what else did they call you?

Well, not much, but because I was fortunate that I wasn’t bullied in any time, ‘cos I could always stand up for myself.

Did they call you ‘the sick one’? Did you tell us that?

Oh the sick, yes, yes, yes they did, because, it wasn’t, it was like different friends and, relatives; because I was the only one in the immediate family disabled, the word they got used to was, I was called ‘the sick one’ because that way, to them, it seemed to be an easy understanding, so I got used to that; at first it was a bit worrying, because I couldn’t understand it at first, but then I understand, because some people then and now are ignorant of disability.  

So you took that as a term of endearment rather than be upset about it?

I might have been but it’s... I’ve always been a curious person, so I read about it in books at school, and later on the internet when I was older in libraries so it’s their way of understanding, because they know more about the mental side more than the physical side; that’s why I was called ’the sick one’.

How was education for you?  These days, a young kid would probably go to a mainstream school and be integrated, certainly somebody, as bright as yourself: how was it back then, educationally?

Back then, the education was good, if you had the brain, because there’d been one or two youngsters, who I knew at the time, who were very clever to pass the eleven plus, but it was the education with infants: I remember playing with clay in the infants, of learning by the basic teaching, if you learnt it well, I learnt some.  I think I’ve learnt to read quicker than I’ve learnt to count, and then you watch television shows, which they did, school programmes, so that was the education, and as I’ve said, if you had the brains, you could go on far, to the grammar school side, which I didn’t do, even though I went to a school which had grammar school background.

So when you left Southport, what was your next school?  [Inaudible.]

I went to, if I pronounce it right, ‘Wicket Hall’, which is in, out, in the border of Wolverhampton, about three or four miles from the town centre, for about one term I believe, Easter.

Was that a school for kids with special needs or?

Yes, it was actually. I attended as a day pupil, which they took me in a van every morning and took me back in the evening, and I went there for about a ... I left at a [??] term and I went into two different classes, one the headmaster’s class, and I learnt various things, and then I was moved on.

Where were you moved to?

I was moved on to Exhall Grange, [doorbell rings] outside Coventry City.    
[Break in recording.]

Yeah, Exhall Grange, I went when I was about 11 to 16; a school with houses named after well-known counties.  I was in Lancaster, which is mainly the boys’ one.  There were about three boys’ out of these three girls’ houses, and I went into the section for, there weren’t many disabled people there, I should say there was about 80; maybe there were more or less. There were various educational abilities, and I spent my time there, my last school years there.

And how was it there?  Were the [??] good?

I had funny moments, bad moments, like most kids, but I learnt a lot from it.  Educational-wise, I’ve never been in the top ten, but I’ve always been, I believe, in the middle.  I’ve never been a brain-box, but I’ve been always, just about survived to learn reasonably well.  I say ‘I’ve got more sense than education,’ but I’ve done fairly well there: enjoyed the time there, boarding: the activities and the discos and whatever.  

Sometimes kids can be cruel: did you ever come across bullying or name-calling, or anything like that?

No, name-call, no, they were the usual at that age, we’re all young, and we say things, but I’ve always had an ability to either answer back by a witty remark, which makes my sense of humour, or been able to fight, but I never fought much, ‘cos fighting never was me, but I’ve always had a way of, [??] ‘em, so I’m lucky that I’ve never been bullied in all my school years.  I was very fortunate for that.

What was the worst that anybody ever said?

The worst is, not the worst, it’s the, what I call ‘comical’ now, looking’ back, like, you answer back to prefects, for going’ out at play time, and they’d pick me up and put me outside: that sort of thing, but I’ve always been a happy kid.  I’ve joined in to other kids, good and bad: well I wasn’t a bad boy as much, but I’ve enjoyed the uniforms which we had to wear, the blazers and caps, and wearing’ the school badge.

And I understand that you had a trike that you used to get around on as well?

A tricycle was back at my first school, Bradstock Locket, because I couldn’t ride a bike: I still can’t, a tricycle, which I had, was like in the shed, with all the other bikes, and it had a little, like a box on the back of it, and then I’d go up and down the long driveway to the gates at the front, and then at the back, there’d be another gate near the shed, and there’s lots of local kids would come and talk to us, and that’s when I realised I was disabled then, because when you’re young, nobody really tells yer, until other people tell yer, or kids in my case, of how different I was.

Do you remember that moment when you realised you had a disability?

I don’t remember it, word-for-word, but I remember the way certain kids would point at me, at the way I’d talk or walk.  How to them I’d waddle, a bit like a penguin, and all that sort of thing, and it gradually got me thinking: ‘I’m disabled’, but the staff were so kind, they would never really answer that question straight out then, until I was older, to find out for myself: like going into hospital for my operation.

What kind of operations did you have back then?

In them days, I’ve had operations on the back of my legs, to strengthen the muscles, to straighten them up, I used to walk what I call ‘bent knee’ all the time, so, in between the early days of exercising, with dad a strong man [??] to straighten my knee, and 
callipers, which I’ve said I’ve worn up to my hips, and then they worked down: that sort of thing.

And what were the callipers like?  They’re not quite the slim-line modern method, were they? Were they different?

They were different in the sense that I’ve had ‘em all, every model that a kid can have, I’ve had ‘em: even a leg iron bar in between your legs, and you swing your hips, and you have to stand up at meal times to eat, so that sort of thing I’ve learnt, over the years, when I was younger.

When you left school, what have you done, regards work?  You’ve tried your damndest to get on in the world, haven’t you?

What I’ve done, I’ve been fortunate that I’ve done assessment centres, two at Preston and Lancaster, and that’s trained for me for various jobs, from assembly work to office, and then I went to some little other training courses, like electrical, engineering, all that sort of thing, but I’ve been very interested, in trying to do the educational side of my life: attending the local colleges over the years.  The staff do get used to seeing me turning up because I was like a regular person: I’d turn up to do a different course.

How have you found employers?

Pardon?

How have you found people, potential employers for proper jobs?

Well like some of the people are, honest, [on it?] and some of them find it very unusual, to get used to. As I call it, ‘ignorant’, some of them, but as they get to know me, I get on well with them over the years.

Do you find that there’s discrimination against people with disability?

Oh yeah, definitely.  I’ve seen that in the sense that, if you try and do something, as near normal as them, some of them tell you that you’re not supposed to do it, so that’s why me personally, I left the day centres like Fernwood, and The Maltings, to get out from that. To me it was getting a bit boring for me, personally: I’m not very clever, but I felt I was getting bored, so I went and, to the job centres and other stuff, after the assessment.

What have you done?  Tell us about some of the jobs you’ve done?

What have I done?  I’ve done, I eventually spent five years at a local company called ‘Carvers’, doing some assembly, doing nail patenting, [??]  [coughs] and I’ve done a bit of.... May Gay [phon.] which is like folding the papers, for the company there, which help, items are sold, and everything I have made has been sold to the public, and it’s like a partnership between the company and the job centre, to work for half the money that you normally could do, if I was working normal speed.  

So how do you feel about that?

It’s been good, but it’s been very hard, ‘cos like I’ve said, most employers and jobs teams seem to be aiming to push us all onto the benefit line, and it’s silly when the government now tell yer, the new thing, where everybody’s gotta get off benefits, but that’s not what’s really happening.  You’ve got to try very hard to be there.

What would you want to do in the ideal world?

What I wanted  originally to do, was when I’d learnt electronics, was to make radios, but that [coughs] fell through, because the company at Heath Town wouldn’t take me on.  They gave excuses of fire safety and other stuff, so I never got to do that, what I called ‘a dream job’, but I’ve done loads of schemes, as I’ve said, of learning 
other jobs, which I’ve never got to do, because they never exist, and those have been the main two jobs I’ve done: May Gay: Carvers, and the May Gay, the game company.

Is that what you would have liked to have done though?  What, how bad do you feel about not getting the job that you wanted?

In the long term, I feel bad because, financially I’m having to depend on other people for benefits,: taking their tax payers’ money, when I would have loved to have had a full-time job for my normal working life, to earn my own living and buy my own things and a house, which I never got to do.

If we could make you Minister for Disabilities for a day, what would your two or three acts be? [talking together]

Ooh!  I couldn’t do it in a day, and it’s a very difficult job, but the person that does it, I don’t think personally understands the disability of the person that’s looking for a job.  He’s got a hard job, listening to the government, so I wish them luck to do it; but it is tough.

And if you could change attitudes, what attitudes would you change?

The attitude I’d change would be, if they’d listen to more disabled people themselves, instead of telling them that they know what they can do, then it might work out better.  I’ve found that that helped me with my different schemes I’ve been on.  I’ve had to convince so many people over the years, of what I’m capable of, so I’ve managed to do a lot, instead of coming back to day centres.
And so the next generations, the young Desmonds of today, what would you say to them?

To the younger generation, I’d say to them is: ‘Listen to a famous phrase that I heard from a quiz show: ‘Now that I’ve started, I’ll finish’, and when you’ve got it in your mind, just keep going.  You will have obstacles on the way, but if you believe in yourself, you will do it.’  That’s what I’d say to them.

[Break in recording.]  Just tell us about the living conditions, when you first came over here.  Your house, was it in Ewen Street, your house wasn’t exactly made for someone with mobility difficulties, was it?

The house, you mean, fitted for disabled back then?  No.
[Talking together]  Yeah.

No.  It was like the old semi-detached... no, the old, I think it was called ‘the old coal, miners’ area’ which is like... a side street, with like entries, leading to the back of the houses, of small gardens.  We had the old-fashioned cellar for coal, we had the upstairs, which I went up on all-fours, to the bedroom on the left, with a little passage to the other rooms, down the bottom and at the top: so that’s the house at Ewen Street.  As my dad, as a good builder and a man of many talents, he extended it and changed it to a suitable indoor, bathroom and toilet. 

How were your brothers? Did they help you around?

Oh yes.  My brothers, we have like most families, ups and downs over the years, but mostly, we’ve always been close, and they’ve always helped me, in getting on and doing things, because I’ve always been brought up with, ‘You’ve gotta try and do it yourself,’ instead of somebody else having to do it for me, so they helped me with that when I was young, and when I go up now, to do things.

And recently, you went back to Jamaica.  What was it like, going back to Jamaica?

It was a mighty surprise.  I went about, March, of this year, 2005.

[Chat.] Tell us why you went.

OK, then, I went to Jamaica, and I went to Montego Bay, went in about an eight to ten hour flight.  We left in the early hours of morning at two o’clock by airport transport.  They, we managed to take my own wheelchair, which I’ve got, instead of hiring one.  I’m very glad now that I did take my own wheelchair, ‘cos many of the wheelchairs at the hotel, which was all exclusive, was very old and out-of-date wheelchairs.  The only time that I had a trouble was I forgot to take a wheelchair pump, so we managed to buy one out there, which I’ve got at home, to blow up the wheels.  I was fortunate to get the two experiences of both, the tourist side, in the hotel, and see what I called ‘the real Jamaica’, which they took me to various members of the family, to go and see, down into the villages, and countryside: see the real houses, with the... bars on the windows, the little big mansions, the children going’ to school, very smartly dressed, the adults shopping, the women with, as many people have seen, carrying their load on their heads: it was, as I said to them, it was too overwhelming, at times, seeing’ all this been’ thrown at me, with [??] and I’ve heard, over the years, families and friends talking’ about it.  It was a marvellous thing like, for me, it was strange at night, to know that I was there, hearing the real, what I call ‘the raw Jamaican patois’: even though I’ve never been able to speak it, I can understand it, and it was very funny, that, many people would talk over the heads of the all, many tourists, who couldn’t understand a normal, natural language.  I had many jokes of people telling me how strange it was to see a disabled person, getting’ around the hotel in his wheelchair, so happy and freely, enjoying’ himself, which I did.  It was something that I’ll never forget, to see everybody.
How different would life have been, do you think, had you been brought up in Jamaica?

It would ‘ave been very difficult to me, through my medical health, and my disability, and some parts of Jamaica are very rough for a disabled person, ‘cos wheelchairs are not easy to move round, and walking would have been very rough: but it would have been different in the sense that, disability in Jamaica is at least 25 to more 

years behind Britain and America, so I would have had a very difficult life out there, if I’d been there.  I think I would ‘ave gone and joined my, some of the members of my family in America, which they lived some. [??]

It sounds though they marvelled at you when they saw you, and what you’ve achieved in your life, your relatives out there.

It’s been marvellous, many people say ‘it’s marvellous’ but to me, I always have this habit of taking’ things for granted, of what I’ve done, and I’ve always had this bad habit of wanting to do more, because I feel that I haven’t done enough, but only recently, in the last few months, have I realised that I’ve done more than most disabled people can manage to do, 

[Talking together] Tell us,

So I’m always trying’ to do more

Tell us about the Inva Cars.
The invalid car is a blue, three-wheeler vehicle, which I had from 1972, ‘til about, ooh, 2000, maybe a little bit later.  They faded ‘em out, because they were going’ to get as many people as possible into what’s called ‘an adapted four-wheeler car’, so the Inva car had many, near misses of breaking down, with [End of Side A.]

Side B

... they were gonna get as many people as possible, into what’s called ‘an adapted four-wheeler car’, so the Inva car had many near misses of breaking down, with the gear box, the engine, but I’ve amazed myself by managing’ to drive, to places of interest: local areas, Birmingham, but with the pleasure of passing four years ago, after three failures, to pass to drive a four-wheeler, which is a Peugeot 206, which I like, which is going’ to give me more freedom to visit the country, hopefully.

For a whole generation out there that don’t know, they were blue, weren’t they, the Inva cars?  Describe them to me?  What was it like to drive one of those?

How to describe?  I tell you what was nasty about them, they were a nasty blue, but when they got dirty, it showed, it was a pale blue; it was a single seat, smack in the middle of a fibreglass car: you had a very little heater: the heater never worked very well in mine, you had a hand control, more like a T bar, which has got a throttle on the right-hand side, and on your left, like a motor bike handle, and a lever on your right, which you pull up with a handbrake; to stop the car, and then the more you turned the throttle, the quicker it went, and then you slowed down, it took a while to learn; the motor bit you had to teach yourself: beg your pardon: the Highway Code, and the sense of the road.  There were moments that other drivers would pull over, because they’d see an Inva car, but some would race past yer, just to show off on yer, but I’ve learnt, over the years, to accept that, but now that I’ve got a four-wheeler, like I said, I ‘ave the pleasure, hopefully, of going’ up the motorway and everywhere, ‘cos I like going’ to places of interest.

[Chat.]

The highlights of my life?

Oh highlights?  Oh right.

[Chat.  Phil. Changes of attitude over the years.]

Have attitudes changed?

The attitude has changed in the sense of, when I was young, I ‘ad to learn to use knife and fork and spoon, at school, for mealtimes, then at home, I’d have a choice of knife and spoon, or just a spoon for various meals, which is easier to eat with, and I used to get confused, and I used to argue with someone, [??], thinking’ that that was the wrong way to eat, and the meals are more simple in the English side of life, more than the Caribbean food which I ate: so it was a combination of both: that though I had with [??] different people I stayed with, and friends, which I’ve got now: that’s the difference in attitude.  Eating out, some places would let me in, and some people, places would, but it’s changed gradually, ‘cos I’m more acceptable to let me in now.

They wouldn’t let you in: why?

Pardon?

They wouldn’t let you in?

When I was... younger than now, it seemed to be certain cases of attitude of safety, and the other people, public, seeing’ disabled children or adults, it seemed to put, be offensive or put ‘em off, but now, it’s gradually, as I said, it’s changing: getting’ better, more attitude and understanding, ‘cos they more understand mental handicap much more than disability, and they’ve always lumped us all together: but as we know, one’s got the brain problem more, than the disability, which is just your legs and your limbs: your brain is perfectly educated and OK.

And what’s the one thing you would change?  Do you think we can go any further in improving attitudes?

At, the one thing I’d like to change would be, if the customer, I mean, if the business, or businesses were more able to let you [??] friendly in, and restaurants be more open, and listen to the person that wants to spend their money in their restaurant or shop, it 

would be a better attitude all round, but it’s going’ to take a while, because more people are used to mental handicap, [??] which I feel sorry for, ‘cos it’s been shown on telly and radio more: so even in soap operas, they always pick the worst disability to show, more than a person like myself, who could answer back and talk: they don’t want that, they want pity, which is a bit sad really.  

What reactions have you encountered yourself?

What reactions?

To people in the street if you like.  How have people reacted to you in the street?

Do you get people patting you on the head and?
Some of them do it as a joke; some of them do it because they think I can’t understand them.  A good example, going’ back to the holiday to Jamaica, at the airport, the custom on both sides of the Atlantic was weird.  At London Airport, the custom man actually grabbed hold, well he didn’t grab hold of me, he talked very slowly to me, to try and get me to understand him, and then he held me, with his partner, to get out the chair, to check I hadn’t got any bad goods on me, and then the same in Jamaica, where the similar attitude was, the woman thought that I couldn’t hear her good, because of my hearing aid, and on both sides they talked very carefully to me, trying to see that I understood, but when I told them that I could understand them, and don’t talk so slow, they then [didn’t?] understood me, so it was that sort of attitude.  

[Chat.]

My greeting to My Life, by Desmond Cox.

My life is a blip, in the river of cosmos of time

My dreams are flowing within my mind

My learning mind looks beyond the paper stars,

And still those stars are twinkling above, a bouncing spaceman

On the silver moon.

My life, my greeting: Desmond Cox

[End of recording.] 
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