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Sunday 20 November 2005. I’m interviewing Bob Findlay in my home in Selly Oak and my name is Anne Austin. There are a couple of things perhaps from last time that I’d like to raise, if that’s OK and then we’ll move on?

Yeah.

Firstly a couple of factual details; the name and the size and so on, of your first school. 

My first school was called the John Greenwood Shipman Home. And I think there was about 20 children within it.

And where was it?

It was in Northampton itself. Or just outside perhaps.

And I know you were born in 1951 but could you give me the date of your birth?

Yes, with a name like Robert Burns it’s the 25 January.

And does that give…

Yeah. It’s very peculiar because it’s a strange story because when my father was born, apparently he had sideburns as a baby and they called him Robert Burns. And I was meant to be born Christmas but they couldn’t have two of us born on the                   25 December, come on. So I didn’t obviously want to come out for a month. And when things went wrong it was actually Burns’ night, so it just happened I got called after my father because it was Burns’ night. I think originally I was going to be born John, which is my grandfather’s name, so I’m glad I stuck it out.

And I mean, were your parents Scottish, had Scottish links?

Yeah, both Scottish. I regard myself as Scottish despite living all my life in England. I am not a Sassenach.

Did you ever visit in Scotland?

Only once… They were a bit sad because I didn’t see either of my father’s parents – they died before I was born. But my mother’s parents, I actually saw them only a few weeks before they died, which was rather strange but yeah, we went up to see them and they both died within six weeks after that visit, so that was sad.

And what part of Scotland was this?

It was Paisley in Renfrewshire. That’s where my father and mother met. Dad worked at a steel-making firm on the Clyde and my mum’s father was the actual foreman of the company. At first they don’t seem [?] very ideal. My father was going out with my mother. I think he felt she was a bit too good for him, to be honest. One of those things. We’re talking about you know, the late Twenties, so quite a long time ago.

And what made them come south?

I think work mainly. I’m not really sure but that’s the impression I’ve got and they travelled all over the place apparently; Warrington, they even had a period near Wolverhampton, in Willenhall I believe. So you know it’s one of those things where I’ve got bits of history but not really much. I mean, that I think is one of the problems of not being around. And like, my mother would talk about things but it tended to be her agenda, so you know, you have bits of history over and over again but not necessarily the full picture. I think my sister Mary feels very much the same. She’s only got a partial history really. 

And tell me, what was your mother’s name and her background?
She was called Sarah Scott and she preferred to be called Sally because she didn’t like the way people said Sarah. ‘Ay, ay Sarah, as it then [?]...’ She had a rather large family, Scottish Protestants, sisters and brothers. Very musical family as they were in those days. Her sister played the piano, her father played the banjo. He was actually part of a number of famous bands in Scotland during the Twenties, yeah.

Did they do gigs or how…?

Yeah, apparently they did in. Though they were never part of the Jimmy Shand Band, I think they were contemporaries. They didn’t know him but it was that style of music so [?]. [Laughs.]

And your sisters, one’s called Jean and one’s called Mary.

Yeah.

Can you tell me a bit more? You’ve said something about you don’t feel you know your sisters very well or…

No I don’t know either that well really. I know Mary more than Jean. As I’ve said before, I was about six when Jean left home – she was 12 years older than I was and very much into her own thing – I have very few recollections of her. I think the only one I can remember is when I was a child, is sneaking into her bed once and [?]. And like, the rest of it was when she married we would visit her. When her husband was stationed in Bedford they had their first child, Charles. And then of course she went to America to live; then they went to Cyprus and Berlin. No, not Cyprus; Crete then Berlin. And I’ve only seen her twice since then, so yeah, hardly any contact whatsoever. Quite interesting though ‘cos what we’re talking about when I was like six, seven years old. I’m now back in contact with her eldest son who I email – correspond with – which is quite interesting.

And he must be not a lot younger than you. Is that right?

That’s right. He’s only about seven years younger. He actually looks a lot like me; it’s really strange.

Have you met him?

No I haven’t yet, no.

Is your sister still alive?

Yes. But you know, she isn’t very good at keeping in contact and that. Mary as I say, I have more to do with, you know and like, up to when she moved to Worthing. If I went to see my parents she used to be in the same neighbourhood. I didn’t go home much, you know, probably once a year, yeah, that’s…

And these days?

These days it’s a bit distant. I mean I visited her whilst you were away, so it was only a couple of weeks ago I saw her and my nieces who’ve got three children, so I’ve seen one of them before but seeing the other two was quite nice. You know, I mean, I guess I’m not someone that really makes a big deal of being part of a family because I just never really felt like I was.

This may affect my next thoughts. I was wondering about any family outings or activities you used to take, when you were a child?

Not many actually. Bob, myself and my parents, once or twice Mary and her husband but rare. Before that there was an awful incident when Mary and her best friend took me off to meet our father from work. He was working in a sand pit cum clay pit and I don’t really know what happened but Mary and Celia wandered off to see him and I got lost and ended up covered in muck and [?]. Dad went absolutely spare at both of them, so [laughs] that was one vivid memory if you like. But you know, it was mainly like going on holiday in the summer with Dad and Mum. You know, they tried to do their best but you know, I think I’m no different to any other kid. You don’t really want to be stuck with your parents ’cos they want to do one thing and you want to do something totally different, ‘specially when you’re a teenager. And you know I found it a bit excruciating I’ll tell you. ‘Must I go to watch a ye-old-musical-hall-type thing? No thank you!’ That’s what I said.

And Christmases as well, still at…?

Tend to be rather like traditional routine-ism. I hate Christmas. I realise I find routine-ism is the death to enjoyment. You know, where you’re doing the same thing year in; year out. Then, you know, just a complete… [?]. And the routine was that, one day we would go to my sister’s and the next day we would go to her in-laws, and that was the tradition for about 10 years. And like you know, it was not my favourite time of year, let’s put it that way. But any kid… Mum was very creative and like, we used to have like pillowcases – both me and the girls – filled with presents and nuts and oranges and little things and yeah, it was a time to remember, and [?] I think that’s it really. But Christmas is about being young. I can remember – relating back to school – that we used to have a Father Christmas come to school. And unfortunately, me and my girlfriend who was five – I was seven – we let the cat out of the bag; Father Christmas didn’t exist. Oh boy! Didn’t we half get into trouble.

As you were growing up Bob, you give an impression of being quite solitary in some ways. I’m wondering how you feel your sense of yourself and your beliefs really grew, as you were a teenager and growing up.

It’s strange isn’t it? I often wonder that myself. I mean, I think I’ve said before, I think I got a lot from my mum rather than my dad. My dad was a good dad as far as it went; he played with me, cared about me. Like many men of his age he wasn’t very good at… [Inaudible] what felt OK. He always like, [inaudible] from other people. I don’t remember him ever saying he loved me for instance but you know, I think that’s what men were like in those days. Mum was outspoken like me. She was quite radical and very [?], though today it would not be considered that radical but then it was. She was a member of the Labour Party, a member of a co-operative society and now I think that may be where I got my radicalism from, I don’t know. But I don’t remember talking that much about social issues but for some reason that’s my politics into me. You know I’ve got it somewhere and just can’t explain how and why I have this firm socialist belief that I’ve had since I was eight years old and still have it.

Did she encourage you in your radicalism?

I don’t think she encouraged me or discouraged me. I think she wanted me to be, if you like, a free thinker; to think for myself, to have principles and that kind of thing but I never felt indoctrinated in any shape or form. Really my two sisters are so different from me you know, they’re [inaudible]. My eldest sister – the time before last when I met her – we just had one God Almighty row. ’Cos like you know, it’s like a socialist versus a raging [inaudible]. God Almighty! And my sister’s not that radical. So it’s very hard to know where my belief system came from really.

I’m wondering if the time in which you were growing up also was influential.

I think it probably was. I mean, I don’t think I said this last time but my last two days at the John Greenwood Shipman Home was the time when there was the Labour contest between Wilson and… can’t remember the other guy’s name now. No, gone. But when I heard Wilson’s voice at first I thought he was the Prime Minister. I remember running round the classroom going, ‘Yeah!’ ’cos I you know, dare I say it, been anti-Tory since I could think. [Laughs.] And like, that [?] there was just like 10-, 11-year-olds who were like cheering on the Labour Party. I met Harold Wilson and it appeared in one of the Spastics Society newspapers. Can’t remember; was it called Spastics News? Great title, Spastics News! I think so.

That would be when you were about 10, 11?

Probably, about that.

I was wondering whether we could perhaps jump a bit now and think about the time when you were approaching leaving school and then the choices after that?

Yes.

Did you get any sort of careers advice or talk about what you might do after school?

No. I mean, I was thinking about this earlier because it was a very unsettling time for me. Me, as ever, went and said I felt my last two years at school were amongst the most traumatic… [?] various difficult years but those two in particular. I feel that I was abused psychologically by the headmaster, by some of the staff who you know, I’m going to say I feel from their own fear of sexuality, prejudicial anti-Semitism, fear of young people growing up… all on to me. And you know, I felt I was singled out. You know, I’m not going to pretend I was an angel or I didn’t make mistakes; I obviously did. But to treat a young 16-, 17-year-old the way I was treated, if that happened today I think basically it would be classed as abuse. I actually do believe Scope owed me – not just me – I felt other people got a raw deal at the Thomas Delarue School as well. I think they owe us an apology for the way we were treated. And because that happened – because I felt victimised – I felt ostracised you know. When I did my O levels I was OK. When it got to A level I really don’t think I got the support or teaching I should have had. You know, we were left to our own devices often in history. But I just felt crushed and really the careers advice was ‘pants’. You know, ‘Just what do you want to do?’ We’d got no idea. So really, I made my own choices. I guess I was frightened about going home. Going home to a family I didn’t really know, a town that I really only had a partial insight into. I was frightened that if I’d have gone home that would have been it, I would not have had a real future; I thought I may have been held back. And I decided to go where my heart took me. And seeing that I fancied this woman – a fellow student – I knew where she was going, I thought why not go with her and if anything happens then that’s a bonus and that’s what happened. I laugh now but I went to Kelvedon, to a further education centre again run by the Spastics Society, called Oakwood. There was about 12 people there of various backgrounds. And I went – God help me – to do computer programming. Can you believe it, me, computer programming? What on earth was I thinking of? And, of, course, nnh, nnh, it didn’t work. I was not up to that; it was alien. So I floundered for about a year and at the same time my father became seriously ill and eventually died. I did actually get it together with the woman and we did get engaged – much to her parents’ shock, angst really. They didn’t see me as a suitable partner. And I think the experience also shows a different light on my mother and also a very negative light on the Spastics Society. When I got engaged, apparently the social worker who came to see me, I think for an hour…. [?] middle-aged social worker came to talk to me about why I had decided to get engaged. And then she went behind my back to my mother and like, said did she know I’d got engaged yeah, and wasn’t she worried that I was probably an over-sexed young man. Now, how one works out that somebody’s over-sexed from an hour meeting is beyond me but really that isn’t the agenda is it. The agenda is that at that time right – we were talking about the late Sixties, early Seventies – disabled people should be asexual. They should not have independent thoughts yeah? So me showing an [inaudible] in that department, again was a ‘no no’. So when it comes to like, sexuality, Scope just could not cope then.

[End of Side A.]

[Side B.]

[Bob coughs.]

Are you all right?

Yep. Well, having been told that her son was apparently over-sexed, my mother said, ‘Well if that’s your opinion of my son, it isn’t mine. If you’re so narrow-minded and bigoted do you mind leaving my house this moment.’ And she threw her out. [Laughs] [?] Yeah, that’s my mother for you, you know, she’ll defend her own, yeah? That was a difficult time because I was in this relationship, her parents didn’t approve, my father had died – that really cut me up, yeah. My emotions were in a total turmoil; I ended up having a nervous breakdown. I had to go into hospital for a few weeks [?] – at least probably two – I can’t really recall to be honest. And of course, yeah, my mood swings were quite high, so in the end I left Oakwood as a result. Needless to say that really put some pressure on the relationship and it did collapse and we went our own way, yeah.

When you look back on that experience, what are your thoughts now?

Very difficult really. I mean, I probably recognise how immature I really was and I feel [?]. I also think it highlights, not just for me but a lot of disabled people in that situation, just how desperately isolated and alone we are. I don’t know, maybe it’s me, maybe not but I do think we don’t have the support that perhaps non-disabled people would have had. You know, [?] you can go and talk to your mum or your dad. Maybe I’m seeing things through rose-tinted specs I don’t know but I’ve just got, I get this sense that you are alone – you have to like, look after yourself. You have nobody really to like, support you. One or two of the staff at Oakwood were good and did try and support me. A nurse was less helpful you know. I think the guy running the place was a really nice man, a really caring man but out of his depth when it came to like personal relationships. So it was a really awful time for me really. And like you know within a year of leaving school I was like, out in the world in a sense. Again I didn’t want to go home, so I ended up being taken in by this guy called Bernard Brett who was a Quaker, he lived in Colchester. He had cerebral palsy, too. And he was one of the most loveliest guys I’ve ever met in my life. Different views to me, different politics but you know, he was a real gem of a guy, caring guy.

How did you come to meet him or…?

I was starting to get political around disability. My girlfriend-cum-fiancée at the time was saying to me, ‘Well if you’ve got all these views about disability, why don’t you do something about it?’ I started to get slated for my own view that disability was about oppression; that disabled people weren’t treated the same way as non-disabled people and that I thought there was an economic edge and a social edge to the way in which we were treated. And she said, ‘Well why don’t you do something about it?’ So I got involved with the local disablement income group that was actually run by Bernard in Colchester, so we used to go to meetings at this house from Oakwood. And when I had nowhere else to go he took me into his spare room and I stayed there for three months until he found a family I could move in with, which I did, in Wivenhoe. It’s near Colchester.

So by this time you had left Oakwood

Yeah.

And you were living in Colchester, Wivenhoe yeah?

Yep.

Were you working?

No, I was unemployed. I was looking for work but people would take one look at me and say, ‘No thanks.’ So I was drifting you know. And the first family I stayed with, the husband had multiple sclerosis and we don’t really know what happened but I think the wife found it difficult living with him and me, so I was moved on to another family in Wivenhoe, which was OK. I didn’t mind that you know, it…

Can you tell me a bit about, I mean were you choosing to go to these families or was somebody organising it for you?

No. Bernard organised it for me. At the time I just felt so adrift and it was only when I moved in with Christine and Bill that I started to find my own feet again – started to be me for the first time for about a year. It was just like rebuilding my own self, self-image and self-belief in myself, yeah. And then my lifestyle was a bit Bohemian like, into the old drinking at night down the pub, messing around during the daytime, writing poetry and that was about it really. But one day I was in this pub and I got talking to a group of young female students. I happened to have my poetry with me and they said, ‘Could we have a look please?’ So I showed them my poetry and they said, ‘Bob, if you can write poetry like this, why don’t you do a degree?’ ‘Pardon me! Do a degree?’ ‘Why not?’ they said. So it was the first time anyone really said anything that positive. I think I left Delarue feeling a bit of a loser, to be honest. I failed my A levels, so I only had O levels. Well, the next day I decided to catch the bus up to the university – this is bizarre really – I just wandered on campus and said, ‘Can I talk to someone about doing a [laughs] degree?’ I met this guy, Colin Bell, and we were talking, he said, ‘Tell you what’ he said, ‘go back, write an essay on you and why you want to do a degree, bring it back and we’ll talk further.’ So I did that, went back, he read it – the piece of work I did – he said, ‘Right, you’ve got two choices. One is you can go to local college and do an A level and then come back within that year, or you can come here start of next term and do three months, see how you get on and we’ll take it from there.’ So I decided I would prefer that route rather than do an A level. So I went and I sat in on American Literature and I had to write two essays [?]. At the end of that time I went back to see Colin and I said, ‘What do you think?’ and he said, ‘Start next academic year.’ ‘Fine,’ I said, ‘do I have to do American Literature? ‘Cos other than the time I’ve been here [inaudible] wouldn’t mind doing sociology and history.’ He said, ‘Given the standard you’re at, be my guest.’ And that’s how I ended up at Essex University.

And can you tell me a bit about the time that was…?

Yes. Exciting time. It was the early Seventies, so we had the miners’ strike, Post Office strike, Vietnam war was going on, so that was a real radical feel about the time. I was mixing with non-disabled people really for the first time in my life, in any major way. So that was happening. Also I had taken up what Carol had said, that I wanted to know more about like, politics around in general and around disability. And I had read a letter in [?] – I don’t know how, this is something I would love to remember, I can’t – it was a letter that appeared in The Guardian, written by a guy called Paul Hunt and I somehow got hold of it, read it and everything he said I totally agreed with. And at the bottom he said, ‘Write to me if you agree with what I’m saying.’ So I wrote to Paul and I got a meeting with him and that meeting changed my life forever. I know it sounds like a cliché but that’s true really. I mean it wasn’t like an instance you know, like the road to Damascus because I did get involved with what became the Union of Physically Impaired Against Segregation. And you know, I wrote a couple of angry like, ‘in your face’ pieces for their newsletter, just as they informed me they really hadn’t taken off. I got so frustrated with the slowness and what I was arguing then, which to some degree I still believe, I was saying that I didn’t think disabled people could win our battle on our own, that we had to go into coalition with other oppressed groups and include other disabled people. ‘No, no, we got to defend our rights; they don’t understand our issues.’ Which to be fair is probably true, yeah. So we were caught between the disability movement that was being born and a radical left-wing politics in university and I chose the latter. I joined a revolutionary Marxist group at university, yeah. Basically went down that route whilst I was at university.

And so this was while you were at Essex?

Yep.

I’m wondering how you were accepted, looked on by other students, other members of staff?

A few were quite interested because like I had mixed feelings about Essex because in terms of me and my impairments and how I got on with the other students, the way my education… [inaudible] I think they were brilliant. I really think Essex was far more advanced than most educational places I’ve seen. I think they were supportive, I think the staff did actually make reasonable adjustments; I was accepted by staff and students really. Which in a way was quite interesting because there’s a paradox I think because I was treated as just one of them, when I was singled out as an activist and trouble-maker [laughs] then all kinds of dynamics took place that are very unique. Because on the one hand there was I, part of a radical student movement who was objecting to the way in which overseas students were being charged higher fees than [inaudible] students, so we occupied the university. They expelled two students and we decided to campaign against that and we set up a picket line and over a two-day period 106 students were arrested including myself [laughs]. So we had all that going on and like I was treated no different than any other student except when [inaudible] getting stronger, there was two episodes of student unrest. I was involved in both. In one I think I just got reprimanded and that ended up in court for picketing and got a two-year conditional discharge. And then a bit later – in one night where all hell broke loose and some students went on a rampage and smashed hundreds of windows – I was a member of the executive at the time, so I was going around keeping an eye on what was going on, not encouraging anyone whatsoever but I got arrested didn’t I, again, for criminal damage, which I was innocent of. And again we had to go to court and we had two trials. They were inconclusive – me and this other student – and we were both in the end acquitted of any charges. But that, if you like, sealed my persona, so next time there was student unrest then they said well, we’re going to discipline you because we’ve seen you there, you were… I would say, ‘Well, it’s not hard to see someone with cerebral palsy is it, whether I had a leading role or not?’ And this was at the [inaudible] and I had finished my degree by then, got my degree. I was doing MA the second time around. And I got expelled. So it was a strange thing but I’ve left a bit out. After the first round of unrest they called Lord Annan in to do a report on this trouble at Essex, and in this report he spoke about how the left-wing students had used a – I quote – ‘cruelly crippled student to gather sympathy for their cause’. Now, not only did this outrage me as a person but one of the pro vice-chancellors was so outraged by this he was fuming. [?] said, ‘I may not agree with what you do but you’re one of the most articulate political people I know. How dare they dismiss you in this phoney way and to say you’re gathering sympathy.’ [?] know that if they disagree with me they would shout me down like anybody else. So you know, I was a political animal. And he did backfire on them because – I don’t know if you remember but – there was a time when The Times newspaper called upon the University of Essex to be closed down? No? Yes and the reason was that it was at the time when there was a whole debate about no ‘platform for fascists’ and people at Essex quite rightly argued that ’though we didn’t like Sir Keith Joseph, he wasn’t a fascist, therefore we had no right to stop him speaking. Nobody ever gave us credit for that but we were actually [?] we said you know, ‘We’ll picket and we’ll heckle but you know, he’s [inaudible].’ So he spoke about Toryism and freedom of speech and we let him. But then I decided to ask him a question and I asked him how about [?]. If he believed in free speech as he said, how about us organising a debate in Trafalgar Square on the Irish issue. And he said, ‘Don’t be stupid.’ I said, ‘But why? Why can’t it happen?’ And all he would say was, ‘It can’t.’  He wouldn’t answer, so everyone was saying, ‘Answer the question.’ And of course, there was I, hand in the air, [?]… come back at him. Six o’clock news on BBC. And that caused The Times to demand the University to be closed. ’Cos what had happened? We had or I had embarrassed a senior Tory minister. Not only did you ever expect you know to be bullied, to like blockade, stop him talking but we did something far worse, we actually used democracy against them. We exposed a lie and they’ve never forgiven me since. The university never, the government, ‘powers that be’ have never forgiven me either; either Tory or Labour still hold that against me. I’m sure of it. And then of course, next time there was trouble they expelled me. Interesting eh?

I’m wondering now how [inaudible] to look back at it? I mean, it sounds like quite heady times, quite exciting.

It was. I mean like, people say, ‘Bob you’re a real name-dropper.’ I am but like, you

know, I know people. Like, when I got expelled – dare I say this – one of the useless members of the National Union of Students who did absolutely nothing to protect me – despite [saying?] he would – was someone called Charles Clarke. And you know he hasn’t changed much, has he? Still tends to be more verbose than active in doing things, yeah? So I’ve met quite a lot of the ministers, I’ve known in various guises. So you know, I think I am unique in that [?] someone with cerebral palsy or other disabled person, are actually engaged in the activities which isn’t really expected of someone who is a disabled person.

[Tape ends.]
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