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When we had our picket line and like occupied the university, it was 1974, so it coincided with miners’ strike and we actually put some miners up at the university. And one night, while I was on the picket line you know, there was just a few of us, this huge lorry turned up. We thought, ‘Funny, half past eight?’ So we flagged down the driver and said, ‘This is a picket line.’ And then we said, ‘What have you got in the back?’ ‘It’s a new computer.’ [Laughs.] So I – good job it’s a few years later – I quickly said to someone, ‘Run up to the bar and get the miners.’ So got a load of miners to come down and – this poor guy who’d driven all the way from Swansea with this computer – we sent him back. [Laughs.] You know, [laughs] the university wasn’t too pleased but the point is, after we had got arrested – the day after – when I got released, I got back on campus, went to public phone and got the phone number of the NUM headquarters in Barnsley, phoned up, said, ‘Can I speak to Arthur Scargill?’ ‘What?’ ‘Is Arthur there?’ [Inaudible] ‘Who are you?’ ‘I’m a student at Essex University. We’re in trouble. Can I talk to Arthur Scargill?’ And he came on the phone and I told him what had gone on and a couple of days later we got this cheque and it was blank and he said, ‘Don’t go mad.’ And you know this is in response to the support you students have given us during our strike. [Inaudible.]

In all this, did you maybe, obviously you were studying at the same time? [Both laugh.]

Somehow, yes.

I’m wondering how you felt about being very involved and in an academic place, whereas when you looked back only a few years, you’d been in another academic place of school, I’m wondering what your thoughts are about that?

That’s a good question. I’ve always [inaudible] being at Essex, despite all the political shenanigans. I think it was the first time I felt free, that I felt I was my own person, that the barriers I faced were actually few, that I had freedom of thought, freedom of expression, within the confines of… still got disciplined, so there were some sort of barriers there obviously. But in terms of my own development then that’s where [I?] became who I am. I actually grew as a person for the first time. So, you know, it was within the mainstream environment, that I became Bob as opposed to this ‘spastic’ – inverted commas. You know I mean, there were moments where I felt different – isolated – but in comparison to like being almost like in a goldfish bowl of a special school, special college. That ‘special’ was actually out of the window and that was so liberating for me. I’ve only ever felt that probably one other time in my life.

And what was your reaction, what reactions from your mother or the people who knew you from before?

Well just, again this is what... I just don’t think they [laughs] really understood. Well I can remember going home like for the weekend. It was only literally two days before I got arrested. And they said, ‘I’m glad my brother won’t get arrested’ and then three days later I had to phone, ‘Mum, I got arrested.’ [Laughs.] But you know again in [inaudible], I don’t mean in my [inaudible] ideas, awareness were so great that really didn’t appreciate who I am. And by that time I had a stepfather and I can never remember going home once, and I [?] politics and how I was involved with them. And then my stepfather came home with a copy of the Daily Mail and the front page was this big story about Tariq Ali and I can’t remember what it said but it was complete nonsense, I knew it was ’cos, you know, I know Tariq, and I thought, ‘Whoops! Keep your mouth shut.’ [Laughs.] Yeah. So it was almost like I was two different people. I always have been as far as my family goes; they don’t know me that well, to that per cent.

And what about friends you became close within the movement or amongst the disability movement? Anything significant there?

In the disability movement the pull… I left [?] quite early. I got frustrated with them. In the political movement yeah, I mean there are still people I see and talk to. One guy I met about three months ago, we had a meal together in Birmingham and talked about Essex and what we did and there’s other people I still see from time to time from my past, yeah. And my politics still informs me and you know, various people I know. One of my colleagues of later years in the disability movement, her partner was a member of the political group I was a member of, so I knew her partner before I knew her. So there’s all kinds of different tie-ups. And after I got expelled from Essex – it was the same week – I got a grant to do a Ph.D. So I appeared in the press: ‘Rebel student gets grant to carry on revolting’ was one of the headlines. And of course many universities didn’t want me because of my background.

Can you just explain what the university department was then? That you came to, that you were accepted by?

A lot of places didn’t want me but I ended up in Birmingham at the University of Birmingham in the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies. I mean, I was accepted by them, then the university panicked for a week when they realised they’d got this radical student who’d been expelled from Essex. And when that was commuted to a two-year suspension… But I came to Birmingham [?] and like, probably my last like, real laugh about it all is, apparently, I’ve been told that during my appeal, one of my colleagues that [?] the disciplinary panel was talking and they said, ‘Well, better not expel him because it’s obvious that he wants to be an MP, so we won’t want to hold him back’, which I found bizarre. Very strange.

So you had a bit of a gap between Essex and Birmingham, or not?

Not really, only six months if that. About three months actually, moving from Essex to Birmingham. And that whole different starting again.

[Tape ends.]
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