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Bill, tell me about your move to England then. What year was that finally, that you moved?

I think it was rather interesting, because sometime what’s meant’s meant, and we’re not aware of it at the time. I fell out with my good lady wife, while we had three children, but, like everybody else, it doesn’t mean because you’re disabled, that you don’t have disagreements, that you don’t break up. So I came to Corby because my sister was here and my mother was here. I came from Hamilton to Corby, which is approximately 350, 400 mile. And at that time, that was in 1971, I did that journey on an Invertrike; which was a three-wheeler type, two-stroke engine, specially adapted for the needs of people with disabilities. At that time, oh, travelling from... I left Hamilton at two o’clock with a sense of freedom that I was going to England, not even aware of where England was, but only knowing the signposts that I would get there.  For those 350 mile, I never arrived in Corby until six o’clock the next morning, and we had to travel on a lot o’ A-roads and B-roads, because at that time they didn’t have the motorway or the facilities we’ve got today, and this was in the middle of the Autumn so it was a bit of experience, especially. Although I could walk in a sense, I walked with the aid of two sticks, I wasn’t in a wheelchair at that time, and arrived at Corby and I went to the police station, and asked about my wee sister, and the police were amazed that I’d travelled all that journey, and [laughing] I’m not going to say what they called me, it was a compliment in a way, but they called me ‘a daft sod!’ [Laughs.] But, I mean, that was one of the things that happened.

So there you were, travelling through the night as well...
Yes, and at the time, the Invertrikes had plastic windows. They weren’t health and safety as they have in the modern car today which, as we’re aware, it’s 2005, you know, this was in 1971-ish where people with disabilities were sort a… you know, we’re given something, and I think in the hindsight we should have been grateful. It was a Godsend cos it was a vehicle that we didn’t have any foot controls, and basically the same idea as a motor bike, which enabled I, in particular, to travel from Point A to Point B, which was a big enhancement to my lifestyle.  

And in that year, Bill, in 1971, and as you say, travelling on A-roads, far fewer 24 hour facilities, cafes, this kind of thing as well...

Yah, it was an endurance test, but at the time I find a lot of people with cp [cerebral palsy] have that endurance: you know, they sort a take it one mile at a time, and this is also on the road to life, not only on the road, but our attitude to life, or my attitude to life. We sort a take it, we are tolerant: maybe a wee bit irresponsible [laughing] in some ways. Well, I was.  
So you went from, what, town to town, did you, with the aid of a map as well?

No, just the signposts: the signposts that head south, you know, from Scotland (which is north) and I just head to England, south, and just carried on until I’d seen a signpost. I’d a vague idea Doncaster was coming up, near to Corby, which is in Northamptonshire. So when I seen a signpost, ‘Northamptonshire’ and then ‘Corby’, I just followed the road. I mean there were no maps that I was aware: even if there was, I was no… [Break in recording.]
So, had you been to England at all before as well, Bill?

Never in my lifetime. Oh yes, when I was 16 years of age: but that was a government training centre at the time. Yeah, that would be 1950, ’51 I should say, I would imagine, round about then. So, it was something you weren’t aware… I mean, after leading a sort a semi-sheltered life in Scotland, coming into the middle of England with a different sort of culture, in my opinion, a more open-type culture and in some ways a more tolerant culture, you know. Cos my mother was here, and my sister was here, that was the link of unconditional love which families, in a lot of cases, have (especially when they’re brought up in Scotland). I’m not saying in other parts of the country they don’t have this, but the Celts, the Irish and the Scottish, seem to be more family-orientated than other parts, in my opinion.

And of course, historically, Corby drew people from Scotland for the steel industry.

Yes, I think, and this is the only information that I had around about the early ’30s, because of the ore that was available in the ground in Corby and they needed manual workers, a lot o’ people from Scotland and Ireland and other parts needed manual workers, and so they... It must have been rather difficult with the influx of Celts, you know, who just wanted a job and a house, and this is why my sister came here and then my mother came. My sister came and met somebody and married, my mother came, you know, because she wanted to come down here with her daughter, and then I turned up. And I went back for a couple of days but, gradually Sadie (that was my wife) she came to Corby, which in 1972, which was rather surprised [surprising], because, as you’re aware on the previous tape, we had the ideal user-friendly house. But she came with the three children, and I was over the moon, naturally, and my wife and my children, we were back as a family unit, and like everybody else, you have your ups and downs. Corby was a different world, in the sense of the word, regarding the needs of people with disabilities. For example, 1973, ’74 time, I was made aware that there was a day centre opened in Corby, called Stonehouse. I walked with the two sticks and I drove the Invertrike to the place, and I went in, and a gentleman (the manager) says to me, ‘This is your place. There is no referral system. If you need help, we will help you. Other than that, do what you want.’ Within the health and safety aspect, this was something unique, because in Scotland if I – or based on what I heard: other people with disabilities – went to a day centre, they were told what day to come, they were told where to sit, [laughs] and you were told what to do. And so, all at once you had a sense of freedom: a responsibility outside your marriage, a responsibility within society, and it was frightening.

And so the day centre then, Bill, who was that run by?

It was run by Social Services, as part of a pilot scheme. Not aware of it then, but aware of it now, I think it was in aspects of empowerment and independent living, equality – all the words that we’re using now, but we had to develop those skills, working in partnership with other enablers, service providers, not trained to such a degree to analyse us, but to help us in the practical things, you know, and I think this was a fantastic time in my life.

So, at this time then, in this particular day centre, was this concentrated on this particular day centre, or was it something that was more widespread around this area?

I think it was Corby, being Corby with the culture, and influx of a new town. I think they tried it out in Corby, just a pilot scheme to see how would we react to the responsibility of having a say in our own community, or aspects of our community, with support. I think it was developed in other place. We had people coming from all over England then at the time, Coventry and everything, to see how we worked, how we managed the successful ‘day centre’ as it was called, at the Stonehouse. I don’t know how we managed it. We managed it within what a word that our Scope’s used years ago was ‘normalization’. Being normal. We take the ‘dis’ out o’ ‘disability’. We look for people’s ability. We gave them pride in themselves. It was something. It was frightening, I mean. I’ve seen me sitting there and the phone went, and I would shout to the manager, ‘It’s the Director of Social Services.’ ‘Ach, well answer it, Willy.’ We were given a say: not as a trial, in my opinion, just as a normal person. Your disability disappeared, this was the focus on; ‘If you want to be normal, try to act normal. We will provide the aspects of support to enable you to do this.’

So how different did it feel from what you’d come from?

Day and night. I mean, we developed Phab, which was an organisation for physically able-bodied and disabled. I was, as time went on, in the early ’80s, Chairman of DIAL.  I became a Director of DIAL UK. DIAL is Disabled Information and Advice Line, run by people with a disability for people with a disability, and that was only the beginning of that. I was involved with the management committee of Stonehouse, and it gave you a great sense of responsibility, outside the responsibility of married life, which you seemed to take in your stride.

So, you were able to go on whatever days you pleased, and keep whatever hours you wanted to, were you?

Well, there were no conditions. If the door was open, you went in, you know, even if the door wasn’a open certain of us who were key personnel just says, ‘Can I get the key? I want to come down and do some work.’ ‘Oh there it’s...’ So there were no staff there, [laughs] you just... I mean, it was the first experience I ever had in the need of the computer, or the use of a keyboard, which enhanced my life enormously.
This was particularly towards, what, the end of the ’70s and early ’80s?
Eighties: in 1983. Because of going to Stonehouse and being aware of the openness, I realised that I had to have tools to enable me to move forward, cos irrespective of what you’re doing, you need the tools to do it, and I was aware of the great vacuum – not through any fault of my own, but because of my disability – I lived in Scotland, in the field of education, so I had to go to the local college for basic education.
Just to return to Stonehouse, Bill, just for a minute – what sort of numbers of people, when you first went, were involved there?

At the beginning, I think there were about 10 or 12. It developed with three or four buses. Sometimes we had 33 people there. It was basically for people with physical disabilities of working age: once you were, general, if you were over a certain age, although I can’t remember anything being put out, you were sort o’ guided towards an alternative type of day centre. But it was self-motivation, you know, it was…

So when you arrived in 1971, how long had Stonehouse either been open, or had been operating this particular system?

I just happened to be one o’ the first. I happened to fall into place, as one of the first people going in to, you know, I was within the first six or eight people to go into Stonehouse. So I’m a new man, coming into the middle of England, a person with cerebral palsy, or then what we called ‘the spastics’, which the name doesn’t matter so much, to me. The labels can be devastating, it can be horrible, but I was a person.
And, so were the people that became involved, and as the numbers grew, did people have a variety of different disabilities?

Yes, I think there was only about three o’ or four of us with cerebral palsy, if I can remember right, but we had all types of physical-related disabilities. Some of us had other types and it was a great sort of approach – we were there to enable people down the ladder, if they had such a stroke disability as MS [multiple sclerosis] or Parkinson’s, or other types, we sort a enabled them down the ladder, to not feel guilty of needing help and needing support.

So, in terms of deciding what your particular individual priorities were, and what you wanted to pursue, how did that actually work?

Well, it’s the first time outside my married life that I had been, it was new ground. I had never come up through Scope: I come up through the community, so therefore the training and attitude of personnel within Scope (or then The Spastics Society) was new to me, so it was a sort a pathway of hope or a pathway of learning. It was something that I couldn’t really explain: I had a responsibility, and I had to make use of the responsibility to help others, and for them to help me.

So being greeted with the opportunity, ‘Well here’s the chance then to pursue areas of activity, areas of interest, areas of work,’ what did you first of all pursue?

When I went to Stonehouse in ’73, and I was interested in DIAL; I’d always been a campaigning type of person in Scotland, very much on the outside, but I was aware [that] to do anything I would have to improve my attitude and flexibility and need some sort o’ education.

So it was in 1973, was it, that you [talking together] went to Stonehouse?
1983, or yes; ’73. So, I mean it was a combination between social needs and independent living, and it was something just… I mean, we had a thalidomide lady there – Sharon – who was brilliant. She had no arms or legs, but her attitude was... And we had muscular dystrophy, we had everything, and we learned to work together, not to judge one another, so to say we had any goal, we had nothing structured. If we went in there, if we wanted to just sit and blether, if we wanted to do anything, there were no sort a ‘you’ve got to do it, you’ve got to come,’ or, ‘You’ve got to come at a certain time, you’ve got to go home at a certain time,’ it was completely flexible, it was the most disorganised organised time that I’ve ever known in my life. The 10 year leading up to… no eight year, because The Year of the Disabled, as you probably may or may not know was 1981, so because of the focus of Stonehouse, all at once there were organisations springing up, such as Northamptonshire Council for the Disabled, which had a branch in Corby, which I was involved with, and then DIAL.  

So, in going there then, you (in particular) developed an interest in the information needs of people with disabilities?

Yes, I am, and I’m interested not only the needs of information, but the manner in which to present it, and not be judgmental in gaining the ability for them cos in my opinion, during my term as DIAL, a lot o’ times, it was door openers. People came, phoned up for one thing, it was mostly a telephone-type thing – set away, a wee room, a wee coal bunker – but people from Stonehouse come down, the users of Stonehouse used DIAL, and vice versa. People phoned up to DIAL, we made aware of Stonehouse and Phab, and other types of organisations.

So just to move across to DIAL, then Bill (DIAL standing for Disability Information Advice Line),
Disabled Information Advice Line, yes.

and so your first involvement with DIAL then: how did that come about?

I think it was a bit of a manipulation, for want of a better word, although you’re not aware of it at the time. There, we had an AGM [annual general meeting], which now look completely crazy, [laughs] but at that time you thought you were clever (and I don’t mean ‘clever’ detrimental). But there was a man who had been Chair for years, and at the AGM I was voted in this Chair. I didn’t even know what an agenda was, I wasn’t aware of good committee procedure, so all at once I had a responsibility within DIAL to look at things. So I says, ‘Now, what do I do here? I can’t do everything myself,’ and [it] made me aware that people should be proud of their strengths, but not ashamed of their weaknesses. I had to bring other people in to help me to help others.
And so the first involvement in DIAL then, was this a local branch of DIAL?

Yes, branch. The main headquarters of DIAL was in Doncaster, and we had branches throughout Britain, even in Scotland. And we had regional groups, you know, where we met and exchanged hopes and dreams, and it was mostly led by an army of wonderful volunteers: volunteers with disabilities who had been to hell and back within the framework of their disability, so it was something that we all learned enormously from one another.

So, the very first involvement in DIAL then, was that the Corby branch of DIAL?

Yes, and through that I brought in an ex-trade unionist, who’d become disabled – very left-wing [laughs] but was very good. In fact he was a bully. We got a treasurer, we built up legs of the table, and we were considered the best branch in this region, as outgoing and if you’ve got a successful group or association, organisation, that attracts people, you know. And we built up some wonderful teams: an ex-social worker with MS, a person with rheumatoid arthritis, a person with a heart condition, I with cerebral palsy, and I mean it was amazing. But one of the things that did, that made me aware that people should never close their mind, or their door, to the management of change, it was by using a lot of people. I found it very difficult to use a pencil, as a longhand, but I found out the keyboard enabled my brain and my limbs to work together, and this enabled me to develop my skills and relax, and the therapeutic value of that, and the understanding from both sides worked enormously to help it. I ended up the Director of DIAL UK, and was very much involved with the argumentative side (cos I’m a campaigner – I don’t take prisoners) related to access: especially in venues where a lot o’ our meetings were held.

So there you were then, in the early days, with the Corby branch of DIAL building up the committee, and the involvement of volunteers. Most people then, how would they contact you?

By phone. It was a telephone number, just to cover, you know, every… There were no barriers, I mean if somebody phoned us from Scotland, the benefor [?] of DIAL then, if somebody wanted to come to Corby for a holiday they were able to phone the Corby DIAL, and we were able to tell them the local facilities from the point of view of a person with a disability and vice versa, rather than, you know, I’d been in some of the DIALS in Scotland, and met some of my colleagues, when I was going on holiday, (if I was going on holiday, I went up to Scotland) I made it a point to go to the local DIAL: so I mean it was a family thing, it was a wonderful time.

So, what year was it, Bill, that you were elected Chairman of Corby DIAL?

I was round about ’81, ’82 time, and I was there until about ’86, ’87. I think there comes a time when you’ve got to step back.  By this time, my children had grown up, and had the responsibility, and unfortunately the marriage broke up here, because we eventually got a house, and Corby Borough made every effort to accommodate us – not in a special build thingummy, but the adaptations, as it was a new town it was easier to adapt the later houses than if you had an old building, you looked way back. So I had a nice time, and ’85 on, I floated back and forward to Scotland and was a loose cannon, in a sense of the word. Was involved with The Lanarkshire Spastics Society Youth Club round about ’59, so therefore I still had contacts when I came here, and then I begin to get involved in The Spastics Society in England.
And so, in the period ’81 to ’86 (approximately) with Corby DIAL, beginning to see the development of computers and the facility for information to be held on computers... But before that, let’s imagine the phone ringing – p’raps before the times when you had easy access to computers – how would you then answer a particular query? What kind of information sources did you draw upon?

Experience. We had a library of information in the written word; we had files that was there. In hindsight, there were very limited information. I went through the training initially at DIAL with another operator, a trained operator. My first call I ever got was a lady who wanted to adopt a child with a disability, but this child had to be coloured. And I thought it was a wind-up [laughs] cos it’s the last thing you expect to come through. But although I thought it was, I just dealt with as if it was something that wasn’t a wind-up, but my way of dealing with that was looking at common sense, which I think is lacking today. I asked permission of the service user in that case, to give me her phone number, and her permission, if I contacted somebody further up, could I pass on the phone number to this person. We acted as a link, in cases. Of course, I contacted the local Social Services, made them aware of who I was, what I wanted and why I wanted it, and I made them aware that I’d asked permission of this particular lady who wanted some help, and they says, ‘Yes we will contact the person.’ I never heard nothing else, which was... I mean, we were a sort of signpost and link-up, everything that we did. You know, people phoned up, referrals of housing, wanted to know organisations, want to know where they were, how could they get there... There was such an enormous range of activities, and because the vast knowledge, we had about six, seven operators at that time, we were open from 10 o’clock in the morning till about four, manning that phone. Each of us did a couple o’ hours. We were all people with disabilities, and most of us were service users at Stonehouse, so we were on call if something cropped up, that we were on call to get advice of our colleagues: it was teamwork.

And, there you were then. the phone’s in the corner, the line’s open for business as it were: what did it, in a sense, feel like then knowing, ‘Well, hold on: that phone may ring, that person on the end of that phone may be needing any kind of information at all.’ What did it feel like in those days?  

I think a lot o’ us took it in our stride. We were such a good team. We were aware of the importance of not to judge or try to pass the parcel, cos we understood the meaning of the word ‘empathy’. If we didn’t want it, would we like it if we phoned up here and somebody try to pass the parcel or didn’t try to find out what the real reason for phoning up? We were good at what we were doing, in finding out the door openers, who people’d phone up for one thing, and you’d gradually get to know, and we made them aware that some of us had…

[End of Tape 4, Side A.]

[Side B.]
I think DIAL was an enabling service with common sense, way before its time. I don’t know what it’s turned out now, what’s happened to it, because sometime you just leave an organisation, you’re better just, you know... My lifestyle gradually changed, and I must admit I became interested in the needs of people with cerebral palsy, or you know, ‘spastics’, as we were called then. I was invited to a meeting by The Spastics Society in England. I can’t even remember what they were called then, [laughing] all I knew, they were The Spastics Society. Naturally, I think a lot of people have a special interest; well I had a special interest, in people with... [phone rings]. Oh sor… [Break in recording.]

And, with your involvement in DIAL, Bill, at that time – were there other organisations that had the strong involvement of people with disabilities like DIAL, if you like?

I don’t think there were so many people. I think, at that time, people with disabilities didn’t have the tools or the attitude to realise that they had a right to be wrong, and it wasn’t wrong, you know, it was something… We needed that sort of… I think DIAL in itself was away ahead of its time, in the sense of the word. We hadn’t this obsession for being politically correct; we used common sense. It was very successful in the number of people, because even today people’ll meet me in the town and say, ‘Well, I’m asking you because I know you: you’ll tell us the truth.’ So the reputation of being a member of DIAL was a great feather in the cap of a number of us. We had some wonderful individuals who seemed to blend together.  

And what reaction did you get from people when you’d put them in touch with organisations, when you’d given them the information they needed, and when you’d started them off or helped them in their quest? What kind of reaction did you get from people?

Well, you know, oh there were always people saying, ‘Thank you’, but we didn’t do it for that reason. We were honoured, as a team, to help. In fact, some of the people who started off requesting information ended up being part of the team too, because we were users, in the nicest sense of the word. We were aware of the great need to help people and it was something, even when we went to other parts to meetings and workshops and things within the national DIAL, of encouragement. It’s amazing how many people you see at the same stage of disabilities, and the same sort of things, but only different names, you know, so there were a common denominator there. We wanted to be free, and I (as part of Stonehouse and DIAL) had got a sense of that freedom, what we used this, as a team. I mean, in Corby, we had four Directors of Dial UK. I wasn’t the only one. We had four Directors who moved up, because we were the prominent group. We were the prominent branch who led the region, you know, and ended up as part of national DIAL.

So tell me about the structure of DIAL at the time then, Bill. You had local branches, then…
We had local branches, and depending on the catchment area you were in, or the area you were in such as a region, we had regional committees who used to maybe meet every six weeks in different parts, different branch, DIALS. You know, people travelled from point A to point B, and we didn’t have the type of transport we’ve got today. [Laughing.] It was rather interesting, you never knew how people struggled because of their physical condition, or disability (whatever you like to call it), to the meetings, but it was… I don’t think anybody could really explain it, in a sense of the word. It gave people a purpose, and a hope and a dream.

And different sized branches in different areas.

Oh yes.

So where were some of these meetings typically held?

Well, for example, we had a Leicester DIAL; I think that was our nearest one. We had a Daventry DIAL, which was also Northampton, so they were two that spring to mind. We had a meeting maybe every second month at Daventry, then two month later at Leicester, and then back at Corby and it was based. Although we’d an agenda of items, the main thing was sort of Friends of DIAL: social needs, to take the pressure off, because we were untrained very good social workers. [Laughs.] I think this was the thing. [Talking together.] Very good.
And what kind of things were on the agenda? What kinds of issues were raised?

Well we used to always try and do some case studies. You weren’t aware of what we called it then, but basically, how did we cope with this? We fed off one another, and we were able to contact national DIAL if there was something we didn’t have in the local library, because then we didn’t have the technology, and people didn’t look outside their, for example, Corby district, the post codes which they are now. Most people, because of their physical disabilities, were in that circle but they still didn’t know [there] was there a community centre they could go to. How would they get to this doctor, or how they would get on this bus? What like was the taxis? How would they get a shower fitted? You know. And we had a referral system to the occupational therapist. How would they get a house? I mean, it was frightening now to realise the responsibility and power that we had, and the credibility that we had as a team in Corby, where we could, you know, not demand it in that way, but we could open a door, and we could encouraged people in the field of education to be involved, you know, in their local… It was something wonderful.

And people coming to you then, making enquiries, were there different stages, I suppose of those enquiries? People were perhaps making the first enquiry, were they?  Or, indeed, had they circumstances where they’d been trying to pursue a particular point of query, and hadn’t got the information they needed?

I think it was word of mouth and reputation. When somebody may come in and wanted a wheelchair, and people like myself would be able to say ‘Don’t go for a 9L’ and, as you know, 9L is four small wheels, like a pram, you know. The AL is a self-propelled wheelchair, that’s easier to get into a taxi, and easier to do this, and they were able to send their referral form at Stage One, because they didn’t want to admit they had a disability, and we may encourage them to come to Stonehouse, to meet their friends, to make new friends, and be involved in another aspect of Stonehouse, where the social needs were developed. And maybe then the disability deteriorated, so they needed other type, more personal support, which we did not go into, personal support in a sense, but we usually knew somebody who did. For example, our local contact within what we call now ‘the PCT’ [Primary Care Trust?]. You know, we linked people up without taking their sort a’ pride away from them. We wouldn’t be involved in, you know, anything too heavy.

And, when you were involved locally with DIAL, and then regionally, and then became a Director of National DIAL: what did that feel like, for you?

I don’t know; I took it in my stride. I don’t know whether it was because it was something new, so I didn’t realise what I was doing, or whether it was because of my background, as my father had been a bit of a political animal, in a sense of the word. For example, tonight… God, he’s away home, he’s dead but he’d sit up all night, listening to the wireless, which I’ll be sitting up all night. Well, [laughs] it isn’t the political arena, you know. I think it’s something I would just have to be in the right place at the right time, and it sounds big-headed, to enable me to help others. And I couldn’t say that I was… I’ve never been the type or look to climb a mountain.  Maybe this was why I wasn’t the type who wanted somebody to pat my back and say I’m great. [Laughs.] I would rather either somebody say thanks, but I’d signify it that way, thanks, but I mean this was my way, I’m not saying it was right. So therefore the responsibility was good. I also helped my wife, because her being a polio and in a wheelchair, I think it gave her a wee bit of push because our children had grown up and, as your children grow up you [they] need you less, so Sadie ’ad a purpose, developing. She went to Stonehouse too, although she was never involved with DIAL.  Sadie had polio, and I think it was something that gave me (I could have used it, maybe I did unintentionally) contacts with local personnel, like counsellors, etc., and we were asked, often, about problems or suggested things related to the need of access, because in those days we didn’t have such things as the Disability Discrimination Act, which as we’re aware now is a wonderful thing, and it’s an attitude of equality that enables us to ask, ‘Why not to get it?’ We didn’t have the Plan M, [Part M] Building Regulations which, based on information I have today, it means all new buildings must be accessible not only for people with disabilities (as in physical disabilities) but it also enables young mothers with children, so if they please people like myself, it enables the rest of society to treat us as people with disabilities, rather than disabled people.

And, there you were then, Bill, as you say, coming relatively newly to England and travelling around, different involvements with DIAL. And you referred earlier to… at this time that you found that, partly to help you with this role, was the need to have some extra classes, extra tuition?

Oh, I needed the tuition. I mean, you had to, you need your stimulation to waken up your brain a wee bit in the field of education. So the only way that I could do this, in my opinion at the time, was go in ’83-ish to basic education, because at school, education was at zero (as being at special school, as I mentioned earlier on).
To get... what was the name of the programme again?
The basic education at a local college, which we had to make sure that it had access: [laughs] as a student with a disability, you know, we were all grouped together. Some of us were disabled, physically-related, some of us had emotional needs – I don’t like the word ‘mental’ health, I think it’s a horrible word. Emotional needs and physical needs are different things. But anyway, I was very apprehensive because I thought I was the only one that was unable to use a pencil or write, or understand some of the basic things within education, but all at once I found out that other people [did], and I think this made me aware of the meaning of the word ‘empathy’. I developed some sort of skills on the computer. I found out my brain worked better with a keyboard than it did with a pencil, so I had to get the tools again. We had to raise money within DIAL to get a computer, and training in the development of the use of the computer. A lot of us still weren’t very keen on the computer, because we had been successful using common sense. So the age gap then: the computer was a toy, where in today’s world it’s a necessity.

So...
It was just something that happens: nobody knows why, in anybody’s lifestyle at the time, what’s round that corner.   
So this was 1983, when you first took some extra classes?
Oh yeah.  

And particularly in what? English was it?
English mainly, because we had to formally write a letter and how to do a report, you know, and the Treasurer, it was his job with different people, but you still had to an idea of correction of certain aspects, as Chair. And I mean you’d still encourage as a team – we used to go to courses as a team, even computer courses, and each o’ us would learn different aspects of what we considered our needs, and the part we played in our team. For example, we had a gentleman who had MS [multiple sclerosis]. His speech was very bad. We had to record the information, for statistics and for funding of all callers, with the caller’s permission. We couldn’t just say, so we had to keep a record, and we had to be accountable. There was a gentleman who was unable to do this because of his degree of disability, as in MS, so we had a tape recorder and he taped everything, and somebody else edited it and logged it, writing just on a sheet. So therefore, you know, where one of our team had a weakness, the other one had a strength. This was the great thing that stemmed from the wonderful place that Stonehouse was, in a number of ways.

And, so previously in DIAL, you’d had files and you’d had information sheets and printed information, I guess, in the main - ?
Yes, we had.

And, going to classes, and learning about English classes in particular, and then learning about computers: the keyboard these days, I suppose, is so every day, but take me back to the first time, Bill, that you sat in front of a computer. What was that like?

Wonderful. It happened at conference, or a workshop within National DIAL, which one of our co-ordinators – it was a lady who was doing work experience, and what we call ‘a community programme’, you know, you retrained the unemployed at that time, and she became the co-ordinator with this local thingummy to DIAL, and she had some tea, and she says, ‘Oh what’s?’ I says, ‘Wait a minute, can I do this, and do that?’ We used what we called ‘Ability’: now was it just Ability?  I think it was just Ability: that was the name of the software at the time, and a Hercules black and white [laughing] we’ll call it ‘screen’. Och, I don’t know the technical side of them, in my memory it was, and you could put it in a mobile phone probably now, but it was a door-opener, it was something that we just had, and it gave me confidence too. Later on, when I begin to drift away, or want to step back from DIAL, or had other commitments, and want to go back to Scotland for domestic reasons, as in family break-up, so I had to step back a number of things, and it just… I mean honestly it was a time there where people were given the opportunity to make a mistake, without having to be cruelly conditioned or told you were wrong.  ‘We will help you to help yourself,’ and I think this was very important. Stonehouse in itself eventually become a social worker’s nightmare, because we didn’t know who run Stonehouse, whether it was the staff, whether it was social workers, or whether it was the service users, because we were all a team. [Laughs.] And we had some wonderful social nights out, where everybody was the same. We’d get drunk some time; terrible people. I mean there were a few relationships developed, but it was nice. Some lasted, some didn’t, but that was the thing. But Stonehouse in itself began to deteriorate, and I began to become a wee bit older, and as I drifted away from Stonehouse and DIAL, so you move on – this is where the door opened within The Spastics Society.

And, just to return to Stonehouse, Bill – if people had choice of what they wanted to do, how was it then that, for instance, activities were organised? How did they decide on a particular day? ‘Well, look three people want to do this, two people want to do that?’ How could it be that they were actually able to organise things?         
It was the best disorganised things. People, just five or six, says, ‘We’ll need to do some knitting for our fun day,’ or, ‘We’ll need to do a couple of shelves,’ or, ‘We’ll need to run the tea bar,’ or, ‘We’d like to go out at the weekend for a social night out.’  Maybe something, not so much drinking. We were able to just ask the manager, ‘Can we book the bus?’ and he says, ‘Provided you’ve got a voluntary driver that’s working, you know, that’s got a clean licence or unable to do this.’ There wasn’t such a thing as a MiDAS-trained driver then [Minibus Driver Awareness Scheme]. It was a good enabler, and most of us were more able to get out and in a bus ourself, even with a lift. It was a risk [laughing] when you think today, but that’s what it was. It was something we just, if we needed to do it. But if there were an Open Day, we all worked together.  If there was something, the garden was needing doing, the ones that were able either brought their family or they did something, or you could never really say. If there was a special project coming up or something, on the house, we all worked together. I mean, there were 20 to 30 people a day, at Stonehouse.  

And what’s the driver... MiDAS?

MiDAS-trained driver is a terminology now, that you must be trained to enable a person into a bus. So if he’s a wheelchair user, or some sort of vehicle user, and you must make sure this is politically-correct within aspects of health and safety.

And, we should just refer earlier as well, in case people are not clear – today, 5th May 2005: Election Day as well, [laughs] we should say. OK, so in 1981 then, we had the International Year of Disabled People.
Yes.

What are your memories of that particular year, I wonder, Bill?
It was an awakening, because we had a man called Cecil Petie, who would be...
Mind the wire, Bill.

(Oh sorry)... Who would be in his eighties. He’s dead now. I think he would probably… he had, what do they call it? Spina bifida, or something similar. The legs were small, wheelchair bound. He’d been through the forces and done voluntary work, you know, because of that he decided to stand for the Council for the Disabled that year, with his headquarters in Northamptonshire (that’s where I am now), with branches in different areas, such as Corby, Kettering, Daventry, and other parts of and Northampton itself. Although we were individual branches, autonomous in their own right, the mother sort o’ group was Northamptonshire Council for the Disabled. And so the main impact on that year, was awareness of the needs of people with disabilities, kind of over and above the norm. I mean it was a national thing, it was splattered all over the place, you know.

And how do you spell the chap’s surname?

Petie (it was French): P-E-T-I-E or something like that. I’m not sure.

That was a United Nations initiative; the International Year of Disabled People. What longer term effect do you think that that had?
I think it begin to make people less ashamed of being disabled, and made them realise, ‘If I want to be treated normal, I must start acting normal. I must not expect everything to be handed to me.’ I think we got a sense of freedom, and a sense of equality, and we felt, well I felt in control (with a small ‘c’) as part of a team. But I’ve always had that sort of attitude, being the oldest of a family of six: brothers and sisters, who weren’t people with disabilities, were just my brothers and sisters. They weren’t disabled, but whether they were or not, it was irrelevant. But, I think this broadened the school, it enabled us to look from the shire, to link up with other people with disabilities, family and friends, and with the link-up between DIAL too, so all at once I was a very busy person. I think I was married to the vol [voluntary work?]. I think this, in a way; we’ve got to be very careful that we don’t overstretch ourselves.

And your involvement, Bill, at Stonehouse and DIAL, and the Northamptonshire Association for the Disabled as well – 
Yeah.

all of that then, how did that reflect and change the perceptions that you had of yourself?

I begin to realise I was a person; that I was the same as anybody. You know, I was the same as my brother. [Laughs.] I could request support, for either myself or for other people, so therefore the attitude of the disability begin to disappear. I could ask for something, but I didn’t have to be told what to do. I couldn’t get everything I wanted, but it made me aware that I had a right to ask for things, and people had to tell me why they couldn’t give me it. You know, it’s like a young child that develops the skills as a kid, but whereas people with cp are conditioned, that which I call ‘people with disabilities’ who were born with a disability, they’re full board: where people who become disabled later on in life, are bed and breakfast, [laughs] you know. That’s a phrase that has a humorous line: that makes people... There is a need for both sides, because some times people with disability who are born with it (the full-board ones) have never realised anything else, and they just think the world owes them a living, and they need the bed and breakfast ones to come in and say, ‘Look it’s your life.’ [Phone rings.] Who’s that?  
[End of recording.] 
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