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I was born in 1948, with cerebral palsy. This were probably the result of a difficult birth which ended with a forceps delivery. When I were born, I had apparently two fairly bad marks on me head where these forceps had been hold, and at the time nobody suspected any damage had been done, but when I were old enough that I should have been walking, I had become rather proficient at crawling and reluctant to walk, so it became obvious that I did have a problem. I did learn to walk, but just a bit slower than what were expected, and as a young child I then progressed to running about and doing most things that most children do. As soon as they really discovered that I had cerebral palsy, I used to attend a clinic from Leeds Health Service for physiotherapy, and probably to be consistently and constantly assessed. Neither my disability nor being constantly assessed really seemed anything out of the ordinary to me – I just felt normal and behaved normal and were treated normal within the family. Then at the age of four, I went away to boarding school – Larchfield at Harrogate – where one went on a Monday morning and returned home on a Saturday morning, and I spent five years at Larchfield, leaving when I were nine. At this point, I attended a special school in Leeds – Potternewton Mansion School – which although at the other side of Leeds, and you had to travel there by a special bus, you did at least attend on a daily basis.  While I’d been at Larchfield, the main thing that concerned my disability were the fact that I were fitted with callipers, probably as an experiment, as I felt they did no good whatsoever, and I really hated them. I mean, in all honesty, they were just a method of torture: they were designed to pull your legs straight, which is something that were never gonna happen and it were just like putting somebody on the rack and stretching hem. I just had my legs forced straight with a considerable amount of pain and an awful lot of discomfort, and towards the end of me stay at Larchfield I were also fitted with night splints, which just added to the agony and misery. The educational side of things at Larchfield, you know, I would have described as ‘adequate’ and this were a school that only had 20 pupils, so another 19 people were largely similar to yourself or they all had cerebral palsy but to different degrees. And, really the one thing that Larchfield taught you were the fact that you were away from home so long you had to be emotionally independent, and it also taught you basically how to be self-sufficient and [voice in background] not be so reliant on your family. As a family, we always enjoyed a two-week summer holiday at the east coast of Yorkshire – something which we looked forward to for the other 11 months of the year – and this were a great family outing, when we probably either hired a caravan for two weeks or, stayed at a flat. Leaving Larchfield warn’t a difficult move, but moving to Potternewton, obviously moving into an whole new world, where at that time there were pupils up to the age of 16, were a difficult move. In those days, if you were handicapped, you couldn’t leave school until you were 16 although everybody else could leave at 15. You couldn’t leave until you were 16 unless you were moving on to some sort of other further education, or they may have let you leave if you had a specific job to go to, but generally speaking you stayed until you were 16. At the age of 11 I was described as having failed the 11-Plus, although I actually never knew how I failed it cos I did an awful lot of work privately before I sat it, and I did have able-bodied friends at home, and in comparison to them I did have some difficulty quite understanding it, how I had failed. But failed I had, according to the authorities. It was at this point that I went into hospital for me first operations on the hamstrings; back of both of me legs. In retrospect it’s fairly obvious, looking at each leg, that they’re not now a matching pair, that this were a total experiment, although it weren’t exactly upfront about this at the time – you were given a very positive outlook to something which turned out to be not such a positive experience. I came out of hospital after having a tormenting time in hospital, and going through an awful lot of pain and torture, and I came out of hospital and unable to walk and in a wheelchair, which was something that didn’t please me one bit. I had been able to run, hop, skip and jump and do most normal things prior to going into hospital and suddenly I found meself coming out of hospital and in a wheelchair, and it grieved me a lot to say the least. Gradually I learnt to walk on elbow crutches, and then some time later progressed on to walking sticks, by which stage they decided that something that they’d done to me left leg had caused a problem to the left ankle and that I’d have to go back in hospital again for an operation on me left ankle. So I went in hospital and had me Achilles tendon lengthened, so they said, but once again I came out unable to walk and back in a wheelchair, and had the difficult process of getting back again walking on walking sticks. By this time I would say me parents were pretty aggrieved about the situation and they’d seen me going from not to bad to being in a total mess really, due to surgery: nothing natural any more. The difficulties that I had previous at least were natural: the difficulties that I had now were largely man-made, so nobody around me were happy with that. Like most children, certain aspects of education I really enjoyed and certain aspects, especially the artistic ones, I enjoyed a lot less, [voices in background] but I went to school with the intentions of learning and as best as possible did me best to come out as well-educated as possible. At 14 I sat the entrance examination to attend the Branch College of Commerce in Leeds and passed, so immediately after me 15th birthday I left Potternewton Mansion Special School and went to the Park Lane Branch College of Commerce, in Leeds. For a start this involved catching two buses to get there every day, and two buses to get home by public transport, so that came as a vast change in life to start with. Also, lots of these students at this college, [voices in background] they’d really been failures at school, and this were a second opportunity for hem, whereas for me it were a first opportunity and, you know, I could have never have been previously classed as a failure and I really devoted meself to getting educated over a two-year period, up to five O-levels, and some of the students didn’t really like this and made life awkward for me. But all in all I got by and survived it, and I suppose really it were nothing more than a lesson for what life were gonna be like thereafter: you know, one lives under this illusion that if you do your best and you do well you’ll be all right, but believe you me, in those days, if you had a disability, it didn’t necessarily follow that you’d be all right. At 15 and a half me parents had finally relented on what I were allowed to do and what I warn’t allowed to do, and I were allowed to go fishing, and this opened up an whole new world to me. I started going fishing first with me brother, then with various friends, and then eventually on me own if I so wished, as time went on. Through going fishing this opened up a whole new world to me, got me out in the country, it gave me a certain amount of satisfaction in life, and it made all the other trials and tribulations of life worthwhile. When I left college, I went to work for British Rail, and although it were a job it were nothing special and one or two people did go out of their way to make life difficult for me there, and eventually, after just over 20 months, 21 months maybe, I decided that I’d had enough of this and left. Subsequently I worked at Exide Batteries for a short while, before eventually I managed to get a job with the Inland Revenue, where I continued to work for the next 19 years or so. While working at the Inland Revenue I experienced what it were like to work with extremely uncooperative [people?] or managers that wanted to make life difficult for yer, and some extremely good people, some absolutely brilliant people that were a pleasure to work with, and this probably took on about 50 percent one way and 50 percent the other, so really it were a life of extremes. One minute you were working for somebody that were all right and yer absolutely loved the job, and other times you worried [worked?] for somebody who treated you terribly and you detested the job and found it difficult to cope. But I did stick it out for most of me normal working life, until eventually my doctor suggested that I should retire as things were getting difficult and, as he said at the time, ‘We’re about to get worse.’ At the age of 20, I began to take holidays alone, and I also began to walk for pleasure. I’d obviously learnt to walk and deal with difficult terrain, but largely on the level when I went fishing, but as a result of this I enjoyed being out in the open air a lot and [voice in background] during one of me first alone holidays in the Lake District, I had me first attempt at climbing mountains. This was to eventually lead to me climbing 44 mountains in Britain. Around 1975, having climbed quite a few mountains by then, I also decided that I wanted to test meself on long walks and, you know, part of climbing mountains and doing long walks is understanding what you’re capable of and equally understanding what you’re not capable of, and there’s nothing like a long walk to know just exactly how far you are capable of walking. Anyway eventually, in 1976 I did the Three Peaks of Yorkshire walk, and then in 1976, ’77; the Dales Way, from Ilkley to Bowness on Windermere, and later a long part of the Coast to Coast Walk, and the Lyke Wake Walk. Walking gave me a chance to push meself to me absolute limits of endurance, and thus know exactly what my capabilities were. And equally, climbing allowed me to put meself into dangerous and difficult situations, knowing that I’d put meself into hem believing that I had the capabilities to deal with hem, and also knowing that, especially if you were on your own, if you didn’t get yourself out of hem a serious option might be dying, and the fact that you went through this process gave you a massive amount of self-belief and, although it is self-belief, it don’t necessarily affect how other people see you or anything like that. It is purely that you know who you are, what you are, where you are, and have a far greater understanding of yourself cos you’ve been to the extremes of life. In 1971, basically I’d got me first car and I began using annual leave to do what I considered to be a grand tour of the British Isles, and during the next three years, I visited most of the visitable islands off the coast of Britain, [voices in background] and toured most of the mainland. At this point I felt I’d served an apprenticeship in travel and also felt that at least I did know Britain. In 1975, I did me first foreign travel, and most of me foreign travels were done alone, and originally I went to Spain for a week, and then followed that up with a fortnight in Switzerland, which allowed me to get amongst their mountains and also go as far as Mont Blanc, in Chamonix in France. At this particular stage I had a massive fear of flying, and did all me travel by land and sea, so the trip to Spain involved a very long bus ride, down to Barcelona. Later that year, I also spent two weeks on a bus tour going round Italy, which I thoroughly enjoyed, visiting all these historical sites and some scenic coastline.  The following year I did a tour of Mediterranean countries, and then later on in the year a tour of all the countries round the Baltic, and the following year I went round, well by bus, across Europe to the far-eastern reaches: Hungary, Czechoslovakia and different places, and everywhere that you crossed to get there: Austria. And then later on I decided that the time had come when I either had to make a decision that I would fly, or that there’d be certain countries that I’d never go to, and [voice in background] I made up me mind that I’d have to deal with the situation, and I went to America for five weeks and had a fantastic time going as far south as Mexico City to see the Pyramids of the Sun and Moon, and ending up doing a bus trip from Vancouver, right across to Niagara in Canada, before eventually coming back through America to come home. When I went to America it were the first time really that I’d been abroad and not actually been on any sort of package deal: you know I just booked a flight, went, and then didn’t have a schedule but just treat every day as it came, and organised life on the road, which is one of the most fantastic ways to enjoy a brilliant holiday, especially if you’ve got phenomenal drive, and you’re gonna do a lot of things and largely travel by night. Two years later, in 1979, I got married and went to America again for five weeks, but this time on honeymoon, not alone. Once again we just went and just travelled loosely, and had a really good time in general. After being married only 10 weeks, my wife decided that she needed another woman and not a man and that in fact she’d made a mistake in ever getting married in the first place and, you know, in all honesty there i’n’t really any answer to this. It’s no good saying, ‘We’ll have counselling or get guidance or anything,’ you know, if somebody needs a woman and not a man, basically there’s not much further you can go. So that ended up in divorce, and at this point I started living on me, completely on me own (as opposed to me parents), so late 1979 I found meself living alone. Houses became quite important to me and I felt that I needed to work hard and commit meself to properties and gardens until I reached what I would have considered to be my, as it were, natural level on the property market: something that you can afford, and something that you can cope with. And this probably meant slightly over-stretching meself at one point when I had a bungalow in Bingley with a hundred yards of garden and a section of the River Aire. I enjoyed it for two years, but eventually decided that I couldn’t keep up with hundred yards of garden for the rest of me life (hundred yards by 20 yards). At this point I moved slightly down-market into the current house that I’m in now, which once again it’s a bungalow and it suits me well, and fortunately in 1994 I managed to be able to afford a big extension on it, so that I have a property what, to me, is something which’d be fairly difficult for me to have something better-suited to what I need: and I have enough garden that in me old age I can just manage to keep up to. In September 1982, I got badly burgled, when I lived in Bingley, and this resulted in me getting a dog, and from 1983 I had a brilliant dog called Megan – it gave me a completely new aspect to life. You know, I lived life with this border collie cross, and it limited what I could do. It meant you couldn’t just go abroad at a moment’s notice and it were a commitment in life, but equally it were a fulfilling commitment and a fulfilling relationship, and in effect it added a new dimension to life. When Megan got to be 12, I decided to have a younger dog so that I would have an overlap, and I got another dog called Lizzie: a three-coloured border collie, and then after Megan died I decided that I could manage two dogs and got a black and white border collie called Megan Two. And Lizzie and Megan Two are the dogs which I still currently have.  Lizzie currently being 10, and Megan Two – six, in 2005. Around 1983, I had wanted to tour Australia and New Zealand, travelling free really like I travelled round America, but unfortunately the Australian authorities refused to give me a visa because they didn’t want somebody disabled [laughing] wandering around Australia using Greyhound buses or whatever, and railways. In 1986, I wrote me first book – Sticks and Stones – and on 1st April 1987 [voice in background] I had it published meself, as various publishers had hummed and aahed about the prospects of it selling, although I must say they all said that they liked it, they just worried about who’d want to read it, and their market. I had known Chris, Chris Bonington, for several years, but as a result of this book, a film company in Bradford wanted to make a film of me and Chris climbing Ben Nevis, and it were while we were on the summit that Chris asked me if I had any aspirations left in life, and being fairly honest sort of person I said, only one: I’d like to see Mount Everest. P’raps one day I might go to Kathmandu and take one of these early morning flights over it.’ Chris enthusiastically discouraged this and said that I were perfectly capable of climbing to Kala Pattar at nearly 19,000 feet, at which point you get what’s probably the finest view in the world of Mount Everest, and I suppose you could say ‘The rest is history.’ It were a difficult decision to make, whether to do it or not but, in the end I decided it was something that I just knew that I had to do. And so, in late 1988, November, I went to Mount Everest, and after a few hiccups – I was supposed to be doing this walk on me own with one Sherpa to accompany, I ended up the BBC wanted to make a documentary, and after several times refusing them, I eventually agreed, believing that the circumstances for a documentary were right. Walking to Mount Everest and a small bit of climbing along the way, were far more dangerous than what I could have anticipated and coping with the altitude were a far greater problem, which I probably had anticipated but chose to slightly gloss over. But anyway, I made it and I coped and I lived. As a result, I also decided that I needed to do another walk in the Himalayas, not accompanied by a TV crew, so that I could have space and do exactly what I wanted to do, and as a result of this, in 1992, I went back to Nepal and walked to Annapurna, also having a week’s holiday in Tibet and the jungles of Nepal, to see the tigers and rhinos, and what-have-you. In 1989, I was fortunate to receive a [RADAR – Royal Association for Disability and Rehabilitation] Man of the Year Award, for my sporting achievements, which included considerably more than just climbing and walking up mountains – I’d raced a sailing dinghy, an international enterprise, and also I had managed football teams for work at the Inland Revenue. So I’d organised many sporting activities for members of the Inland Revenue, athletics, and football, and cricket: especially involved with sport for women, which I very much believed in. Go to Side two of the tape.  
[End of Tape 15, Side A.]

[Side B.]
In 1973 I’d become a scout leader in Leeds, and ran a troop in a difficult area of Leeds – Gipton – and I ran this scout troop basically on me own for three years, with a lot of successes, and overcoming a lot of difficulties, due to the area. Around the age of 25, I also became a school governor, at first with a group of Leeds special schools, but then later on with some, what you might call ‘county primary schools’ and I were a school governor until I were 50 – mostly uninterrupted – so I did almost 25 years as a school governor. Before I went to Mount Everest I used to do talks and different things, and when I came back from Mount Everest I became quite well-known for these humorous talks that I used to give, and I did many lectures, a lot for charity and various different causes, around the country, and in fact some as far away as Hong Kong. Also after I came back from Everest, Outward Bound began to run courses for handicapped people, ran on certain guidelines laid down by me and using my name, and I attended all these courses (not participated but attended), and lots of different handicapped people got a firsthand experience of a realistic Outward Bound course, and I also subsequently became a governor of Outward Bound. I did more work with the scouts and the Spin Valley Scouts sort of between Leeds and Huddersfield area, had something called the Hawkridge Venture. I s’pose in life I’ve always enjoyed talking, but it’s always had to be a part of, or running parallel with, doing. You know, some people are just good at talking, some people are just good at doing, and I’d like to think that I can both talk and do. When I went to college at 15, I were hoping that this would be an opening that eventually I’d go to university and maybe become a school teacher or something like that, but when the time came to move on no further education establishments’d have me, and I’ve always been a person that when a door shuts, you know, life moves on. I mean, you can hammer for years and years till you get them open but, quite frankly, who the hell wants to put their life on hold? Life is too short: life moves on, and if you don’t move on with it, you know. I’ve always felt that life’s running out for yer and it’s not like a taxi meter where you think, oh summat’s not happening, I’ll put it on hold,’ [laughing] it continues clicking away, and day by day you’ve got less to go and I’ve always been conscious with my disability that it was eventually gonna get worse, and that if I wanted to do something I had to get out and do it because, whereas somebody else could say, oh well, we’ll travel the world when we retire, or we’ll do this,’ I were always acutely aware that I had to do things while I was able to do hem. And I mean even the person that says they’re gonna do this when they retire, or this when they retire, or this when they’re 50 or what-have-you, you know, they’re not taking into consideration that you might be dead by then, or equally your circumstances might have changed drastically. In my case that were too big a gamble to take. I had to sort of say, ‘Well, I wanna do this and life’s too short to mess about: let’s get it done,’ and I suppose that sums up my life, and the fact that I’ve always aimed to be happy, and I’d hope that everybody that knows me thinks that I’m an happy person, and definitely in my later years of life I’ve felt extremely fulfilled and extremely happy, and this has come about through the amount of effort that I’ve put in to the things that I’ve done. I would have no qualms whatsoever now [laughing] about sitting back and living on the fact of what I’ve done, [voice in background] even though I can’t do it anymore, that’s not important to me, the important thing is that I did it while I were able to do it, and that I’ve done everything in life that I were able to do while I were able to do it, and now the fact that things are becoming much more difficult, life’s becoming much more limited, I don’t have any problem coping with that, cos I sort a live with, I won’t say ‘no regrets’ but very few regrets, and I live with a great amount of happiness: and two dogs. At 57 I still manage to live alone, I still manage to do me own shopping, and I still manage to cope with two dogs, and I still manage to keep on top of me garden. I get help from an assortment of people who each just have a small input, which gets me by, and I don’t suppose when I came out of hospital, sat in a wheelchair, unable to walk any more, that I could have dreamed of what life held in store, and the things that I would eventually get to experience, and the fact that I would be able to live on me own in an house and garden that I really enjoy. And I suppose, to sum the dog situation up, they’re just really the cement that hold the bricks of life together. A common thing that people might say to me is, ‘Ah, but it’s all right for you: you’ve got friends, you’ve got this, you’ve got that and the other,’ and it’s very difficult to actually say it to hem but you’ve always got to remind yourself in life that in order to have a friend you have to be a friend, and if I’ve got lots of friends and if I’ve got lots of people that care about me, it’s not because it’s a one-way thing: it’s mutual, and many people often forget this and it’s one of life’s lessons that’s well worth remembering.  
[End of recording.]    
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