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Over the period of two years that I had been at Park Lane College I had, as it were, become sexually aware. Not that I were over-bothered about the female sex, but I had become aware of the differences and emotional feelings towards the opposite sex.  Many of the other students had boyfriends or girlfriends: occasionally this even happened within our classes. In fact, during one class when a certain amount of agitation were occurring, a senior lecturer humorously explained to us that in fact it were perfectly normal for males to think about sex x amount of times per hour, and in fact if you didn’t think about it that many times per hour you probably warn’t normal, and that we’d have to learn to live with it. And this came as a relief to me cos I definitely thought about it that many times per hour. My first direct physical contact with the opposite sex occurred at one of the college students’ Christmas parties when some very good-looking female grabbed hold of me and kissed me under a piece of mistletoe. Quite an exciting prospect at the time. Although I was interested in the opposite sex, at this young age it wasn’t like I was seeking a relationship or wanted a relationship at that time. I had enough sense to realise that at 15, 16, sort of 17, 18 years of age, it probably wasn’t going very far; it’d purely be more of a plaything than anything serious. In the summer of 1965 I left Park Lane College, and on the sixth of September started working for British Rail, in the District Engineer’s office. I didn’t really know what to expect when I started work, I just hoped that I’d probably enjoy it as much as I had done college, or there’d be a job that I’d be able to go to work and do, and get paid and come home an enjoy meself, but it seemed rather odd, you know, I stared work in an antiquated office with rather an odd bunch of people. In fact one chap, you know, a nice enough chap but he could easily become extremely animated and excited, and in fact had to be constantly medicated with Phenobarbitone to keep him calmed down. Another chap, who were a scout leader, [banging sound in distance] later I understand were prosecuted as a paedophile, so they were actually an odd bunch of folks, and I suppose when people saw me with my disability they just thought [laughing] I were another one of hem: part of the odd bunch. Working for British Rail meant that I got a certain amount of free travel, and any amount of cheap travel by British Rail, and this did open up new prospects to me. In fact, in the first Christmas that I were there I decided that I’d have a mini trip to Edinburgh (a long day trip to Edinburgh), and then later on, a short while afterwards, I had a trip to Birmingham for a weekend where I stayed with relatives. So I did get about a bit when I worked for British Rail. Now when I first started work for them, I got paid five pounds 12 shillings per week, and if I obtained GCE O-level Mathematics, I would get a rise of a further three pound a week, so with this in mind I applied for day release and every Wednesday afternoon went to college to study O-level Maths. Now this came as a bit of an eye-opener because the lecturer were absolutely brilliant at lecturing maths, but he were extremely hard on people, and he did warn us on the first day that many would fall by the wayside, and in fact by the very last lesson of the year, I were the only student still attending this class: so our numbers had fallen from about 24 down to one over a period of about nine or 10 months. Anyway, fortunately for me, I sat the exam and passed, so at least this put me wage up on to eight pounds 12 shillings a week and shortly afterwards another rise also for me next birthday, so I went from five pounds 12 shillings to about nine pound four shillings, all in one stroke. Now my job at British Rail involved collating loads of forms and figures, and man-hour type papers for a lot of manual workers that worked on maintaining bridges, tunnels, station buildings; painting these things and maintenance and the like, [voice in background] and at the same time working in an office with, as it were, real managers who probably managed what work were done and finance of it. After about 12 months it became more and more apparent that I got on absolutely brilliant with these people that controlled the manual side of the work but especially the sort of office manager seemed to have a serious problem with my disability, and whatever way he could find to cause problems, he did this, until life became extremely uncomfortable for me. You know, I’d be summoned to his office and lectured about how miserable I looked and how I never smiled, and how he thought this were a serious problem and he wanted to see me laughing a lot more. And then a few days later he’d see me laughing and I’d be summoned to his office and [him] saying, ‘What’s the joke?’ you know, ‘I can’t have you laughing like this, I want to know what the joke is.’ And at that point I realised he were the joke, and just resigned on the spot and said that I didn’t have any answer to his problems and that he warn’t going to make my life a misery any more, and gave him a month’s notice: which rather shook him actually. Obviously when I resigned I believed in me ability that I would get another job reasonably quickly and, with this in mind, I applied for an advertised position in the newspaper at the Inland Revenue, where they were needing assistant collectors of taxes, and I duly went for an interview. Unfortunately, it took hem some considerable time to decide who they wanted and exactly how many people they wanted and when they wanted them, so after some time I also applied for a job at Exide Batteries, which I immediately got, and started work the following Monday. But I only worked for Exide Batteries for about three months before I eventually I were offered a job as an assistant collector at the Inland Revenue, in the London Accounts Office in Leeds. I’d got on reasonably well at Exide Batteries and didn’t have any enemies and, in fact, they were sad to see me leave really, but unfortunately, you know, the office were positioned in a place that warn’t easy for me to get to and it involved more travelling difficulties in getting to work, and the job didn’t seem to have very good prospects for someone like meself who hoped to make some progress in the business world, and go forward. And even though we were office staff, when you arrived at work on a morning you’d to clock in and on a dinner time you’d to clock out and, clock in again and clock out on an evening and, you know, there were none of this, you know, you were just treated like a manual worker even though what you did were an office work. But certain aspects of this job, for the first time, I really did enjoy. So when I moved to the Inland Revenue I sort of left that job wondering exactly what decision I were making, but I felt that it were something that I had to do, you know, I had to move to a job with some prospects. So at 19 years of age I was now working for the Inland Revenue. Things had started in some ways becoming quite tough physically and I went through a period when I were having a lot of problems with backache, and enormous problems with this sort of extending down my legs; and I were asking to see the surgeon that had operated on me when I were 10 and 12 year old. I mean the thing is that you went into hospital at that age and you had these operations, and you were at school, and they could do what they wanted with you till the day you left school. They could whip you in here and do an operation or this, that and the other, and your day you left school you never ever saw anybody again. So you’d all these problems mounting up as a result of these operations, and nobody wanted to see you. They’d done operations on you and nobody wanted to check on the results. It were like, well, ‘We’ve done this, toss that aside and start on somebody new.’ None of these results were monitored in any way whatsoever. Anyway, eventually I got to see this surgeon by this time, who had great difficulty in talking to me face to face and looking me in the eye, and the only good thing that came out of it were he suggested that I probably did a bit less walking and 

had an invalid carriage. Now he probably even got that wrong cos as everything later transpired not walking warn’t gonna help me, but getting an invalid carriage definitely did, because at that time I’d thought that I probably would never be able to drive and didn’t feel inclined to drive. But he sort of insisted that I have an invalid carriage and that if, after three or four months, I didn’t want it then I should send it back: but he probably knew that once I got to be able to drive that this would never happen. Anyway I passed me test in an invalid carriage so I’m now working for the Inland Revenue and I had an invalid carriage, but no sooner did I sort of get driving this invalid carriage than I felt I ought to be having driving lessons to drive a normal vehicle with [voices in background] hand controls. Now the only hand control that I really needed were a hand control clutch, because my left foot didn’t function on the clutch. In the late summer of 1968, complete with invalid carriage, I decided to have me first holiday alone, and for this I chose to go to Keswick in the Lake District, Cumbria: Cumberland as it was then. I went with the intention of appreciating the scenery and visiting most of the tourist spots and, in fact, just largely getting familiar with the Lake District. I took a pair of boots with the intention that I might do an odd walk along the edge of a lake, or maybe along the edge of some rivers or what-have-you.  It was while I was at Keswick that I came quite attached to these large mountains, and I had done a walk along the side of Buttermere and Cromack Water and, in fact, I’d done a smell ascent of a steepish hillside, and not got very far before the situation became impossible. Anyway, back in Keswick, I’d seen lots of tourists setting off to ascend Skiddaw and thought, ‘Well there must be something to this. Hundreds of people wouldn’t want to go up there everyday if it didn’t have certain good aspects about it.’ And also I were in the Lake District taking a lot of photographs and thought, ‘Well one must get fantastic views from up here, and that for the views alone, it’d be worth me attempting to climb Skiddaw.’ Anyway, with this in mind, I decided that I’d pick the shortest route to the summit cos although I were getting a lot fitter and could walk much greater distances, I didn’t really like ever walking further than what I had to. Anyway I parked me invalid carriage discretely at the foot of this steep path that went up over white stones and on to a place called Cowside and thereon up to the summit of Skiddaw. Parked reasonably early in the morning, probably about nine o’clock-ish, and made steady progress. I had been staying bed and breakfast in Keswick and I had, in fact, told the landlady where I intended to go, so at least somebody knew whereabouts I was supposed to be. Anyway I set off from Mill Beck, and I started to ascend this steep hillside and things went far better than what me wildest expectations could have been, and gradually I made me way up this very steep hillside and over white stones and eventually out onto Cowside Col. And by this stage I’d realised that although many people ascended Skiddaw, and bearing in mind this were a Sunday, should have been at the thickest, I warn’t actually seeing anybody. In fact all day, I only ever passed two other people, one of whom I actually gave my camera to and asked him to take my photograph on Cowside Col. Anyway, after this short rest on Cowside Col, I started the main task of ascending this steep dome of Skiddaw. Now this path went across at an angle, and presumably up to the summit of Skiddaw, but as I started making progress, the scree became steeper and steeper until eventually it got so bad that I couldn’t maintain a grip on this scree and, in fact, slipped down about 20 feet or so, at which point I decided that in the interests of safety I didn’t have much chance of getting up this scree. I’d given it the best that I could and it were now getting later on in the day, and that really me best course of action would be to turn back and come back down, and this I did. Now I got back down to Mill Beck about mid-evening and although I had a pair of boots, I’d discovered at this stage that I needed a much more walking-friendly pair of boots if I intended doing any serious walking. Now I hadn’t made it to the top of Skiddaw and when I set off I didn’t know whether I could make it, but I’d known that if I didn’t try I’d never know, and now I knew that I hadn’t made it but that if I did pick routes more carefully, that I probably would be able to make it to the summit of one of these big mountains. It were just a question of getting a combination of distance and [voice in background] sort of ease of route; getting that combination right, and I would make it to a summit. The following Easter, equipped with a much better pair of boots, I were back in Keswick to try another walk, this time up Great Gable. This involved a long ascent up the Sty Head before making what I hoped would be some sort of bid for the summit of Great Gable. This were still Easter and as I started to climb higher there were still a certain amount of snow about on the surrounding peaks, and having got as far as Sty Head, I realised that even on a timescale it warn’t possible, it didn’t make sense for me to go any further, and I descended back down to Derwent Water level. Once again I’d had a complete failure but I had enjoyed meself again, and I decided that, come summer, I’d be back in the Lake District again for another holiday, this time accompanied by me brother and four friends. As I had started walking, this had gradually taken over from the fact that I went fishing. From the age of 15, when I started going fishing, this had been a most important aspect of my life, and gradually the fishing part became less important, and the fact that I were out in the open and doing something out of doors became more important. Now the thing about fishing were that it had given me plenty of time to think, and many things in life that might have been a problem, I’d managed to get in perspective by being sat on some river bank or lakeside and having had plenty of time to think. Now climbing mountains added a new dimension to this – being able to think – because I found that when you are walking on a mountain, you could think the same as what you could if you were sat on some river bank fishing, but towards the end of the day, or from maybe just after midday onwards, you had the added dimension of becoming extremely tired, and searching for every ounce of energy within yourself, and the thing is that the more tired you became, the more easily it became to think more clearly. You don’t realise but under normal circumstances your mind is clouded by a load of issues, and it’s only when you push yourself to the absolute limit, and when the main part is to keep going and to stay alive, that suddenly you realise that you’re able to focus on one thing alone and have no distractions. You’re so tired that you can only do one thing: so if you think about something, that is all that you’re doing: you’ve not got any distractions whatsoever. Now another important aspect to me were that the first three major walks that I’d done in the Lake District had all been alone, and this gave the added dimension of total responsibility for yourself. You know, there I was on a mountain, just me and the mountain, and the absolute reality of it is that if you have bad judgement, or you make a serious mistake, you will probably die, and this became a really important aspect cos it gave a whole new dimension to what you were doing. The fact that every time you went out, you didn’t have to make it to a summit, but you had to get the life and death aspect to what you were doing right, because if you over estimated your capabilities, or over estimated your staying power, one of two things would happen: you’d either have to be rescued, or you’d die. And it may not sound too bad having to be rescued, but the point is that if you been sensible about it, if you once got rescued, then that were going to put an end to your walking and climbing cos nobody’s gonna want to keep rescuing you, and equally, you’re only going to die once or get seriously hurt or injured and not be able to do it again. And so, although I had no objection to walking with friends or climbing with friends, the fact that I did some of it on my own became extremely important. I looked at people around me and to be honest, you know, there are hundreds of people out there that can do all sorts of things with somebody, as it were, holding their hand, and there are so many fewer that are able to do something on their own. You get couples that have travelled the world together, ‘We’ve been everywhere,’ and one of them deceases and the remaining party goes nowhere on their own because it’s something that they’re only able to do with somebody holding their hand. I realised in my life, and it were becoming more and more apparent to me, that I may never have anybody holding my hand, and that I needed to learn to do things alone if I wanted to do hem. In July 1969, during the same week that the Americans put a first man on the moon, I managed to put meself on top of Helvellyn, the third highest mountain in England. On the way up I were accompanied by me brother and four friends, although we didn’t actually walk together all the time, and on the descent, four of hem went ahead, and I walked with one friend as we came down. Now at that stage I’d not realised how difficult this descent’d be, and made what could have been a fatal mistake of descending by an unknown route. The problem being that you climb a mountain, and you know what you’ve had to do to get up, but when you come down by a different route, you don’t know how difficult or how bad things can be at certain points, and at one particular point on this way down, we ’it a really bad scree gully and I sort of slipped down it, largely out of control, and the friend that I were with managed to bring me to a halt as I reached the bottom, fortunately, and I learnt a great lesson at that moment that thereafter I’d either have to come down well-researched routes, or the same route that I’d taken to get to the top which I obviously knew exactly what it entailed. A few weeks later I went back to Keswick for a week accompanied by me brother, and together we climbed Skiddaw early in the week, and on our last day Scafell Pike, the highest mountain in England. The ascent and descent of Scafell Pike was horrendous in terms of energy use and consumption. As we neared the summit we had boulder fields to cross: very, very difficult underfoot, and how I kept going I don’t know, it just probably the thought of being near the summit of the highest mountain in England. And coming back down I became more tired and more tired, and as darkness began to fall it was only the fact that I had me brother urging me on, that really kept me going, otherwise I’d have wanted to lie down and spend a night out o’ doors and carry on next day. Things became seriously difficult.  

[End of Tape 8, Side A.]

[Side B.]
His encouragement kept me going, and although I could hardly stand up when I’d finished, we did manage to get to a lake road Vaults pub in Keswick, in time for a last drink before closing time. And as I sat on a bar stool, with me legs and everything seizing up on me, [voices in background] I actually began to wonder what Ben Nevis looked like. Elated at climbing the highest mountain in England, and even though I’d felt unable to carry on at times, I had carried on and I knew that climbing Ben Nevis wouldn’t be an immediate prospect, that I’d have to do a lot more work before I’d be up to that, I did feel that that had to be me next major step. I was now 21, and finding a girlfriend seemed to be taking on added importance. I worked with lots of young girls, were friendly with many young girls, but somehow this friendship could never go any further. There were a limit, sort of like a barrier of acceptance: they could accept you as a good friend but nothing more, and this were gradually becoming a problem to me. I had an enormous amount of drive in life, and probably much of this related to having enormous amount of sex drive, which largely were becoming extremely frustrated inside me. I also had enormous depths of feeling of love, and no outlet for this. I desperately wanted to be successful in life, and that also manifested itself in wanting to be successful in a relationship. The drive for success is very, very difficult to put into words but this were enormous: you know, nothing were going to stand in the way of me living a normal life and eventually, hopefully, a normal relationship. Since leaving special school, I’d had little and next to no contact with other disabled and handicapped people. The only contact that I ever saw were at the occasional school reunion, and one of the things that became apparent to me [was] that most of the girls that I’d gone to school with were now getting married, or were married, and many of hem even had children. But most of the males that I went to school with were not married and only the very odd one had a girlfriend, and it became apparent to me that, for some reason, women had great difficulty in accepting disabled men, but men seemed to have a lot less difficulty in accepting disabled women.  

[End of recording.]
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