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OK, so it’s now, I can’t see the date, but it’s 10th February, I think, isn’t it, today?

Yes.

Talking to Valerie Lang, MBE, this is, Tape 1, and, Valerie, if I can just begin by asking you, when and where you were born?

I was born in Sale, Cheshire, in a nursing home, inauspicious the date, 29th August, 1939.

So that was a, a significant, a very significant time, then, [talking together] 1939.

Well, yes.   About four or five days before war was declared.  

And so you, what really is your, your earliest memory, would you say?

I, my ear… I don’t have clear memories of the War, except I have a vague memory, oddly, of my uncle in uniform, rather than my father; though my father did join the RAF, I don’t remember him in the uniform, but my earliest memory is probably of my cousin, who was six months younger than me, walking downstairs, backwards, holding my hand, so that I could walk downstairs with him, so he was obviously a gentle little boy.  

So how old would you be then?

[pause]  I think we must have been five or six, because I didn’t walk unaided, until I was six.  My mother was determined to teach me to walk, and I think it just didn’t occur to her that she wouldn’t succeed, if she kept going, so I, she managed to get me walking when I was six.

And, and so what were the circumstances, Valerie, of, of your birth, I wonder?

Oh, pretty difficult.  My mother had, she, she had a very low pain tolerance, and I think she was frightened at the prospect of my birth.  She took great trouble to find a doctor, who had a good reputation for delivering babies, and he was on holiday, just at the time, so, she went into a nursing home, which is what one did at the time, and she went into labour, I think, in the evening, or the night, and the matron or the sister decided not to wake the doctor, so my mother was left in labour for quite a long time, and, when t he doctor appeared, he delivered me by high forceps, and they obviously had great difficulty, getting my breathing established.  My mother was under the impression that it took an hour and a half, and obviously, in that time, I must have been breathing a lot of the time, but I think, I probably, repeatedly stopped breathing, and, at some point, the damage must have occurred.  I think I’m lucky that my disability is not a great deal more than it is, really, but it was a mis-managed delivery, and had it occurred now, I’m quite sure my, there would have been a court case over it, but in those days, these things didn’t happen.

And, and so you were, it was a full, full-term …

Full-term, so far as I know, but, I think my, [chair? creaking] the delivery simply was mis-managed.

And, were you then your, your mother’s first child?

Yes; yes: and, because I was her first child, she didn’t pick up the early signs for some time.  I, she said later, that I used to lie with my thumbs inside my fists, which, apparently, is a sign, but you have to know what you’re seeing.  I didn’t sit up at the right time, and they were told I had a long back, which I believe is a very common excuse for not sitting up, so… I was about nine months before they really began to suspect that there was a real problem.

And, and so, when then, did your parents get the, the diagnosis of cerebral palsy, as it would now be called?

My father wrote a history of their marriage, and it might be in there.  I don’t remem…, I don’t remember exactly, but I think it was within the first two years, probably, but in the usual way, I don’t think it came out very quickly.  They went, as I think a lot of parents did, they went from doctor to doctor, hoping for help.  I’m just fortunate in having had intelligent, articulate parents, and my mother at one time was offered a bed for me in a long-stay hospital, which she, she actually didn’t take seriously.  I, I think I’m lucky in that, I was a beautiful baby, with long curly hair, and I think, because I’d become part of the family, long before they realised there were going to be problems, they took the attitude that, no child of theirs was going to be dismissed, but it was difficult, in that they said my mother searched, virtually searched the country, looking for therapy and help.  She took me to Wales, when I was four, because she’d heard of a physiotherapist, but largely, she taught me to walk, and she taught me to talk, and she taught me to feed myself.  She said she used to put me in the high chair, and put the food in front of me, and then remember something to do in another room, so she would just leave me to get on with it, and the dogs would come in and clear up the me… mess later.  She was a very practical woman.

And so what were the circumstances of the, the, the offer, then, although it wasn’t taken up, what were circumstances of the, of the offer of the hospital place?

I really don’t know.  I, all I know is, she related that this was offered by her GP, and I think, I think it was such an alien idea to her, she just didn’t take it seriously, but I know they were told on a number of occasions, by fairly eminent doctors, that I, I would be mentally-handicapped, because, in those days, mental disability was simply part of the diagnosis, and it was assumed that any child with cerebral palsy, or it might then still have been called ‘Little’s Disease’, any child with this also had a mental dis, disability, and interestingly, my mo… although I didn’t learn to speak till I was around three, I think, my mother devised her own tests for proving to herself, that I …

Sorry, Valerie, I’ll just, sorry … do you mind putting, putting your arm just beside, I’m just slightly frightened of … [microphone noise] whoop!  There we go: just slightly frightened of the …

Sorry.

It’s all right.  If, if I, if I put it that way, then we can [sounds of manoeuvring wires] … sorry, I’ll just put it there … sorry, so that, so that the wire just...

Mm.

… doesn’t get caught with your arm, sort if thing.

Sorry.

No, no, no, that’s all right.

Do you want to go back, then?

No, no, no, you’re all right: you’re all right.  So your mother devised this, this test then?  What, what did that involve?

She, she noticed that I would make a fuss if she made a mistake in anything that she was saying, and I would make a fuss till she said it correctly, and this was her first indication that I was comprehending what she said.

So she, so she deliberately made a mistake…

Yes, in a nursery rhyme.

Waiting for you to say...

Yes, [talking together] Yes.

… ‘Hold on, you’ve made a mistake there.’

Yes.

So what sort of age would you be then, when, when your mum was, was doing that?

I think I must have been probably have been less than two, by this time, and my speech came with great difficulty, and I … so I don’t think people were comprehending me much, before three.  I’m really not clear about the early years.  I do know that my first sentence was apparently said in the bath, when my cousin and I were being bathed together, and he … went forward, to turn on the tap, and apparently, I said, ‘No more water, we’ve got plenty,’ and that was the first sentence.  [laughing] I was a dictatorial little girl even then.  

Oh, that’s good, that’s good.  So all of this, these early years then, during the War, coinciding with the War years …

Yes.

Where was your, where was your father, during this time?

Well, my father was a journalist, and at first, he joined the Auxiliary Fire 

Service.  They lived in Manchester, and Manchester got heavily bombed, so the Auxiliary Fire Service had a lot to do, and then, so the family story goes, he was, he got so furious at all the bombing, that he volunteered for the RAF, although I think he was some way beyond call-up age.

What, what sort of age would he be?

They, I think they were twenty-nine when I was born, so I suppose he’d be around thirty-one.

And, and so, you were living in, in Manchester …

Yes.

What, before the War then, was your father’s, father’s work?

He was a journalist.  

Right, so he’d worked in journalism before.

Yes.

And where, where, where did he…

In Manchester, on The Manchester Evening News.

Right.  So that, and your mother’s work before …

Well, she stopped work, when she got married, and I mean, had they been my generation, they would both automatically have gone to university, but my mother was of the generation where education for girls was not considered important, so, poor soul, she was simply told by her father that she was to be a short-hand typist, and that’s what she did, so I think she was quite pleased to give it up, on getting married.  My father was the only son of a widowed mother, and I just, I think university probably never entered anybody’s head, although he was the son of a doctor, and his father had died when Dad was four.

And, and so were, your mother’s family, and indeed your father’s family, were they then from the Manchester area as well?

No, no.  My, my mother’s family lived in the Midlands, in her childhood.  My father, I think, grew up in Mirfield, largely.  They met in Leeds, and their first home, I think, was in Leeds.  I imagine he moved to Manchester because of The Evening News, which was a, a well-known paper, and, I imagine, that was a progression in his, his career.

Because, as a ‘leading… provincial newspaper’, I suppose one might describe it as, he was obviously doing well, then in his, in his profession [talking together]

I think he was, yes.  After the War, he joined the, The Daily Express, though he was still in Manchester, and they lived in Manchester until I was eighteen, and at, or seventeen, and at that point, he moved, still with the Express, to London.

And, and have they, your, your parents, did they, did they ever describe to you how, how they felt, at, at, at the time, when you were … just beginning to grow up?  What, what were their emotions?

Well, I think they weren’t … I think they were, were frustrated at the lack of encouragement.  As I say, they were told on a number of occasions, that I, I wouldn’t do anything, and, I think, given the era when doctors were semi-gods, I think it’s fairly remarkable that they simply ignored all this medical opinion, because I think my mother, well both of them, decided that what they were told, being told, was wrong.  I mean, once we stop this recording, I could show you photographs of myself at the time, and I have, clearly an intelligent little face, and I think it’s odd that these things were being said, but my mother said that, virtually, the doctors would take no notice of me, they wouldn’t talk to me, or try to get a reaction.  I was simply a small child, being discussed.

And, and, and talking, not talking to you, but talking to your parents.  How, how do you, looking back on it, and, and, and, and yourself, how do you, how do you feel about the, the reaction that your parents were getting from the medical profession?

[pause]  To me, it’s just part of history: it’s how things were done then.  Obviously, it was awful, and I fear there must have been numbers of parents who did believe these things, and numbers of children who were confined to hospital.  I know there were.  I just feel incredibly fortunate, that my parents knew their own mind, and were willing to back their own judgement.  I find it fairly remarkable, because, as with most people, they had no background that really equipped them for this, but they coped.

And, and when one considers as well, all that was going on around them as well.

Yes: yes.  My, my mother was determined to get an education for me, because she decided that my brain [barking from very fierce-sounding dog]

Oh!

Sugar.  [more barking.]  Sugar.  

Press [inaudible.]

Can you turn it off?  [Break in recording.]

My mother decided that my brain was the only bit that was working properly, and she was therefore determined that I would get a decent education, which, again, was far-sighted, and I, I don’t think it was the, the average reaction to it, really, and she, she came up to London during the time of the flying bombs, which I think was very brave, in order to see a unit in Queen Mary’s Hospital, Carshalton.  I forget, I think she actually later brought me to be seen, but, by the time I would have gone there, a school called ‘St Margaret’s School’ in Croydon had been opened, specifically for children with c.p., and I was the twelfth boarder they took there.  

And, and, and so, what age would you be, then, when you went to the school?  

Seven and a half.  

And, and prior to that, then: that was your first education.  You didn’t …

No, I’d been briefly to a village school, when we were staying in Northumberland.  My mother tried to get me into the local primary school in, near Manchester, and she, the memory really seared her badly: I have no memory, but she told me, she went to this primary school, with me in her arms, and they shut the door in her face.

This was the teachers, or …

Well, [talking together]

Or

presumably, the Head.  I don’t know, but she wasn’t allowed into the school, and as I say, that scarred her quite badly, though I think she, she probably made light of it to me, because it’s simply a memory I don’t have, so it didn’t impinge on me, but …

And what, what age do you, do you think you would be, when, when that, when that happened?

Probably about six.

Right, and, and, so then came then the move [talking together] to Northumberland.

Then, I, well, my … during the War, my father wanted us away from the bombing in Manchester, so they left the house, the bungalow we had in Manchester, they’d bought a bungalow, purely by chance, before they realised it might be quite a good thing to have for me, but during the War, they left this, and my father was constantly trying to send us away from danger, so we spent some of the time with my mother’s family in Huddersfield, and some time with her, his mother in Ambleside in the Lake District, and some time at my aunt’s place in Northumberland.  I [coughs] I really have very little memory of all this: just isolated incidents, but I think we probably moved round quite a bit.  There was also a few months in North Wales, trying the physiotherapist she’d heard about, but I think most  

[end of Tape 1: Side A]

Tape 1: Side B

There we go.  So, you were spending some time in, in North Wales, then.

Yes, my mother had, she had, a friend of the family had twins, slightly older than me, or about four years’ older than me, one of these twins had cerebral palsy, and they had found this woman in North Wales.  I think that’s how it happened, so we went to North Wales, for, I think, a few months, and whether or not my mother didn’t feel I was making enough progress, or, or what it was, I don’t think we stayed there very long.  I don’t think she was particularly happy there.

So this would be … a private physiotherapist, in North Wales?
Oh, yes.

And, and so when you were young, then, before, or up to the time, time when you were going to, to school, the, the effort was, was it, to get you to walk?

Yes: yes.  I think, when you say ‘private’, I think it’s worth remembering that I don’t think the NHS came in, till forty-seven, so everything before then was paid for.

Right.  [talking together.]

My parents certainly were not particularly well-off.

I was going to say, I was going to say, it, it, for your parents to, to, to seek out different advice, and, as well as having to move around the country, this must have been, for them, a turbulent time.

I think it must have been a very … I think it was probably quite a frightening time.  They were desperate to find the answer, and you must find this as a common feature of your reminiscences.  People wanted answers, and they wanted help, and I don’t think it was at all easy to come by.  I think very little was known about cerebral palsy, and I suspect it was not commonly thought to be worth doing very much.

And, and you mentioned that you, you had contact with another child, who had cerebral palsy.  Did, did, you knew of them: did you actually have face-to-face contact with them?

I … I think I did, but, I certainly did later on, but my early childhood memories are extremely vague.  I, so far as I know, I’m sure I had a happy childhood.  I certainly had loving parents, but whether or not I have shut off memories of being frustrated, or whether I have a naturally-short memory, I don’t know, but my memories of early childhood are extremely limited.
Then, then came the move to, to Northumberland and the …

Well, again, this would be temporary.  My eldest aunt had a café on the coast, and during the War, this was turned into a … oh: a, a NAAFI café, and it was turned over to the war effort, but it was quite a large house, and I know we stayed there for some time, because, shortly after the War, it was on that beach that I finally learnt to walk. Presumably, the sand, the sand was fairly firm, and I think it was thought I would do no harm if I fell over on it, and that’s when I finally got the … I, I got the confidence to walk unaided.  It came fairly suddenly.  I think it was a matter of confidence then.

And, and so, where was this, in Northumberland?

It was a little fishing, fishing village called Beadnell Harbour near a better-known place, called Seahouses. It’s a beautiful area, but, quite often, very chilly, because the prevailing wind is a north-east wind, but it’s a lovely spot.

And, and do you have memories of, the coast, the beach, the house?

Well, I do, because we went back for all our summer holidays, right up to the time I was thirteen or fourteen, so I have happy memories of Beadnell Harbour.  

And, and, through all the different moves, your, your father was by this time then away, in the RAF was he?

Yes, it was his firm boast that he managed to visit us for, once a week, for, on all of his days off, he managed to get to see us, wherever we were, because he, he was never sent abroad, so we did have weekly visits.  He was on, he was a navigator on the Mosquito and so he was away from us, but not out of touch.

So he was on missions then, what, around the, the coast, and …

Well they flew over, they flew over Germany but he became Squadron Navigator, so I don’t think he flew on all the missions.  He did fly over Germany, but I think, by no means, every sortie they made.              

Because transport for, well, for everybody, was …

Difficult.

… was difficult.

Well, he would make his way back by train, and I think it was difficult, but it’s a proud boast that he did visit us.  I think he said, ‘every week’, or ‘most weeks’.

Because, your mother was … had the support of, of relatives and friends, and then visits by, and contact from, from your father, but …

Yes, but it was one of the things she felt quite bitter about, was that nobody would baby-sit for me, and so she didn’t have time for herself except for about three weeks, when I was taken into hospital, ostensibly to see whether they could teach me to walk, and I’m not sure why they thought, how they thought they could do it, because I think I was left in bed the whole time, but, in those days, when children went into hospital, far from the parents’ going to them, as they do now, parents were not even allowed to visit, so I think she did have three weeks by herself, but I think she found that very distressing.

Why was it that nobody would, would baby-sit?

I imagine they were frightened.  I don’t know.  I really don’t know, but it’s one of those things that my mother held against the, the family, or the world in general, that in the early years, nobody would take this on.  

And, and what memories do you have, Valerie, of that hospital, that time in hospital?

None, absolutely none.  I really don’t know how old I was, three or four, but, I have no memories of that at all.  As I say, I seem to have blanked out the early years.  I haven’t done it deliberately, but it happens.

And, and you were saying that, a lot of the effort of physiother… effort of physiotherapy fell then, to, to, to your mother.  Is that, do you think, how, how it was, that you, you came, to be able to walk?

I’m certain of it, ‘cause when I went to school, I’m quite certain that, had I not been walking, they would not have taught me, but my mother, in the very early days, when I was lying on the floor, she would put my toys slightly out of reach, to encourage me to move towards them, and I liked to roll over, and later, to crawl, and I crawled till I was six, but, whenever she heard me crawling, she would come and, and put me on my feet, and hold my hands, and encourage me to walk that way: and she did buy callipers for me, at one stage, but I think I wore them for two or three days, and they were so awkward, she, she didn’t persist in, with them, and I’m glad, because they were full-length, straight up and down, so you had to walk with straight legs, and if you fell over, you fell onto your face, and I really don’t think they would have done anything for my comfort, and so, my mother, having paid for these things, and I imagine they were not cheap, she gave them up extremely quickly.  

And, and, and so, in the early years, then, how did the, the C.P. mainly manifest itself then?

Well, I, I had a mixture of spasticity, and athetosis so I was extremely shaky all over, so it, it simply interfered with everything: it made everything very difficult, but … I, as I said at the, to begin with, I don’t think it occurred to my mother that she couldn’t teach me, and obviously, my disability was not as severe as many people’s.  I … I think you would class me as having a ‘moderate’ degree of disability, but, it did make learning physical things quite difficult, but possible.

How, how long then, were you at the, the village school in Northumberland?

Oh, probably a term: if that.  

Do, do you have memories of the school at all?

[pause.]  Extremely vague.  I, the sort of memory that you don’t know whether it’s a real memory or what, something you’ve been told, but nothing clear.

And so then came, after the, a term or so, the move to the, the school in, in, in Croydon, I think, wasn’t it?

Yes, it was just outside Croydon, and I was seven and a half, and, still unable to read at that stage.  My mother had tried to teach me, and she said every morning, I would end up in tears, and she would have a roaring headache, so, teaching me to read was not a great success, but the headmistress, called Miss Wood actually used to take me into her office for extra reading, and, by the time I was eight, she’d got me reading, and I’ve still got the book she gave me, to celebrate learning to read.  

Oh, that’s nice.  So what were the circumstances, Valerie, then, of … selecting the, the school for, hearing about the school in the first instance, and …

I think my grandfather, my mother’s father, read about this, and he said, he thought this was the place for me, and … whether or not they took me up for an assessment, I don’t know, but my only memory is of being taken to the school, and that awful business of parents disappearing, and I can still get upset, when I think of them, leaving me at the beginning of each term, you know. They explained to me so carefully that this was, it was important for me to go to school, and it didn’t mean they didn’t love me, but, you know, going to boarding school at that age is not easy, and it was in Croydon and home was in Manchester, and in those days, that was a hell of a long way to, to be apart, and they used to come, there used to be one parents’ week end a term, and, at, so for a year or two, they divided the school, the, the year into four terms, so that we would have shorter holidays, so my poor parents had to drive from Manchester to Croydon, twelve times a year, and many years ago, my, afterwards, my mother told me that it took a quarter of their income, just coming up and down to school, so it really did stretch them quite a lot.

So what kind of car did they have in, in these early years?

Oh, when I first went to school, they didn’t have a car.  I think the first couple of jour…, journeys were in borrowed cars, and then … I can’t remember the order, they had a Riley 1.5, and they had two, a succession of Morris Minors, and Morris Minor Travellers.  

All of this, of course, before motorways, and before …

Yes, long before, and I think it was the A5 they used, and big, heavy lorries, at that time, were restricted to a speed of twenty miles an hour, and if you got stuck behind a heavy lorry, for some miles, you really were in trouble.

And, and you were the twelfth pupil?  

[Talking together]  Yes, twelfth boarder.  

Travelling along …

They also had about six day pupils, but I just remember it was the twelfth boarder, and they were [tearing sound] although I was seven and a half, I remember the child in the next bed to me, had her fifth birthday, the day after I got there, and, you know, to go to boarding school, at less than five years’ old, it’s very young.

And do you remember whether, those that were boarding, were travelling similar sorts of distances as well, from their homes?

I know one boy was coming from Inverness. I think we literally came from all over the country.  As I said, they did have half a dozen as day children, but those of us who boarded came from all, all over the place.

I suppose it’s testament, testament to the fact that [clears throat] you know, this was, you know, this kind of school, was so rare? 

Well, it, it was certainly the first one in the country.  It might have been the first in Europe, but it was certainly the first in Britain, to be set up by, for children with cerebral palsy.  It was largely set up, because the parents of several girl-children, who were at Queen Mary’s, Carshalton, where I didn’t quite go, they, they all, the parents all had their daughters there, and their daughters were all intelligent children, and how they met Jean Garwood, I don’t know, but they got together with Jean Garwood, and her family, the Garwood family had this house, in Coombe Road, and they left their house and they moved into another house that they owned, Coombe Farm, and they donated the house, which became St Margaret’s School, or they let it, which was unfortunate, they let it on a peppercorn rent, and this group of parents, Alex Moira, Ian Dawson-Shepherd, Eric Hodgson and I think there was a, a Green. I think there were four parents and Jean Garwood, and together, they set up the school, and they later created The Spastics Society.

And, and so, how big was the house itself?

Oh, it was a large … I think, Georgian house.  Certainly it had … one, two, three … at least four dormitories.  It had all, when I first went, I think there were two dormitories, but as the school grew, it became four dormitories.  I think at its height, it had about thirty-six children, so in the … as a school, it was not big, but as a, as a house, it was really quite large.  

And so, at its height, you say, as you say, thirty-six children.  What sort of numbers of teachers?

Only three.  There were three classes.  When I first went, there were two.  It was really, it was the little ones and the big ones. 

So, so where did funding come from, for the, for the school, then?

Well, by the grace of God, I think in 1944, the Government, even in war time, passed an Education Act.  I think it’s ’44, which said that all children, and it did have a cut-off at about the I.Q. of seventy-five, but above that, it said that ‘all children must be educated up to the level of their ability’, and this was largely my salvation, because it meant that Cheshire County Council had very little option, but to fund me, and it funded me throughout my school years, and … although the costs were not what they are now, it used to be said that, ‘the fees for that school were roughly equivalent to those to Eton and Harrow,’ so it was not a cheap option, and my parents certainly couldn’t have done it.

And, and so, crucially as well, the Education Act in 1944, as you were saying, meant that all children, all children, including, p’raps for the first time then, children with disabil…[end of recording.] 
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