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Valerie Lang                  

So, how do you think the attitudes that you were encountering then, reflected wider attitudes, to a certain extent? 

I think less was known about disability then, than is perhaps known now. I think organisations like Scope have done a lot in education and making known what the problems are, [clears throat] but I felt at the time that I was looking for work, potential employers didn’t understand that there was a difference between long-term disability and long-term ill health. And I think they were reluctant to offer me a job because they thought I would take sick leave, or retire very early, or perhaps they were worried that they couldn’t get rid of me if I didn’t do the work. I don’t know. I found, in several of the interviews that I did get, that I had to conduct the interview, otherwise there were going to be exceedingly long silences. People just didn’t seem to know hope to cope.

Does that lead you to believe then, do you suspect, that often in a situation you were the first person with a disability who had applied, or that they’d come across?

Certainly at the sort of salary level that I wanted to have. Yes. I think those were the days when most significantly disabled people had reserved jobs like lift attendant or that order of things. I was looking for salary of over a thousand pounds a year, which in those days was quite a respectable salary, and I think people were just not used to that idea. I, on the other hand, I’d got a degree and a qualification, and I wanted work commensurate with the qualification. I applied to the Civil Service four times as an assistant librarian, and each time I was turned down because I could not do the whole range of the librarian’s work. I still think that was ridiculous, because the Civil Service employed a great many librarians, and I don’t see why they should not have been willing to allow me to specialise, but it just wasn’t in their mindset at the time.

And this was pre-computers by and large?

Yes.

Imagine a Valerie of today, in a similar situation: how do you think the today’s Valerie would... what kind of situation would they face do you think?

I hope today’s Valerie would not choose librarianship, because I really do not think that was a suitable career. But, having said that, I hope that whatever career she did choose, she would find the technology went further than it did in my early days, to compensate for the disability. Certainly when computers came on the scene, a few years later, they made a very big difference to what I could do.

And in what ways, [background noise]… sorry we’ve got the drilling again, but not to worry.

Do you want to go ahead?

[Break in recording.]

In what ways, Valerie, do you feel that the librarianship then, wasn’t a suitable career for you?

I’m fairly certain my tutor, in pressing me to opt for librarianship, thought that it was a nice safe job with books. In fact, [coughs] the thrust of the librarian’s job is dealing with people, in finding out what their problems are, and finding the right book to supply their need. But it’s very much a people-orientated profession, and as somebody with a speech defect, no chief librarian was going to allow me to sit on the readers’ enquiry desk. I couldn’t shelve books, so that immediately ruled me out both in the lower end of the work, and up at the more interesting end, so I was confined to the middle, which is why the Civil Service wouldn’t take me. I could only really classify or catalogue. Those are both important jobs and they’re both full-time jobs, or they were then. They might not be now because both are now done centrally, and all you now have to do is look up the entries in an index, so there would be less of a job now, but in those days they were full-time jobs. But, on the other hand, I found them... less than stimulating, shall I say? It was very interesting, constructing a classification. It was far less interesting applying it to book after book after book.

Somebody, you know, today then, faced with that same task: would they still be asked to draw up a classification system?

It is possible. I don’t know how often libraries now choose to go their own way, and whether or not modern classifications are more flexible. If they are, then I think most libraries would prefer to adopt a published scheme, 

And, and -

and use the central classification.

And, in approaching different organisations in applying for different jobs, were you given any advice by anybody at all?

[Pause.] No, I can’t remember that anyone did. [Noise of drilling in background.] I know that I applied to the Bank of England for an assistant librarian’s job, and I was very impressed with the librarian there. [Drilling again.]

Stop...  

[End of recording.]
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