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[Side A]

So, Valerie, I think last time we spoke you were a few years into your time with the Civil Aviation Authority, having secured a position as a Higher Executive Officer, and you were beginning your research work there. How were you feeling about the work that you were doing?

Well, once I had established my position, and Trevor had become my manager, he went to considerable lengths to tailor the work that he wanted done, to suit me, and it became obvious to both of us quite quickly that I didn’t have a very strong mathematical bent as he did. He could look at a page of numbers and see immediately that something was wrong. I don’t have that skill. But, once, he found me a suitable role in keeping a watching brief on the de-regulation of American Aviation, and this was followed a year or two later by a similar watching brief on the European scene, as Europe went for deregulation. And it was fascinating to see much of the history being repeated.

So the data that you were dealing with then, and the information you were researching, where did that come from?

It came entirely from published media: aviation periodicals, travel periodicals, and there were two aviation sources, published for the industry. One was published by IATA, which is the International Air Transport Association, I think (I’m going back a year or two now), and one was Aviation Daily, which covered the American scene.  These both came out daily and gave very detailed information, and part of my job was to go through these, and pull out and summarise the most interesting aspects. And other periodicals were less… I keep wanting to say less academic, but less industry-oriented. But I had a whole range of these things to go through, so although I had signed the Secrets Act, and theoretically I was not meant to tell anyone outside what I was doing, in fact none of my work was secret because it was all gleaned from published information (which made life a lot simpler for me). But my work was really gleaning and condensing information, and putting it into themed papers so that my colleagues, who were working on different aspects of aviation regulation, did not need to go through the periodicals in the same detail.

And so, just to turn to the [clears throat] tools that you were using – you were reading through the different material, and then what were you then doing? How were you writing the material?

I was using a word processor or computer; a desk-top computer that was linked into the Civil Aviation… well, in the early days it was called the main-frame. Later they stopped using that terminology, but there was a central hard disk that we all logged into, and we had to be extremely virus-conscious. I believe that the introduction of a virus, even by accident, was a sackable offence, so it was taken very seriously.

This was initially then in the days before the internet was really as widespread as it now is, but obviously the beginning though of the facility to be able to exchange information between people via computers.

Yes, yes. In the beginning we did it internally. As the internet came on stream we also used that, but in the years since I’ve retired, the internet will have become a larger force. I used it in my latter years, but taking things off it could take a long time.

And, [clears throat] in the sense of your background in librarianship, did that training help in the execution of your new role?

Oh I think it did. It really did. Analysing, and knowing where to look for things, and the general skill in setting things out for other people; I think my training in librarianship and the much earlier training in economics, all had their uses.

And you referred earlier to the particular manager you were working with at this time: Trevor. How, generally, did you get on with all of your colleagues?

I got on extremely well with all my colleagues who were of a similar level, and above.  I remember the Civil Service, when I was a temporary librarian, was very grade conscious, and people would say, ‘I’m a Grade X: that’s not my job,’ and it always amazed me. I was less conscious of that in the Civil Aviation Authority though twice in my career at CAA I did come across jealousy, and it took me by surprise each time that I found that people were jealous of me. But I think, although I didn’t question the particular people, I think what it was they felt firstly that it was not fair that somebody with my level of disability was getting more money than they were. And, what affected me was that in most cases these people were at least one grade below me, and they took out their resentment by refusing to help me: specifically, they would not make my coffee. They said that if I could do it at home, I could do it at work, and they either couldn’t or didn’t want to recognise there was a significant difference, because at home I had my kitchen set up to suit me. And in those days, because I couldn’t carry around cups of liquid, I could make my coffee in the kitchen, and leave it where it was made, and go back to the kitchen whenever I wanted to take a swig, and I would simply leave the cup sitting there... the mug... because I used to use large mugs, and I would make it, leave it where it had been made, and go back when it had gone cooler, and drink from it two or three times. Now you can’t do that when you’re using a communal kitchen. If I had been able to use the machines, which I wouldn’t have liked to do because they poured boiling water all over the place, if I had been able to use it, I couldn’t then leave a mug sitting in place because it would have got in everyone else’s way. I couldn’t pick up a full mug – I certainly couldn’t walk with it through several heavy doors – but I find that quite a few people can’t imagine the detailed effects of a disability like cerebral palsy, and although it sounds odd, I don’t think they conceive of the fact that it goes on all day, every day. You don’t get days off, and most people do get days off from whatever they’re doing, and this to me is, in many ways, the worst aspect of cerebral palsy: it’s there to trip you up, all the time. And coffee, it’s ridiculous but coffee really was a bone of contention, both in the library and then when I became an HEO [Higher Executive Officer], and certainly in the latter incidence, Trevor solved it by getting into the routine of offering me a cup of coffee whenever he made one for himself.

And were you ever able to, as it were, challenge the behaviour of the particular two people who were being...?

It sounds very weak but no, I never did challenge it. I tried to understand it; I decided they were both unhappy people who were not content with where they’d got to. Certainly one of them was… no, I forget where she was from, I think the Far East, and I think before she had come she’d been  a deputy headmistress, or something of that order, and having come over here she had become a Clerical Officer; so that was enough to make anybody feel hard-done by. I think I was simply somebody that she could heap her discontent onto. I never did challenge her. I don’t think I thought that it would do any good; I just found that very odd that people could be jealous of a disability, but as I say, I don’t think they think through the continuous nature of it. All they see is the compensating privileges that we do have in some respects. I think that is why so many able-bodied people – motorists – park in disabled spaces. They see it as a privilege. They don’t see the disability that the parking privilege is meant to compensate for. I very often am tempted to say to people, ‘Swap you. You take the disability and you’re welcome to everything that goes with it.’ I never have, because I don’t think people would understand.

And the reaction in particular of those two people, the feeling you had that they were resentful and the way that that was directed towards your disability; was that ever voiced to you, that resentment, in terms of describing the impact of disability?

No, I think the nearest that anybody ever got to it was the young girl who said, ‘I’m not making your coffee here. You make it at home, you can make it here.’ I should have argued with her. I just... I think I didn’t try because I didn’t think she’d be willing to stand around long enough to listen to what I was saying. I have had a tendency to avoid that sort of argument because people can speak over the top of my slow speech and drown me out, and I find that so frustrating. I have had a tendency to avoid that sort of confrontation, so I tend to go away and grumble to someone who will see my point of view. But, as I say, Trevor got over the problem by making the coffee for me, thereby cutting across all the aspects of gender and [dog barks and growls]… Post, I’m afraid… He cut across the lines of gender and role and grade. He didn’t give me the impression that he minded; he was just a generous soul, and it solved the problem. In later years, I would get him to make two mugs at a time, because I have to drink through a straw, which... or in fact, not a straw but a plastic tube and that saves me picking the vessel up, but if you use a plastic tube you get large mouthfuls rather than delicate sips, and that means you’ve got to let all the drink go pretty cold, or at least tepid, before it’s safe to drink, so I was quite happy to have two mugs of cold tea or coffee on my desk, but it did mean that I always had something available.

And have you found, in particular work circumstances especially, but other circumstances as well, that if you’re meeting a new group of people, that this will be possibly the first time they’ve actually met somebody either with a disability, generally, or with cerebral palsy in particular?

Yes, very often people have told me that I’m the first disabled person they’ve known, which cannot be true actually, but I think they have simply discounted elderly relatives, who have become less and less mobile. Certainly, when I was working, and definitely when I was an HEO at CAA, I was functioning at a level where people did not then expect to meet somebody with a significant disability; and I learnt over the course of my lifetime, and certainly over the course of dealing with depression, I learnt to recognise that my disability is quite a significant one.

In the sense of people’s curiosity; how curious did you find people were to know more about disability?

I have spent quite a lot of time explaining it to people. I think, I hope I wait for an initial question, but whenever I meet someone who is curious then I’m happy to give explanations. I’m always upset, internally, when I hear a mother saying, ‘Don’t look, don’t ask questions.’ I would love to have the clarity of speech that I could talk to young children, because I think young children’s curiosity is understandable, and I think it should be tackled when they show curiosity before it becomes either fear or derision, and I think you could stop both with adequate or suitable explanation. I know when I moved to a flat down the road, where I’m living now is where I was then (it’s part of a private estate, which is a mix of flats and houses)... Although I have a house now, when I first came to this road I lived in a flat, and quite early on I was conscious of a couple of young boys giggling when they saw me, and one day I managed to engage them in conversation, and they asked me what I did, so I said that I helped the air traffic controllers who controlled the aircraft in the sky, and there was never any more giggling after that, because I acquired a huge amount of kudos, through it. OK, it was a slight over-simplification, but CAA did employ the air traffic controllers, so it was only a simplification, and I thought they would have heard of air... 
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I was saying I had simplified what I was telling the young boy, and in that case, I was not explaining disability but it is related, in that I managed to turn myself, in their eyes, into a human being with an important sort of a job.

And when you were working (as you are now working) for the Civil Aviation Authority [CAA], and were enjoying the work; how did you then look back your years as a librarian?

I had always thought that, essentially, librarianship was not a good thing to have gone into. The people who directed me towards that saw it as being concerned with books.  I think then, and even more now, librarianship is much more about dealing with people, and therefore it happened to be a stepping stone that led me on to the Civil Aviation Authority, where I was able to find work that I could do. I think, effectively, that I would never suggest to anyone with a disability that involves speech, that librarianship was a suitable occupation. It certainly wasn’t wasted; I had some years of interesting work in it, but it was not the right choice in my view.

And for the Civil Aviation Authority, how many years did you, in the event, work for them?

I think it was 22; might have been 25. I think I was [rustling of papers]… I could look it up. Sorry. [More rustling] I started with, then… oh! [Pause.] I’m sorry.

That’s alright. No need [Clears throat]. It doesn’t really matter now. Not to worry now really, but -

Oh, it’s later than I thought. Civil Aviation Authority I went in 1974, and I finally retired in 1997, so yes, that’s 28 years, I think. 

[Talking together] And what -

No, 24 years. 

And during those 24 years then, with the Civil Aviation Authority, what kind of different trends became apparent there within the aviation industry, that you observed?

Well, the main trends were that it became a less heavily-regulated industry: the regulations used to be both safety-oriented and economically-oriented. The economic regulation was lightened over the years so that now, I think, it looks at viability. But it, so far as I know, takes no interest in fare levels at all.

And were you working then with your opposite organisations in other countries?

I wasn’t, because my work was entirely in feeding information to my colleagues, but I know my colleagues had very active relationships with their opposite numbers in other countries.

And at the establishment where you were at, what sort of numbers of people were working there?

Well, in the days when Civil Aviation employed all the air traffic control staff, I think the staff was in the order of over 8,000 people. Now it’s been divided into two organisations: National Air Traffic Control Services and CAA (CAA is a very much smaller, body). It still looks after the economic regulations, and the safety regulations.  

And so you were providing these information reports to people and through working as well with your manager. One manager you mentioned was named Trevor; was he then your long-term manager?

Yes, I worked for him until I retired. So, yes that was for quite a number of years. In my fifties, certainly my later fifties, I began to find working five days a week and doing my various committee roles, was becoming quite tiring, and I made various tentative enquiries about early retirement. Finally I was offered early retirement, to take place on my 58th birthday instead of my 60th, so I took that very happily.  

[Tape now almost inaudible.] What memories do you have? [Inaudible to end of side.]
[End of Recording]

