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OK, I’ll ask the question, if you like, again, Valerie. In terms of, when you… Hold on [rustling noise] just in case everything ends up in the drink. I’ll put that temporarily here, shall I? 

Yes.

There we go. Looking back on your 24 years, then, Valerie, with the Civil Aviation Authority; what year was it (1997 wasn’t it?) that you retired and you held a retirement party? Take me back to that day then – what are your memories of the day you retired?

Well, it was a very happy day actually. My then home sharer, who I’ll talk more about a later time, she had gone to a lot of trouble producing a good spread of food, and we had wine, and quite a few of my colleagues turned up, as I say, including the librarian who had appointed me, and one or two other friends. So it was a very good occasion, and I was sent off with flowers and presents, and I’d spent quite a lot of time in the preceding few months tidying up all of my work and getting my papers into a shape that they could be looked at again if anybody ever wanted to. I’ve no idea whether they were ever used again, but I had the feeling that I’d left things in good order, which satisfied me, because I think I had about six months’ warning. I was given an offer of a retirement package which was, I thought, a very decent offer. It assured me of a very reasonable pension together with a lump sum, and it did mean that I needed to live entirely on my CAA [Civil Aviation Authority] pension, plus my Disability Living Allowance, for two years before my old age pension kicked in. But it was a very reasonable retirement income to have, and my retirement day was happy and things went well, and I’ve never regretted taking early retirement. I was ready to go. My retirement papers, the deal, was signed off by the group director who was himself retiring at a very similar juncture. He was replaced by a New Zealander who, in the following six or 12 months, wielded an axe with great abandon, so that quite a few of my ex-colleagues, particular those senior to me, disappeared. I had a strong feeling that this man would have wanted to push me out had I stayed, and I just, well I’m quite certain in my own mind that it’s much pleasanter to have chosen to go than to have hung on and been asked to go, so I had no regrets whatever. My idea in retiring early was, as I have said before, partly because I was getting weary, but partly I wanted to establish my committee life so that everything didn’t suddenly end at 65. I already had quite a few committees. I wanted to continue in those and maybe add a few more, and that’s what I’ve done, so that, seven years later, I’m still busy on committees, which keep me occupied.

These are committees that you serve on in mostly a voluntary capacity?

All. I’ve never been remunerated for my committee work, but I have derived a fair degree of satisfaction. I’ll go into them in greater detail, but in many ways the CAA was where I earned my money, but my committee work was where I got a lot of my satisfaction; that, and my home.

And how do you look back on your time at the CAA?

I think they were remarkably enlightened employers. I know that I had one or two hiccups, including the manager who really either didn’t want to or couldn’t find suitable work for me. Why he didn’t get me moved on more quickly, I don’t know, except I think he would have seen that as reflecting poorly on him. But apart from him, and some early difficulties in the library, I think CAA did very well by me. I made progress within the organisation, and achieving the middle management status was really not bad. I’ve known for many years, I had two entirely different sets of comparisons: I could look at my contemporaries from LSE and be aware that I had not kept pace with the sort of jobs they had, but on the other hand, if I look at contemporaries from the disability world, I’ve done pretty well. I’ve been extremely fortunate, but I think I’ve managed to make use of the good fortune. I have had friends who have helped me at various junctures, but, in fact, that is what most people do in their careers, so I used to feel slightly ashamed of it; I don’t now. I think I’ve followed the general pattern, but I have been fortunate in my career. CAA possibly didn’t… I think the general management may have taken me on without fully thinking out the future. But, on the other hand, whenever I made waves and asked for things to be changed, or made easier or made more practical, it happened, in the same way as when I was a student – if I could decide what I needed and asked for it, I got it. So I think in my life I’ve had to work things out for myself largely, but people have been extremely helpful, if I’ve been prepared to work out what was necessary, I’ve got it.

And what sort of changes were made at your request in the work that you did with the CAA?

Well, I had an electric typewriter when not everybody had electric typewriters. When I said a computer course would be useful, they paid for me to go on the one that I selected. When computer terminals began to come in, I had one, I had the necessary training. When I began to find work tiring, Trevor encouraged me to work part-time from home. I think they did accommodate me very well. Trevor certainly gave a lot of thought to the fact that my skills were more verbal than numerical and he found… he tailored the job to me. I think it was a useful job, I felt I was contributing.

And, in the beginning of the work, as of your time there (as opposed to the end of your time there), what were some of the main industry trends that... We’ve talked a little bit about this, but, what were some of the main, you know... How had the airline industry world wide perhaps changed in your time there? 

Well, it changed in that in the early days there were a few large airlines, and air travel was for the more affluent few. In the years that I worked for CAA, I think the jumbo jet probably came in while I was there; if not, it was very new when I started. Freddy Laker started the idea of cheap fares; de-regulation came into the USA, and later to Europe, whereby the regulatory authorities were encouraging newer airlines to come in and offer cheaper fares, and therefore encourage a growth in the market. We’ve all seen a vast growth in the airline market, so much so that people are now worried about all the fuel that’s being used. I’m sorry; my dog’s leaving the room. So that air travel is now travel for the masses, which is bringing with it a new set of phenomena and problems, but over the time that I’ve been watching it, the whole industry has altered dramatically. There are still large airlines, but some of the old ones have gone, some of them that we’ve got now may not be with us forever, and some of today’s large airlines were created in the time I was working in CAA, so it was a very interesting time to be watching.

And do you retain an interest in the issues?

Oh, yes. I’ve just been on a short trip to Switzerland, to a conference, and I found myself looking at the airline names at Heathrow, and thinking, ‘I don’t know that one,’ and I was enjoying… I don’t read the press, but I do take an interest.

And do you have any contact at all with, you know, former colleagues?

Oh yes, I’m very privileged. I go for frequent lunches to LSE with the friend I met in the first lecture at LSE [The London School of Economics]. [Dog barks.] [Sugar, no. Sorry, I have a noisy dog.] I go to lunch with someone I met at the first day at LSE, and CAA still allow me to use their car park so I park at CAA and walk to LSE, which is down the road. And occasionally, when I’ve used the car park in this way, once or twice a year, I pop in to the office, and I’m almost always made extremely welcome, it is very touching.

And was there, during your time there, the beginnings of any staff representation which reflected disability?

The beginnings. I know I one day I went to a conference of disabled civil servants.  Have I mentioned it before? I was deeply shocked at the stories they were telling of the unfairnesses they had suffered, and it seemed to me that a lot of them had been too scared of losing their jobs to complain about the these unfairnesses. And it struck me for the first time that in those months that I’d been walking round CAA saying, ‘I haven’t got any work, have you anything for me to do?’ I might well have been running a large risk. It had never occurred to me that I was putting my job on the line. I simply wanted occupation.

This was because, do you feel, that this was making the fact that you didn’t have work more widely known?

Yes, and it could have been seen as a dangerous thing to do. I suppose, had my CAA employers been less constructive, I suppose they could have used it as a way of dismissing me, but at the time I was so angry with what was happening, I saw no danger in making waves. I like to think I wouldn’t have done things any differently. I was shocked at how frightened the other people with disabilities were. None of them were from CAA. I think I was fairly unusual in CAA. I’m only aware of one other person, in the early days, who had perhaps a similar level of disability, and his was caused by having had a brain embolism, poor chap, and I think not many years after I went there, I think he had another one, and he didn’t survive the second one.

What kind of experiences were related to you by these other people with disabilities at this conference then? 

Being passed over for promotion, or being told by their manager that they were not going to be allowed to put in for promotion. I know one manager was reported to have said to his blind member of staff that he didn’t think it fair to pass her on to any other manager. I think things were said that I think now would be against the Disability Discrimination Law, but this was possibly 20 years ago, certainly 15 years ago: things were very different. I don’t know whether my attitude had anything to do with it, I don’t think anyone would have said that sort of thing to me.

And aside from the incidents that we heard earlier on about the reaction of a couple of colleagues, did you feel that in the work that you were doing and being there as ‘Valerie at the CAA’, did you feel that you were, in some ways, making it easier perhaps for others to follow or...?

I would like to think so. I don’t know, I would like, yes, more than that; I was always conscious that I had to succeed, because I thought any failure on my part would make it more difficult for anyone to come after me, so that is a more negative way of looking at the same thing but, yes, I always had felt there was a pressure on me to make a success of what I did, because I didn’t want to make it more difficult for anyone else.

And did it seem like 24 years?

[Pause.] Yes, but in those days you aimed at having a permanent position. I think this is something that makes it harder for today’s generation. Nothing now is permanent. In my day, you were looking at somewhere when you achieved an appointment, provided you kept your nose clean [sound of clock chiming/ice cream van in background] and you did… 

Hold on for a minute, Valerie. That’s OK. Just...

Yes. So long as you did your work to a reasonable standard, you expected to have job security, and certainly in the eight years when I was looking for a permanent job. So there were times when I was bored with the CAA. Aviation was not my first choice, but it was work I could do, it provided me with a very good income, and it put me among colleagues who made me welcome, and accepted that I had got there on merit. As I say, the two colleagues who were difficult resented...  

[End of Tape 15, Side A.]

[Side B.]

Yeah. OK, good. The two colleagues then, Valerie...

The two colleagues had their own problems. I think I was a useful peg on which to take out their discontent.

And when you, on your last day, [clears throat] finally closed your office door, or looking back into your office as it were, how did you then feel?

There’s always a slight regret to leaving something behind, but I was ready to finish. As I said, I’ve never had any real regrets at retiring two years early. I’ve got friends who say that retirement is the best job they’ve ever had. I think, for those occupied, retirement is good fun. I’m enjoying it.

And did you, in the immediate run-up to your retirement, then work with your successor?

No, I don’t think I was going to have a direct successor. I did pass some of my work over to someone else, but I don’t think anyone would be doing exactly the job I was doing.

And, in the next few years, when then did Trevor retire?

I think he’s retired this year.

Well, yeah. Oh well, there we go. Thank you. Well, I think that covers it today, does it? [Break in recording.] I mean, how do you, having worked for the majority of those 24 years with your manager, Trevor, how do you...

No it wasn’t the majority; I’m not sure how long. I think I might have worked for him for, say, eight of the 24.  

Oh, I see. 

Eight was in the library. 

I see, I understand. Oh right, so I shan’t - [Break in recording]. Oh well, there we are. Yeah, interesting.

But, no, he was a great man to work for.

[End of recording.]
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