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We’re talking today then about your various homes...

Yes. Well, as I think has been made clear earlier, I lived at home until the age of seven, and then I went to boarding school till I was 17, and I lived again, mainly at home then until I was 23. And then I moved into a hall of residence, and I was there, both as a student and then as a member of staff, until I was nearly 30; and then I decided it really was time to have a home of my own. I think having one’s own home is possibly even more important than having a career. Not everybody is lucky enough to be able to find themselves in paid work, but I do think that the self-determination that you get from having your own home, in whatever style that is, is important. So a week before my 30th birthday, I moved into my first rented flat, which was a bed sitting room, together with a very small dining room, and an even smaller kitchen, which had originally been a coal cellar actually. And the kitchen and dining room were extremely damp in winter, but, nevertheless, it gave me a feeling of independence, and my friend, Christine, taught me to cook, and I lived quite adequately there. And then, a year later, through the good offices of the vicar’s wife at church, I moved into a self-contained flat inside a YWCA [Young Women’s Christian Association], and that gave me a good mix of independence, with people on hand to turn to if things became too difficult, and that was very satisfactory for a number of years, except that I didn’t particularly like the actual room, which was a pity. It was just dark and painted in dark colours, and I think light and airiness and, if not bright colours then at least light colours, help one’s mood, so that was all I had against that place. And then, in 1977, my sister Margaret sent me the details of a little flat that had come to her, via one or other of the estate agents who were mailing her property details, and I went to see this flat that evening, and I fell in love with it. It was a tiny little flat: it had a small sitting room, and a smaller bedroom, and a minute kitchen and bathroom, but it was bright and sunny and private and I loved it, and I moved in a couple of months later, and I was extremely happy there and that gave me a real feeling of independence and directing my own life. I’ve since learnt, I’ve said many times, that having one’s own front door is, to me, the most important part of being independent.

Because in that way it contributes to the sense of self, do you find? And, as you say, the sense of independence. Was this flat you moved into then... would that be... it was handy as well for work, was it?

Yes, it was a simple bus ride away from my... By that time, I was working for the Civil Aviation Authority, but the journey was simple. It was actually not very far from the Alexandra Club, that I’d already been living in. It was still within the parish of my church. It was quite close to where Austen lived, and it turned out that two doors away there was a delightful woman, Mary, who remembered seeing me at LSE [The London School of Economics]. I’m afraid I hadn’t been aware of her because, as I think I’ve said before, LSE is so big that one tends to have one’s own circles of friends that one doesn’t memorise people you haven’t had any particular contact with. But, because I have a somewhat wavering outline, people have tended to remember me, which is quite embarrassing, but it is a fact of life. So, Mary made herself known to me, shortly after I moved in to Winyatt Street, and we became very firm friends.

What street was that, Valerie?

It was a street called Winyatt Street. W-I-N-Y-A-T-T. Not the perfect street for someone with a speech problem, but I used to have it written down, so I could show taxi drivers if I was using a taxi.

And did you have things like a telephone and...?

Oh yes, it already had a telephone. It had no central heating. It was built in 1960, which was before central heating was thought of as a basic requirement, but its rooms were so small that electric heating soon made it quite cosy, and in fact, my pot plants grew better in that flat than they’ve ever grown since.

And was it that you were you renting then?

No, I bought this flat. I bought it for, I can remember exactly (my parents thought it was a huge price) it was 11,750 [pounds]. Today, in Islington, I doubt whether you could buy a garage for that, but those were the days when there had been one large price hike in Islington. But Islington was by no means a place of astronomic prices that it now is, so I feel very lucky to have got it at a time where I could afford to take out a mortgage, and it was also the time when building societies were no longer asking women for male guarantors, which they had been only a year or two earlier. It was when things, economically, really were beginning to change, so I got a mortgage.  I had just enough for the deposit.

And so what year would this be?

This was 1977. Things have changed an awful lot in the last 30 or 40 years, but in 1977 it was still possible to buy property in London at reasonable prices. The cost of living in Islington has rocketed in the years since, but because I was fortunate and I got that first flat for an affordable price, it then went up in value in the… how long was I there? Seven, nearly eight years. In the years that I was there, the price rose so I sold it for 31 thousand [pounds], and that made it possible for me to get a mortgage on the second flat, which I remember being 52 thousand [pounds]. But, because I’d made a substantial profit on Winyatt Street, I was able to just afford the second flat, and there were two reasons for moving. The first one was that my first flat was on the first floor, up two (was it one?) flights of stairs, which I could manage and I did manage, but I quite often stumbled going up them, and I didn’t want to wait until I’d managed to fall down them, so in the end, the reason was, quite frankly, I accumulated too much stuff for the very small rooms. I grew out of it. So I decided that the ideal would be to find myself a two-bedroom flat on the ground floor, but that proved to be extremely difficult, and I was hunting for it for 18 months before I found what I wanted. This was mainly because, in Islington, there is not a lot of purpose-built property in the form of flats. It’s mainly conversions, and the conversions are full of steps. And I came to the conclusion that able-bodied people do not notice, or do not remember, a flight of less than six steps because I spent 18 months asking agents for a level ground floor flat and all the property they sent me to had five, six, seven steps to the front door. And nearly every flat I went into had several steps inside, usually into the kitchen, and it seems to me that the one room you do not want to climb steps into or out of is the kitchen. So, in the end, I ended up in a price range I hadn’t thought I could manage, but a purpose-built flat, and I remember I took Austin with me to see it. We went round one Sunday morning and as soon as I got into it, I knew this was what I wanted, and I was saying, ‘How lovely,’ and Austin was saying to me, ‘Be quiet. You don’t say that audibly because the more enthusiastic you are, the less likely are people to accept a lower offer,’ and in fact the couple who were selling it stuck out for their asking price, but they were very unusual sellers in that they were extremely co-operative. They didn’t make any difficulties, and they left it beautifully clean and tidy, and a lot of people don’t take the trouble to do that, and I was very happy in that second flat.

And, just to return to the looking for flats, when you requested, ‘No steps please,’ do you believe... what was the reaction of the estate agents and others on realising, ‘Oh yes, well, there is a step there,’?

I think they were… I don’t recall that I ever went back and complained. If I went round and saw that it wasn’t what I wanted, which, I don’t suppose you do say to the agent, ‘No, that won’t do.’ I can’t recall that I kept going back, saying, ‘Look, this is no good.’ All I remember was each time I went to ask them for new details, I would say, ‘I need a level access, ground-floor flat, because I can’t climb steps,’ and they would say, ‘No, of course not; we quite see that,’ and then they would… what they tend to do is give you lists of properties, and you select the likely ones out of a list of details, and you then go back for further details, but they don’t then say, ‘But it has steps up to the front door.’ I think, were you to question it, they just don’t know because it’s something people don’t notice. I remember Austin and I had a marvellous holiday in Venice, and I don’t know if you’ve ever been to Venice, but it has bridges over all the canals, and I remember watching the Venetians, going to and fro, and I’m quite sure that most of the time they walk up and down those bridges without taking them in. They’re not part of the consciousness, and I think able-bodied people do not retain a memory of a flight of steps that is less than about six. I think they just are not. aware of it.

In owning or having a mortgage on a property instead of renting, how different did you feel when you had mortgages as opposed to when you were renting?

Well you have a lot more control over what you do. I never rented unfurnished property. I imagine if you’re renting unfurnished, then you could furnish to your own taste, but if you’re renting a furnished flat, you always have to be polite about whatever is in it, and if there’s an item that you want removed, you have to ask for it to be removed or replaced, or... It’s simply that home ownership makes me feel that I’ve a lot more control over what was, is there. Of course, the other side of the coin is that if the roof leaks, or the central heating leaks, or the carpet needs replacing, then I’ve got to find the wherewithal to do it. But… Do you want - 
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[Side B.]

What then came next, Valerie, in the chain of different places where you lived?
Well, I was extremely happy in my two-bedroom flat. I had room to have a separate study, and by that time I’d got a computer, sitting on its own desk, and I had moved to spread out, if you like, and I expected to stick at a two-bedroom flat, because in many ways a two-bedroom flat for a single person is my idea of affluence really. It’s enough room plus a bit. But when I entered my fifties, I found I could no longer manage to put my own shoes and tights on, or... I was tending to shoes and socks at that point, because I’d adopted trousers as my normal clothing, because that way my knees were hidden and if I cut them or grazed them, it wasn’t obvious. Also, I found they healed a lot better under trousers than they do under tights. The nylon of tights rubs rather hard against an open wound, and healing takes longer. So I’d rather abandoned skirts, and I like socks for most of the year, and I think my hips got a bit stiffer and it became impossible to reach down to put these on, which meant I needed more help. And there were two ways to sort this out: you either call in daily help, either from social services or you have somebody to live in, and I went down the live-in route. And I’ll talk about that in a bit more detail later, but having experimented with live-in part time help, I found giving up either my study or my sitting room for someone else to have as their own room, made my two-bedroom flat a lot tighter, and a lot less comfortable. So, I began to think about houses. Now, I think at that point, my mother had already died and my father was still alive when I began to look at houses. I think I decided that I could support a larger mortgage, and I wanted a house in Lofting Road; I was being quite selective. I set my sights on a house in the same road, mainly because, unlike most of Islington, these were new houses that had been put up at the same time as the flat I was living in. They had nice, wide, shallow staircases, without twists in the middle; they had a small landing in the middle, so, for my purposes, the staircases were very much better than they were in the Georgian or Victorian houses that are throughout Islington. And the second advantage of this particular row of houses is it has a second floor. It’s got bedrooms on two floors, which meant that if I had live-in help, the second person could have a separate floor, and, if I was clever enough to buy a house which already had a shower on the top floor, then we could have separate facilities. In the end, the house that I particularly wanted was withdrawn from the market, and I’ve ended up with one that didn’t have a shower on the top floor, but I put one in, so it does mean that whoever is living with me, and I’ve had a succession of people, we’re not living in each other’s pockets and we’re not having to say, ‘When do you need the bathroom?’ and that is a great boon. It makes sharing a home much more easy, much more comfortable.  

And so what year was it, when you moved here?

I moved to this house in 1994, and I expect to stay here, unless my sister’s neighbour decides she wants to sell up, because my sister would quite like me to be living nearer to her in the future, but she’s even more particular that I was. I wanted a house in a particular road; Margaret decided she would like me to have a particular house! So it very much depends on whether that ever becomes available. I suspect its owner might be the same age as I am, so it might never become available to me.

Just careful of the wire. [Talking together. Inaudible.] 

Sorry.

It’s OK. So when did somebody first come and live in with you then?

I... Could you...? [Break in recording.]

So in the neighbourhood that you’re in now Valerie, what is it in particular that, apart from the design of the house and so on, if you had to summarise how you felt about the neighbourhood, how would you describe it?

It has most things that I want. My particular road is not very heavily-trafficked. I think it’s fairly quiet, though the double-glazing helps that. It’s near transport, it’s near shops, but, more important than that, it’s near to various friends. Christine and Austin, and various people I’ve got to know since I’ve moved here are all within even my walking distance, which is a great asset. I’m very happy at my particular church. It was within 20 minutes drive of work, it’s within an hour’s drive of my sister, so it all… I think it’s easier to get live-in help when you’re living in N1 [London postal district] than it would be living in Kent.

And do you subscribe to the idea that, you know, particular areas are in some senses like a village or particularly identifiable in some way?

They are. I think I don’t go out enough any longer to be as aware of that as some people are. Islington has changed a lot, even in the years that I’ve lived here. A lot of the shops have gone, and they’ve been replaced by restaurants. I once counted, I think, 93 different eating places between two tube stations, at opposite ends of the main street in Islington, so Islington has become a glorious eating place. I don’t happen to eat out that often, but I’ve made a number of good friends here and that, to me, is more important than the commercial aspects.

And I understand that, not that far away, at one time there was a rather famous resident? As I say, not that far away, I think.

Yes, he was about half a dozen roads away, yes.

This is Tony Blair I think.

Yes, and I believe we still have a number of MPs, dotted around.

And in terms of your general impression of housing, let’s say, particularly new housing, have you been... what’s your reaction to changes in building design that you’ve witnessed perhaps over the years?

I’ve been watching a number of new housing developments go up near the Angel [a part of Islington], and I’m intrigued to find that the front doors have more or less level access. I don’t know what they’re like indoors. I’m told the rooms are pretty tiny, and the walls are a bit thin, but in terms of level access I think the building regulations are now firmer than they used to be, and I think the builders are being required to have a view to accessibility. I have a dog and I take her for walks (she’s walking, I’m not; I have a pavement scooter), but I often wander round the various roads and squares in Islington, playing a sort of private game of which house would I like today? An awful lot of Islington houses have too many steps up to the front door, but  I think that will remain true of Islington for a very long time because of conservation is now high on the agenda, but I like to hope, I like to think that accessibility is going to move higher up the agenda. Certainly, I’ve been on various committees that have pressed for it, and while it’s taking an awful long time for an impact to be made, I think in future things will be better.

And in terms of what you’ve seen, maybe, when you’ve travelled abroad, have you come across particularly good examples of access, either to housing or within particular houses?

Oh yes. I think, certainly, when I first went to America in the 1970s, I was aware that they were much more access-conscious than we are. I noticed, when I went to New Zealand last year, access is better. But in both cases they’ve got much more room than we have. They’re newer countries and they don’t have all the ancient buildings we have. New Zealand has much smaller population. Its houses tended not to have level access, but its commercial property looked much more accessible.

And, in terms of, you know, your own particular house Valerie – if you could have a magic wand, as it were, and you could alter something to make a particular aspect more easy to access, what would that be, if anything?

As I said, I’ve got a pavement scooter which at the moment lives outside in the garden, and I’m having to decide, in the very near future, whether or not to pay quite a lot of money to have a ramp built up to the front door, and then have this rather large vehicle sitting in the front room, or whether a shed in the not very large back garden, to keep it dry. And if I could really wave a magic wand, I would like to have a bigger back garden, so that I could put in a decent heated shed. Or I’d like to have access to a garage nearby, but they are like gold dust. Here comes the dog.

[End of recording.]  
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