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OK. Put that as well. [Clears throat] We were talking, Valerie, about the 1944 Education Act then, which was for you personally then, a particularly significant

Yes.

 piece of legislation.

Well, it did require all children to be educated. As I say, there was an IQ cut-off, so children with severe mental disabilities were still left out of education, until, I think, the 1970s or ’80s – really quite late – but for those of us who could scrape over that hurdle, it did mean that the local authorities were obliged to send us to an appropriate school. Now people can, over the years, argued about which school was appropriate, but when I was seven there really was only the one school in England catering for children, or catering specifically for children, with cerebral palsy. And my parents were particularly keen that I should have the combination of education and therapy, and they got me into St Margaret’s.

[Clears throat; about to say something.]

But I was going to say, that … oh, sorry if I’m repeating myself … but it is important, that prior to St Margaret’s opening, a lot of special schools for disabled children still did not wish to have children with cerebral palsy because they were seen as trouble-makers. I’m not sure why, except that I suppose there are a proportion of children with cp who do have behavioural problems as well, so I think we were all being tarred with the same brush.

Is it... [clears throat] is this, you know, something that you’ve become aware of later, or was it something do you think your parents were aware of? The fact that children with cerebral palsy weren’t always welcome in particular schools?

Well, I think they began to find this out. Anyway, I don’t know whether they had looked at other special schools, or whether it was simply that St Margaret’s opened at the right time for me. I know that when the time came for me to change schools, that my mother did visit a number of other special schools, but whether she did in ’46, I don’t know.  

And here we were then, in 1946, by this time then, your father was out of the RAF and...

Yes, I think. He certainly wasn’t demobbed as soon as the war ended, but I think he came out in ’46, and - [talking together]

And...

And I went to St Margaret’s, I think, in February of ’47 (January or February).

Did you remember the time, you know, when your father then came home?

[Pause] Frankly, I don’t remember it. I think it happened almost gradually. I think his last station was near enough for him to be living at home, but no, I’m afraid all that is part of my closed childhood, if you like.

And...

I don’t remember very much before I went to school.

And can you remember... what are your memories of, let’s say, the first day at St Margaret’s? Or the first week, indeed?

I know the first day I woke up and leaning over the bed, my house mother Joan Edwards (who I hadn’t met the day before, because she’d had a day off, I think) she came along at seven-thirty that morning, and she’d said, ‘Hello,’ to me, as the new girl. And I had my favourite toy tucked up in bed, and I remember she said to me, ‘Oh!  What’s your dolly’s name?’ and I turned this toy over, face upwards, and it was not a doll, it was a chimpanzee, and I said, [laughing] ‘Her name’s Joan,’ and poor Joan Edwards, I think she was a bit taken aback by that. But I’ve still got the toy – it always was my favourite. I know I was in the big room, class, I think the age division was probably about six between the little ones and the bigger ones. But, again, I don’t remember individual days; I just have snatches of memories of the treatment room, memories of other peo... I remember other children in the treatment room, more than I remember myself. There were some unfortunate children, still stood up in these awful locked braces, being asked to take steps, and some of them were just too frightened. And I can remember the most awful screaming matches going on between the kids and the therapists.

And this was children in callipers and...

Yes.

Yes.  

I think the idea was that the knees were not strong enough to hold them, so they would lock the knees (the callipers at the knees) and then you have to walk from your hip, which is very difficult, with this awful risk all the time of crashing forward. And I’m not surprised they didn’t want to do it, but…

And by this time, you were walking?

My mother had got me walking. St Margaret’s took me off my feet and put me in a chair, with the idea that I would learn to walk, quote, ‘properly’, in the treatment room. But I was very bored in this chair. I was allowed one hour a day when I could walk round, and I used to walk round all the time in that hour, and I think they gave it up for a lost cause, because I don’t remember that went on for very long. I think they just said, ‘OK let’s just walk.’ But, honestly, looking back I think that was an awful risk to take, and I was glad I did not sit down and do it very obediently.

So this was a wheelchair, and founded on the belief then, by the physiotherapists, that they would be able to help you to walk in such a way that they found more…

Well, the theory that they (I’ve forgotten the name of the theory they used. I have in my mind ‘Phelps’, but I think I could be mixing that up with somebody else) and I think the theory was that if you learnt to do things beautifully in the treatment room, and if you did not wreck it by doing it badly outside, till you had learnt the proper pattern in the treatment room, you would learn to do things more better or more beautifully, or however you describe it. But the idea was, you learnt the preferred pattern, and you were not allowed to learn bad habits outside, which are all very good if you are having treatment for six or eight hours a day, but if you’re only in the treatment room for twenty minutes a day, (which is a lot compared to once a week or once a fortnight, which was quite common in other circumstances), but twenty minutes a day is not enough for this particular theory. And the result is that I could name quite a few people who might have walked but who never have and [rustling noise] I find that sad. I don’t walk beautifully, but I can get from here to there, and I really think, in teaching me to walk, my mother immensely altered the quality of my life, and sorry, that might sound crass if it’s heard by people who don’t walk, but I think it revolutionised my life. [Tearing sound.] I would have liked to walk more beautifully and to fall over less, and my poor mother, till the end of her days, was telling me that if only I concentrated I could do it better. But I have found it very tedious, if not impossible, to calculate each step before I make it. I’ve always been a great deal more interested in what I’m going to do, than in how I’m walking.

Because the received theory as well is that different areas of the brain take over the...

Yes.

… function of walking.  

Yes.  

Anyway...

I’m sure I walk, well I know I walk without conscious thought, but this was the theory that St Margaret’s operated on, and it got stricter and stricter, and I just thank God that I was walking before I went there.

And how would you describe, generally, the atmosphere of the school?

I remember Glynn Vernon (did you ever meet Glynn?) saying how awful St Margaret’s was, and poor Glynn, he must have been bored out of his mind because children at the weekend, or sunny days, were wheeled out and put in the garden in a row, but they just sat there for long periods, because there really were not enough staff to entertain, or give us all activities. Because I could walk, I used to go off on my own and do things, but even for me, my chief memory of St Margaret’s is of being bored, and the children who couldn’t walk must have frightful memories of that school. I think they were on the edge of knowledge. They were doing their best, and they made some terrible mistakes, but I think they really were trying their best. I don’t think they had enough staff, but economics were different, and the ideas of what is acceptable have changed over my lifetime, out of all recognition.

And you know, in winter, was it...  you talked about in the summer going out and being p’raps left out... [talking together] in winter?

Well yes, I suppose in winter we sat in the big hall and we sat in classrooms. I can’t remember; there was so much less in those days. You didn’t have records, and you didn’t have radios. I think we occasionally had films shown to us. I really don’t remember what we did after school, and at weekends. There wasn’t even television. I can remember the Garwoods bought one of the early televisions and, just occasionally, we would be taken over to Coombe Farm to see television, but it was very occasional.  I can remember we were taken over there, to watch the Coronation because my neighbour Rosalind (the girl in the next-door bed) woke up with a sore throat, and she was kept in bed on Coronation Day, because she’d got mumps. And I woke up with a sore throat, but I remembered quicker than she did that it was Coronation Day, so I said nothing about my sore throat, and that was, I suspect I did have a very mild attack of mumps, because I’ve never had it since. But, as I say, I remembered that it was Coronation Day, so I got to see it on television! Poor Rosalind didn’t.  

So you remember seeing the ceremony on television then?

Yes.

You were all gathered round, were you?  

Yes.

And watching it. And I seem to remember from the outside shots of all the rain

Yes.

particularly.

I think it, I’m sure it was black and white, and I think it was not a particularly big screen, but we did see it. I think when we later saw the colour film in the cinema, it was probably a better view, but at least we did see it. But what I’m saying is, there was no telly, so, which has been a boon for people who are not very active, but (you must think I’m being very tedious) I really don’t remember what we did do. I know I was given a pet rabbit, and I used to go off and find wild food for my rabbit, and I used to clean its hutch out, and I used to walk round and see the cattle in the farm, at the back of the school, so I had a better life than a lot of the children.

So it was a relatively rural setting?  

Yes it was. It had parkland all around, and a farm behind it where they kept a dairy herd, and large grounds, and here again, being able to walk, made a huge difference.

And lessons: what are your memories of lessons, and how they were organised?

[Pause] Not very clear. All I did, as I say, I did learn to read, and I did keep up with the lessons. I remember the first teacher being replaced by, oh... And after that there was another one, and she was very good at reading poetry to us, and the lessons I think were quite interesting. I know, when I changed schools at fourteen, I discovered that I was behind the children who had just recently started a grammar school curriculum, and I know I had to work hard-ish to catch up with them, so that, at fourteen, I had dropped several years behind my age level. But, on the other hand, it was a quality of education sufficient to make it possible for me to catch up later, when I had the opportunity. 

And, during your time in St Margaret’s, were favourite subjects emerging? Did you take to particular topics or subjects, or...?

Sorry. I can remember that about the second school. I have very little memory. I think my main memory of St Margaret’s is of this poetry reading. I also remember that visitors were shown round the school every Wednesday afternoon because the school was quite a showcase, and lots, presumably teaching and therapists and professionals of various sorts, wanted to see it. And Wednesday afternoons we had visitors looking at us…

And -

… which got a bit boring.  

And did you have particular friends at this time, at the school?

Yes, I was friendly with Rosemary Dawson-Shepherd (who I caught up with later) and Alice Moira (who I saw again last year). I was very touched: I went to her father’s memorial party, and she made me so welcome. Who else? Anita. Lots of people I’ve never seen again. I sometimes wonder what happened to them.

And this was, p’raps, the first time then that you’d had day-to-day contact with lots of other children, of a similar age, who also had cerebral palsy?

Yes, and I … yes I will say it, whether or not it puts me in a good light: because I was less disabled than a lot of them, I think it gave me a feeling that I really was quite able, and I think it gave me a degree of self-confidence that I don’t think I would have acquired if, as today, I’d have been one on my own, in a state school. I have great reservations of how children cope when they grow up, always one step behind everybody else, but, you know, this comments in the case that special schools today are not –

[End of recording.] 
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