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Tape 22 

Valerie Lang                  

So today Valerie, it’s the 1st July, and we thought today we’d cover holidays. Holidays have always been important to you have they? 

Well yes. I remember, particularly during my school life of course, holidays were vital because that was when I went home. But as a child growing up I can remember summer holidays mainly on the Northumbrian coast; a little place called Beadnell Harbour, where my grandmother had a holiday cottage. So those are my early summer holiday memories, where it was very beautiful, and usually pretty cold. 

And so this would be first of all would it, through the years of the Second World War, or - ?

Yes, it would. During the war itself we were not allowed on to the beach because that had barbed wire entanglements, but we went back onto the beach as soon as the war ended, and the mines were cleared and the barbed wire was mainly cleared. I have vague memories that one would come across bits of it for years afterwards, and I actually finally learnt to walk on the beach, so that may perhaps be partly the reason that beaches mean quite a lot to me. The Northumbrian coast has lovely long, sandy beaches; good for walking on and good for falling on, because you don’t get particularly hurt. 

This is where they particularly, you know, the sand as you say before had enough support and

Yes.

Yet was soft enough to... 

Yes.
... and I suppose, did you find as well in the immediate years following the war that not only were the beaches then opened again, but back came again all of the associated goings on, as it were? The shops and -

Well Beadnell Harbour is a very quiet little place. My aunt ran the only café in the village or… Yes, Beadnell was made up of two [dog barks] Shh! Sugar! [Dog barks.] Sugar, stop. Do you want to go back? It has Beadnell village proper, where we really only went if we attended church and then Beadnell Harbour must be half a mile, or even a mile away, and it really was houses or cottages along the road, down to the beach. And there was a fishing harbour at the time which had two large lime kilns, which were, I don’t know how long before they’d been operated, I never saw them working but, they were part of the picture and... my aunt painted a picture of the beach with the lime kilns; and it’s very picturesque. Tends not to be too crowded, partly because it has a prevailing northeast wind.

And so this was particularly, you know, during sort of childhood years that you used to go there was it? And -

Yes. We went there each year for summer holidays. It was a lovely area and I’ve been back once since, with Austin, and it’s still very beautiful. And it hasn’t, well I think I went in the last year when it would have still looked the same, because either that year or the next year, the farm which was on the edge of the Beadnell harbour bit was sold for development and that, I think I heard, that was going to have 400 houses put up and that would have doubled the size of the village, so I think it really would change the character, and I haven’t been back since.

And do you remember, you know, as I say the summers; was the sun always shining?

I actually remember that we used to climb up through the sand dunes, looking for a spot out of the wind because the dunes were very good windbreaks, if you could find the right angle. And I can also remember the particular sound of the wind, whistling round the cottage, so I do remember it not being particularly warm, but I - [Dog barks]. Sorry. [Dog growls.] Sugar! Come here. I’m afraid the postman’s around and she’s hearing rattling going on. But my memories are happy. As I say, I finally found my balance, the summer that I was six. I had walked in the house before, and very well one day, and then the next day, I’d forgotten how to maintain my balance and it wasn’t till that summer holiday on the beach that I finally walked for good, if you like, but it was a matter of finding out how to keep my balance. And I think walking at the age of six was extremely fortunate because I think, if one gets above that age one tends to have become tall enough to fear falling, whereas I didn’t. I didn’t anticipate falling and really my confidence was maintained (even though I fell regularly). It’s only began to go in fairly recent years. What, three [telephone rings.] Oh. [Break in recording.]

So do you remember Valerie, that summer then, aged six [clears throat], do you remember still the experience, the feeling of walking?

I have to admit my memories are very vague. I think I remember a day, a month or two earlier, when I had suddenly set off, and ran... walked round my grandparents’ house in Huddersfield. And I have a very vague memory of excitement, of triumphant, ‘Look at me, and see what I’m doing.’ The beach I think I might have taken more for granted, if you like. My parents were very thrilled. I think they had been pretty downcast when, on the first occasion, I couldn’t repeat it the next day. I suspect that at Beadnell they played it down a little more: but the family tradition has it that the open sand and the possibility of tripping up, without hurting my knees, was an important factor, and I think they had been extremely hopeful [laughs] because they’d managed to take and secrete in my aunt’s café the doll’s pram that had been bought, some… I think Granny had bought it actually on the outbreak of war but it had been kept hidden, until such time as I learnt to walk. And this was produced for me as a reward and an encouragement, so they must have been very hopeful, but I have to say that it probably meant more to them than to me. I think at that age, a child is more accepting of what is. 

And then, you know, as the years followed, you didn’t go there so much did you? You did you go to other places in particular?

Well no, we did in fact go on going to Beadnell until I was, what, in my early teens; 13, 14. But no, the holidays I was going to talk about were mainly holidays I’d taken as an adult. My first solo holiday I remember taking was the summer I turned 18, when I had been living in the convent in London for six months, and I’d made friends with a Belgian physiotherapist, who invited me to go and stay with her. So I did. I went by air. My parents saw me to the [pause] airport Sorry. We checked in, and then when I had to go through passport control they left me, and when I look back on it, it was quite something, to expect to do all that without being accompanied. But the British Airways… my, was it BA then? It might even have been BEA: British European Airways. But anyway they were very good; they provided a wheelchair and conveyed me to the aircraft and my friend met me at the other side. And I decided, going by air was really the easy way to travel, and I did travel unaccompanied all over the place, right up until possibly 10 years ago, eight, even less, when my confidence began to deteriorate a little bit. But that holiday in Brussels was my first foreign holiday, and then after that the next big [sound of pages being turned] adventure was June 1975, and I went to Canada and the US – again to stay with friends and these were friends I’d made while I was a student. I stayed with Ann in Ottawa, and I flew to Montreal that time, and her mother met me and I remember the Canadian immigration people being really quite intimidating, taking me off to an interview room and trying to interview me in French but I refused to co-operate and said in English, because I was pretty sure even then that they were bilingual and they were of course, but they wanted to be quite certain that I had a ticket out of the country before they’d let me in. And that happened twice on that trip; so ever since then, when I go to Canada, I take a written statement in both English and French, saying where I’m going and what I’m doing, and that satisfies them. 

And when you’ve been, particularly abroad, but generally as well... for you then, holidays are not just perhaps the destination, but getting there as well, as part of the...?  

As I say, I decided right from the beginning that flying was a fairly easy way of getting around, because one’s luggage is taken care of. I find the packaging of airline food difficult, but I used to get the cabin crew to deal with that. I nearly came unstuck one year when I was visiting two sets of friends in America and flying between them I was held up by a storm and lost my connection, and arrived in… where was it? Dallas Fort Worth I think, in the early hours of the morning, and the crew, uniquely in my experience, because I don’t think they’d been told until then that I needed help, they refused to give me any help, and they just got off the plane and left me. And I’ve always remembered my friend, Cathey, appearing at the cabin door and saying, ‘I saw those crew get off so I reckoned you must be in trouble.’ And, okay, it was an internal flight but I’ve remembered that since 9/11, because she, not being a passenger, was able to get onto the aircraft with no trouble at all and take me off, and we had to wander by ourselves, right through the airport with nobody taking any interest. I imagine the American security is tighter now but it certainly was very lax in those days.

And how did you get your bags off the aircraft?

I suppose we went down to the baggage hall and got them. It was late at night and I was very tired having had quite a long journey between New York and Colorado, with this hiccup in the middle, and she must have collected my bags, I suppose I’d pointed them out. And then I remember nobody would get us a buggy, so I had to walk to the garage where she’d left her car, and I remember she’d lost her car, she couldn’t remember where she’d parked it, and she had to prop me up against a wall while she went to find the car. But she found it and she found me again and she had thoughtfully booked us into a nearby motel so that we didn’t have to go very far. And she coped, but that is because she’s a woman who doesn’t brook opposition. But [rustling noise] this must have been at least 10 years, 15 years before 9/11, but I thought of it through the 9/11 trauma, and to me it’s an illustration that it really probably wasn’t very difficult for the terrorists to get on to the aircraft because at that time internal flying was seemed to be more or less like getting on a bus. 

And generally, in the air travel in particular that you’ve done, how have you found the level of service, the level of understanding?

On the whole, very good. On the whole, the cabin crew have been extremely helpful. I remember on another internal flight in America, I’d been down to see friends in San Francisco, and I was flying back to other friends in Seattle, and I happened to be seated next to an unaccompanied child of about six or eight, who took one look at me, or maybe she heard my voice, and she dissolved into tears; not to say hysterics, and it was instantly clear to me that if she was frightened of me. There was nothing I could say with my speech that would calm her down, so all I could do was persuade the cabin staff to get me into a different seat. And I was sufficiently anxious by what was going on that my speech was not at its clearest, and it took me a little while to convey to the woman that, even though her aircraft was packed solid, she had got to exchange me with another passenger. And I did convince her, and she did find someone to change seats, and within minutes, when I looked round the child was quite happy, so it had worked. But I remember leaving the aircraft, and being met with by my friend, another Cathy, who had brought her son with her. And Scot, at that time, was maybe was only four or five, but he was leaping up and down saying ‘Val, oh Val,’ and it was, it was such a sort of curative thing, to have this child... 

[End of Tape 22, Side A.]

[Side B.]

OK.

He really was a lovely little boy, and he did restore my confidence at that moment. My speech has been, all my life, my biggest disability, and it is upsetting when people either can’t understand and assume that I’m not saying anything intelligent, or as on this occasion are actually frightened. Because I can see what’s happening I can, if you like, sympathise. But I can’t put it right; except on that occasion, fortunately there was an obvious solution.

I suppose in that sort of a circumstance it’s a matter of people with a disability having sort of a ready reaction; not perhaps taking it too personally or being able to seek out ways in which people can understand, that it’s just that sort of mechanisms that people have to try and adopt I suppose to combat negative reaction.

Why - [dog growls and barks. Break in recording.] OK now. Before we were interrupted, we were talking about children’s reactions, really. I am convinced that if one can explain to children what the difference is, they will usually accept it and be quite OK. My problem on that occasion was that it was largely my speech that had upset her and I didn’t think that it was helpful to try and make this frightened, unaccompanied child calm down enough to listen. And I thought, on that occasion, the simplest solution was to get the two of us separated, and I’m in no doubt that was the sensible course then. Had I got clear speech, I’d have tackled it differently. It annoys me. It hasn’t happened for a long time, but it used to be quite common, that I would hear children asking questions in my vicinity, and mothers hushing them up. Now, again, had I got better speech, I would have tackled that, but I have felt at a great disadvantage because until I can convince people that they can understand what I’m saying then offering explanations is not very effective.

And in your travels, particularly perhaps your travels to America, what have your observations been about the built environment; the way in which perhaps the buildings have been made more easy to access? 

I have always found access much better in America, and attitudes in general much better. I’ve always thought that, [coughs] partly it could be the result of the Vietnam War (I’ve never found anyone to agree with me because they say the Vietnam veterans were not well regarded), but I suspect that having a sudden influx of young men who had known able-bodied life, suddenly disabled, I think this large number all occurring within a fairly short time were more vociferous than disabled people had been before. And I do think the Vietnam War, okay, coming after the Second World War, but I think that large group of disabled people, who knew very well what life could be like were more ready to insist on change than had been the normal disabled population. Anyway, that’s my theory but by the time I began to visit the States in the mid seventies (and I visited the States on a number of occasions in the seventies and eighties), I found it much more accessible physically. I also found that the service ethic, where a lot of people had waited at table or served in shops as part of working their way through college, service is not looked down upon in the way that it often is here. And if I want my sandwiches cut up or made in a different fashion, that is no problem, and they’re quite willing to do odd things, carry my food or bring my coffee to the table or... and these slightly unusual requests were met quite matter of factly and I found it all very refreshing. And in the early days, I was quite willing to go about in America and the Canadian capital, anyway Ottawa, I was quite happy to wander round by myself with a confidence that if I needed help it would be forthcoming. I was sent off by British friends in San Francisco (they were working during the day), and they said, ‘Why don’t you go on the trams, the cable car?’ So off I went, and they had big steps and they did stop more or less in the middle of the roadway, they don’t pull in to the kerb, so you have to make your way out through the traffic and get on and off. But you know, it had been suggested that I could manage, so I managed, and it wasn’t till my friend met me off the last cable car on my way home and I saw her turn deathly white as I stepped off this enormous step into the flow of traffic, I saw her realise what she’d sent me off to do, that I thought that maybe it had been less than sensible. But I had managed. And the one time I got on a cable car which was going up a steep hill, and there’d been no seat, and I’d been hanging on to the upright pole, some man had put his arms right round me also to hold on, so he was keeping me securely and, you know, to me this is America, people are helpful and people accept need, when they meet it. 

And in the street are you finding this to be the case as well? You know, if you like, strangers if they see a need arising they will, you’re saying, more readily step in to help?

I was more conscious of it there because, as I say, the pavements were sloped before ours were, and buildings are more accessible but I was more aware that help that I asked for came quite without any question. But I don’t want to give the impression that I don’t get help here. I said for years that, ‘If you have to be disabled, make bloody sure that you’re a woman and not a man,’ because I think being a disabled woman is socially easier. I play, in my mind. I make it a game. I play the role of being a helpless little woman, and I find I can get the help I need by playing that role. I think it’s harder for men who have to deal with the question of whether or not they should be providing help and I’ve known disabled men who have not had the help needed as readily as I have had. For instance, when I fall over someone always helped me up off the pavement. When Bill Hargreaves used to fall over he was constantly telling the story of how people used to step over him. Now I’ve never had that. I think it is partly, or maybe largely, being female. It is partly, I think, that I put out vibes which say, ‘Help me,’ but whatever it is I’ve been fortunate since I decided at the age of 20 that it was not demeaning to ask for help. Help has come along virtually whenever I’ve needed it. I think it’s a mix of my attitude and, as I say, the fact that I’m female. 

And in your travels, both to the States and elsewhere, what kind of world view have you gained from the travels that you’ve undertaken?

Well they vary a lot. I’ve been very fortunate indeed; I’ve had lots of holidays. I’ve had this friend, Austin, who has come up a number of times and since he retired, for years and years, we went away together virtually every year. We’ve been to Italy, we’ve been to Scotland, we’ve been to Israel, and we had a fascinating holiday… [rustle of papers] I’ll find it somewhere... in the summer of ’94 to Syria and Jordan, when we did take with us a friend of his, because I think we both realised Syria and Jordan were going to be physically demanding, and I thought a second man to help lift and push would help us both. So the three of us went, and it was fascinating. Jordan, I didn’t notice any particular reaction to me, but Syria, I was very aware that I was being disapproved of, because I was unveiled and a lot of their women were heavily veiled. And I was being assisted by men, whereas in Syria the men were leading their womenfolk around. It was fascinating – the men were wearing [beep sound] western dress, but they would walk two or three feet ahead of the women, and I was quite conscious of these veiled women giving me really very hostile glances. But that holiday was a terrific success because I actually saw Petra, which is quite an undertaking. Most people walk down a long incline. I went by horse and cart which was quite frightening because the horses go at quite a rapid pace and the ground was distinctly uneven, and I had to work very hard at not being bounced out of the cart.  However, I’ve seen Petra, and it is one of the sights, and I’m very proud of having been there, and on the same... that was in Jordan and then we crossed over to Syria, and we went on a day-long coach trip out into the desert to see a city which had been built by the same people who built Petra and this was called Palmera. Now I could only see the outer edges of Palmera because to see inside you’ve got to be able to walk on very uneven ground, but again it’s beautiful.

And in terms of, you know, advance arrangements or indeed arrangements when you’re at a location, as it were, on the day – how easy has that been to implement over the years? Access arrangements: other details?

I’m afraid I’ve left all the planning to Austin, and he does make quite detailed enquiries as to what is likely to be possible, and as I say we did take this second friend with us too on that occasion because well neither Austin or I were getting any younger, and I did think having a younger man there... and it made a big difference. But no, I think the truth is, there’s only a very limited amount you can do beforehand. As I say, Austin is meticulous in the questions he asks and we talk to the tour leader, but the tour leaders have been really very variable in the amount of assistance they’re willing to give, and the parties vary: the parties themselves have been very variable.  Some have helped, and some have largely ignored us. But Austin and I went with a party to Israel, to do a religious pilgrimage, and [break in recording].

OK.

We went to Israel on a religious pilgrimage with a group called Interchurch, and we met the leader and his wife before we went. And it so happened that the leader’s wife was a physiotherapist, and the first time we came to a long flight of steps she said to Austin, ‘You and I will carry her up together,’ and she showed him how to do a two-person lift, and it was a clever move because the other party members could not stand back and watch a woman and an elderly man do this for very long. So after that they formed relays and we got a lot of help on that holiday, more help then than we’d had from other groups. I think it depends upon how well we seemed to be coping and how open we are to help, and whether or not the other party members want to be bothered.  If they’re a pretty elderly group, they tend to stay out of it. If there are quite a number of younger members, they probably feel they have to offer. It has been very variable.

And in so far as its discernable obviously perhaps be different in different countries but we talked a little bit about the reaction from people in the States; but in other countries what has been your estimation of the reaction to the different attitudes to disability?

I think one of the most interesting sets of reaction was in Italy, when Austin and I went to Venice. Now Venice is about as inaccessible as you can get, but it’s a very beautiful city, and it was somewhere I particularly wanted to see, and we have in fact been twice. And on the first occasion, Austin persuaded me, and I was exceedingly reluctant, he persuaded me that it would be useful to have a chair. Now because I’d been taught to walk and a great deal had been made of this achievement, a wheelchair represented regression to me so I argued and argued against this, and he just wouldn’t hear any of my rationalisation, so I compromised. I forget whether I borrowed or bought a second-hand buggy major, which folds up very nicely and is a light little thing, and I forget when we first... oh, October 1982, which is over 20 years ago and I weighed somewhat less then than -

[End of recording.]
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