
                                                                                                                               Page 7
Tape 23 

Valerie Lang                  

Sorry, I’ve forgotten where I left -

This was in, sort of, 1982.

Oh, our first visit to Venice when we took the dreaded buggy with us, because he thought there would be a lot of standing around, waiting for vaporetti which are the motor buses that: not buses, they’re like buses, the motor launches, the public launches, that go from stop to stop, and you have to wait for these things just like buses. [Coughs.] So we took the buggy, and he was so skilful at making this seem quite everyday, that I found I didn’t feel silly sitting in it, and we used it a great deal on that occasion. Now I know talking about ‘feeling silly’ is not PC [politically correct], but it was a big mental hurdle for me, and I am very grateful to him for making this transition emotionally feasible. And what I started out to say was, in Venice you do not see people with disabilities because, to get round Venice (apart from going on a vaporetti) you have to walk up and over bridges every few hundred yards; even less. And I’ve watched the Venetians, walking along the street and up and over and across bridges, and they do not appear to be conscious that they climbed up and down steps: it’s just part of what they do, and they’re not aware of it. So, introducing someone like me into this scene was unusual. And what we found surprising was when Austin got me out of the buggy and he would walk me up to the top of the bridge, and then he would go back down to fetch the buggy, and then repeat the process for the second half of the bridge. Very often, when he looked back, he would find someone was bringing the buggy after us, and time and time again this just happened, so that, although the Venetians either kept their non-ambulant disabled people indoors, or what we suspected was they exported them to the mainland in Italy, where accessibility was a bit more normal. Although people in wheelchairs were not seen round Venice, the Venetians were very willing to be extremely helpful, and although I do not speak more than about ten words of Italian, I got quite good at saying, ‘Mille grazie.’
And in Venice, I suppose, particular circumstances applied there. Generally, what has been your experience of encountering people from particular countries with apparent visible disabilities?

[Pause.] I think it’s entirely variable. As I say, Syria was probably at one extreme where I did not feel in the least welcome, but I was aware of breaking all sorts of social taboos. Venice, as I say, where I would not have expected much assistance, it was there in some abundance. We have also had holidays in other parts of Italy, where it has not been as obvious that people were willing to assist, but I think our need has been less obvious; we’ve been coping. On the other hand we have lived in hotels and we’ve had meals in restaurants, and I’ve not felt in any way out of place. We went to Dubrovnik soon after that war was ended. I didn’t feel particularly that people were taking any notice. Dubrovnik I thought was beautiful, but I found the surrounding countryside very sad, because it was almost totally denuded of livestock: no cats, no dogs, virtually no livestock in the fields. But the war had been very bitter and it was rather nightmarish to go past whole villages and burnt-out houses, so if they had either eaten the animals or not been able to keep them alive, I think maybe it was hardly surprising. But that I found quite a chilly aspect but I was not conscious that people were particularly noticing me. It may be that I wear blinkers: I don’t look for adverse reactions. The only really adverse reaction I have been aware of was in Portugal and, I can’t remember the date, but it was only about two years after the dictatorship ended in Portugal. That was not a holiday; that was a trip to an ICPS conference.

International Cerebral Palsy Society [ICPS].

Yes, in Lisbon. And I was terribly conscious that week of being stared at everywhere I went, because I made friends with another delegate and we went out into Lisbon quite a lot, and everywhere I went, because I was chatting with her and my voice is not soft, particularly quiet, and because I don’t walk well, people were staring. And what was disturbing to me was they would turn round in the street and watch me go down the road, and they would stare with blank, expressionless faces. And the humiliation of having that happen for a week, I found quite disturbing, and when I got home, for a day I was unable to think coherently. I felt as if my mind was just tippling over and over, and I wasn’t thinking coherently for about 24 hours, and I’m sure that was shear reaction, because while I’d been there I’d been thinking, ‘Well, our job is public education: they can jolly well cope.’ But the reason I particularly say that ‘it was about two years after the revolution’, I think under the Salazar regime disabled people had been very much kept out of sight and not approved of, and it was our job to be visible. But it was taxing. And I think, even more than Syria, that I found very draining, and that was my worst experience, and it was about 20 years ago, but... no 20 years before I could contemplate going back to Portugal, but when I finally did go back to another ICPS conference I didn’t find the same reaction at all – it had disappeared.

Those changes in attitudes, you know, 20 years later from lets say the mid-eighties to now, and in other countries you’ve been to (we’ve talked about Venice) – to what extent have encountered people with disabilities, actually living in the countries that you visited? 

Oh that’s a tough one. Well, in America obviously they’re more visible. I wouldn’t like to try to name any particular country, because I can’t think, but in general my impression of Europe and I’ve not been to North America now for about 10 years I suppose, but certainly in Britain and Europe, over my adult life, I think one is seeing more disabled people going round. I’m very much more aware of electric wheelchairs in Britain; certainly in London. Very many more now than there used to be. I think we’re just much more part of the community than we were when I was younger.

And of the places you’ve been, the different things you’ve done, the people you’ve met, and the friends you’ve been with – if you had the opportunity, what of those particular holidays would you like to take again or revisit again?

Oh crumbs. What I haven’t mentioned is, the annual holidays I had for six or seven years, maybe longer, taking friends of mine to have a week in the Lake District, because my father left a house there and my sister took it over. I’m afraid I needed the cash to buy my current home and she wanted to be able to make changes to the house without consulting me at every turn, so it suited her to have the house completely. But she gave me a week there every year, with whoever I chose to take, and I took a variety of friends. But latterly I went with a couple of nun friends and a friend of theirs, and the four of us would go together, and we had five or six holidays together, though the Lake District again is a challenging place for someone with disabilities. Obviously we couldn’t climb but with a car we could get to various beautiful spots and we collected a range of sights we liked to see every year, and during this period my sister and I managed to get there together once, which took quite a bit of arranging because we usually went separately, but we met there together, in order to scatter our parents’ ashes at one of our favourite spots. It was somewhere our parents had been particularly fond of, called Tarn Hows, and a local clergyman (the warden of Rydal Hall) came out and he conducted a beautiful service on a quiet morning, quite early before there were many tourists. And after that, whenever I went on holiday, I could go and sit in this spot. But I loved the Lake District. I’m sorry those holidays are finished, but it became quite difficult for Margaret to organise the house at long range so two or three years ago, very reluctantly but sensibly, she sold it. So I haven’t been there for some time but I think possibly that is interesting in that we were able to enjoy ourselves, even though the terrain at first glance seemed to me, well, was challenging, but one just had to accept there was a lot we couldn’t do, but there was still a lot we could do. 

And have you been aware in Britain over the years, of efforts being made to make particular sights more easy to access?

Oh I think they are. Yes, I think they are. For instance the National Trust did designate a car park at Tarn Hows for disabled people where they could sit and overlook the view. Unfortunately somebody then persuaded them to allow them to plant trees just below this car park, in somebody’s memory, and the trees grew up and completely blocked the view, and when I wrote and said that the said trees were getting in the way, I was told they couldn’t be taken down because they were in somebody’s memory. Whether that was shear thoughtlessness, or whether somebody had not liked the car park I don’t know, but they did build a vantage point [rustling noise] for wheelchairs a little farther on, so if you were tough enough to get to the vantage point, that is still a good outlook. But I do think we have to wrestle with a lot of thoughtlessness, and lack of imagination. I know the disabled activists talk in terms of ‘oppression’, I think, or maybe I like to think a lot of it is sheer thoughtlessness. I would like to say before I finish, that last year I got as far as one can get. I flew to New Zealand to visit an ex-home sharer, Eleanor and her mother Alison, and they gave me three weeks touring round New Zealand, and I came back feeling that, if ever my family wanted to emigrate to New Zealand, I’d be quite happy to go and live there.

It’s said to be similar to, the feeling anyway, of Britain perhaps in the 1950s, 1960s?

So it is said. I didn’t get that impression but I was impressed by the fact that they were happy to give me their... Blue Badge equivalent for three weeks. Their accessibility is very good; less so into private houses because a lot of those are raised either on stilts or people tend to live above the ground floor, I think for reasons of possible flooding, I don’t know. But the public buildings and the shops are extremely accessible, and because there’s fewer people in quite a sizeable area, they’re more able to be accommodating. Certainly their tourist areas had been made accessible and they were very welcoming, and I had a lovely time, I really did. But, although I boasted earlier on that I thought flying was an easy form of travel, I will say that 27 hours I didn’t think I would cope with, so I actually found someone who was delighted to look after me for the whole journey, both ways, in return for free tickets. So when we were there, she went off to see her son who had married a New Zealand girl and settled there while I toured round with my friends, and then we met up again at Christchurch. But this arrangement suited us both, and certainly with that amount of help it was a marvellous holiday.

[End of Tape 23, Side A.]

[Side B.]
And for you, Valerie, the opportunity to travel and to go on holiday: that’s quite clearly then an important possibility for you?

Yes, I think it is. I’ve been extremely fortunate. In my university years I made friends who were in strategic places. I’ve made more since I’ve had home-sharers living in the house. I have been brazen enough to ask people whether I can come and stay with them, because for many years I was quite willing to undertake the journey by myself. I didn’t think I could either manage or enjoy being in hotels by myself. With very few exceptions, this has worked out very well. I think a couple of times I may have overstayed my welcome but only on a couple of occasions. And I’ve had a marvellous time seeing all sorts of places – certainly air travel has made a huge difference. The other big incentive for me was being on the British Rail committee and having a free rail pass for 10 years. Since I broke my ankle three years ago I have been slightly less willing to go round by rail by myself, though I think last year I did successfully go to Dorset and back, so I can now do it again. But these days, if it can be arranged, I like to travel with someone. This year, in January, a friend and I timed our holidays to coincide, so we travelled together to Barbados, but we stayed independently with our own friends. I love Barbados and I’ve been, I think, four times – twice taking friends with me and then we’ve stayed in apartments, and twice I’ve visited a friend who was already there and stayed with her.

And how did you find the heat?

I’m careful to go in January and February when it’s not humid. But I go to the south of the island and near to where I stay there’s a little beach where the locals take their children. It’s a very safe little cove called Miami Beach and I get into a car tyre’s inner tube, and I’m able to float around quite happily in the sea. And what amuses me about Miami Beach is people use it rather like ancient roman baths: they don’t swim so much as stand around, chest-high in the water, chatting. It’s very convivial.

And, of course, I suppose wherever you travel and wherever you go, you know, the tourist pound if you like is the tourist pound?

Oh yes. I feel welcomed in Barbados because much of their income comes from tourists, so one is contributing, and I love it. I hope, one day, to take my sister because she would love the flora and fauna. What’s particularly exciting to me is being able to sit in the garden and see humming birds.

It really is, in that sense, you know, almost paradise-like really isn’t it?

Well to me it is. I very much enjoy it.

And is there anywhere where you haven’t yet been that you would still like to go?

Oh! I think I, well, I thought for a long time I would like to see this Madagascar or the Seychelles, because I think their fauna, their wildlife, is particularly exciting. But I’ve recently realised that I probably couldn’t get to the places where you see wildlife. Again, I’d quite like to go on safari to Africa but I think that is now beyond my capabilities I think I’m now getting to the point where my capabilities are more restricted, and I couldn’t manage to see the things where you have to go out on jeeps to see them, but I’ve had a very good innings; I’ve seen a lot that I wouldn’t have expected to see.

And, you know, for others contemplating travel or having undertaken travel – what advice would you have for other people thinking about travel?

I think, provided you make enough preparation, a very great deal is possible. I was extremely fortunate to have a friend as generous as Austin has been, because when we’ve been on holiday together we’ve gone Dutch, whereas now that I’m needing to take helpers, the cost is somewhat greater. But there is a small charity whose reason for being is to give grants for people who need to pay the expenses of a second person, and I did use that when I was taking the third person to Syria and Jordan. Sorry, its name is the Handicapped Aid Trust…
[End of recording.]
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