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Tape 4 

Valerie Lang

Do you want to have much earlier?

Sorry, we’ll start again Valerie, if you like. The Bobath Centre, Valerie. You were at The Bobath Centre and you were saying then that it was good for you but better...

Yes, they did help the stability of my walking. I didn’t fall over as much after I’d been to them as I had done before, but because I was seventeen when I went to them, I think there was a decided limit to what they could achieve. Obviously if I’d gone to them at the age of one or two, they might have achieved a lot more, but that just hadn’t been possible. I don’t know when they set up their London clinic, but it wouldn’t have been that early.

Just tell me a little bit about the Bobaths then.

I got on with Bertie Bobath (Mrs Bobath) very well. I found her to be a warm personality: a very down to earth woman. I always hoped for her to treat me but she rarely did. Usually it was one of the assistant physios and I found that I liked one or two of them better than others, but it was pot luck who would treat you on any particular day. 

So there was a team then of physiotherapists?

A team of about four, so far as I remember, and a speech therapist who I also saw. But I think speech therapy, again, is a lot easier to accept when you’re a child. I found it more difficult when I was seventeen and later, in my twenties, when I went back to them for short courses. I found that I just couldn’t accept speech therapy at all. I just couldn’t accept young woman, telling me how to say things. It became very undermining, and somewhat later, probably into my thirties, I think the last time I ever went to their clinic, I was seen by a young physio speech therapist who insisted on not only on recording my speech, but playing it back against my urgent request that 

she didn’t do so. And, in fact, that triggered me into a fairly severe depression, which went on for quite some months, and I think that was what led to me never going back to them again. But I rather think, even in physiotherapy, they had by that time, done all they could. I used to go back for six weeks or so at a time to, when I was feeling unsteady, and for a number of years they could make me feel a bit steadier, but this speech therapy episode in my mind was too emotional for me, for me to risk it happening again.

And Mr Bobath -

Doctor [talking together].

What was his name?

He was Doctor Carl Bobath. He would take part in the assessment, when somebody first went to be assessed, but he took no part in the physiotherapy. 

And in their earlier history; what do you know of their earlier history, when they were in Austria?

I believe, sorry. I believe the Bobaths actually met over here. I was told that Mrs Bobath had been married previously, in Austria, in the 1930s and her husband had been, or had become, a Nazi. She herself was Jewish, and according to what I was told (and this is second- or third-hand) that the day came when her husband had to choose between his wife and his party, and he told her she’d better leave the country that particular evening, because I think the following day, he was going to find it necessary to say that she was Jewish. So she left at very short notice indeed, and she came over here and fortunately was accepted into the country, and stayed here for the rest of her life. I understand that she met Carl Bobath some time later (I don’t know how much later) and they married and they formulated her theory of physiotherapy, which, to the best of my knowledge involved treating the patient as a whole body, not as various parts. And I think their theory involved putting the patient into such a position that the required movement came of itself, and I believe you have said that this was repeated over and over again. I think it was, but my memory is that their theory was you could persuade somebody to do the required action automatically.  They didn’t require the patient to cooperate with them mentally; they could just produce whatever movements they wanted, whereas when I had been at school, we were very much taught to will certain actions and to do things by intention. And I thought, and my deepest memory of school is of people saying, ‘Concentrate Valerie.  If you only concentrate, you can do it,’ whereas the Bobaths’ theory was entirely different.

So the Bobath was based on things being almost automatic, as it were?

Yes. Yes. They thought that if they put somebody’s body into a given position, then a movement would follow automatically.

And what sort of age ranges were people receiving treatment at the Bobath Centre?  What…

Oh. From, anywhere from six months upwards. They did have adults, like me, and they did have one or two people older than me, but very few. They mainly had children, and they would prefer to start treating as soon after diagnosis as possible. 

And here you were, Valerie, then having left school, and you had initial time at the Bobath Centre...

Six months.

... and what for you then was on the agenda after that?

Well I had left school with, I think, an O-level to my name, so the first thing on the agenda was to pass more GCEs. I lived in London, in the Convent by myself from about February to… well, I think I was there for six months, and that would take me to July or August. And then I’d really had enough of London, on my own, so I went home to my family home which was then still in Cheshire, but while I had been living in London, my father had moved his work. He worked for the Daily Express in Manchester, and he moved to the London office: so I used to see him for lunch once a week, for several months, until I went back to Cheshire. 

What - [talking together]

And necessarily, they were then looking for a home in or around London, and I think we finally moved home that year in November, and they had bought a house in Beckenham.

What year would this be then, Valerie?

This would be ’57.

And so came the move then to London. That was quite a big move then?

Oh it was, yes: very big for the family. They had trouble selling the bungalow in Cheshire. I think it must have been one of those blips in the market when prices were going down rather than up. And they moved, and I remember my mother thinking that the new house was terribly expensive, and it was in their terms, but I remember that it cost them 4,995 [pounds], and this was a four-bedroom detached house in Beckenham, a very nice, brand new house: and that was I think November, ’57. And she then set about looking for further education for me, and I started, I think, in the January at the local technical institute, going two days a week to do O-level courses, and I think all I took that year was English language and literature. 

And in the doing of that then, did you have any extra support at all?

Not really. As I say, it was only two days a week. I’m now confused, because I know I took language and literature in those daytime courses and I took geography as an evening class. [Dog barks] No!

Postman might be... or - ?

Sorry. The dog.

Don’t worry.

[Dog barks.] I know ended up with [dog barks] five O-levels. I think one was French, and I just can’t remember. French must have been done in the same two days at the Technical Institute. I’m sorry, it’s quite a long time ago and my memory is getting a bit vague. Presumably, I took three in the daytime and one… Post is coming. [Dog barks fiercely.] Sorry.

Don’t worry. Don’t worry.

[Dog barks.]

So I went to a Technical Institute for a year and a term, two terms, and I ended up with four more O-levels, and then I think... No, I don’t think I did all that in two terms, I think it must have been a year and a half that that took me. But more than, well, as important for me was in the fact that, also doing the part-time thing was a group of cadet nurses, and I made real friends with two or three of these cadet nurses. And in fact I still exchange Christmas letters with two of them, all these years later. So I... and I didn’t have any physical assistance with the courses except what my friends gave me, and I think their help was much more in getting round the building and having lunch and that sort of thing. And so far as I remember, I did all of my own writing for those courses and I took the exams, but they did arrange for me to have twice the normal time for writing, plus an hour, extra hour, which I could split up and take as five or ten minute rests, when I wanted to, so they became five or six-hour exams instead of two or two-and-a-half hours. And doing it that way, I passed all four of them quite successfully; not brilliantly, but adequately.

How did you feel then when you got these four extra ones and had five?

Oh very pleased: very pleased. Fortunately I don’t think I was particularly after particularly high marks. I think I was just interested in passing the O-levels. Luckily for me this was long before the day when you had to get A or A stars. I just wanted to have the O-levels to my name. And having got my five O-levels I then wanted to do A-levels, and again my mother went to the local authority and she interviewed the educational officer, and it was decided that the best thing then would be for me to go to what was then called a ‘College of Advanced Technology’, ‘a tech’ I think they called it. This was in Dartford, and I went by Greenline coach every day, to Dartford. 

That was quite a journey I guess?

It was quite a journey. It was, I think, six or seven miles, but for someone who was very easily travel sick, as I was, it was quite an undertaking. As it happened, I was never sick on the bus, on the coach. I think that was largely because, again, I quickly made friends, because there were other students, two or three others, coming from Beckenham, going to Dartford, so we travelled together each day. But Dartford was extremely important for me, socially, because, having been to special schools all those years, I had been taught to struggle to do everything for myself, whatever the 

cost in time or effort. And I noticed, on the first day at Dartford, that people, my fellow students in the class, were obviously quite willing to help me, but they were hanging back, and I talked about this to my mother that evening and she told me… it sounds complicated, it made sense to me that she talked of an aunt of hers who had said, ‘You ought to treat all men as if they were knights in shining armour,’ and this sounds very old, but the idea it led me to have, was that if I accepted help from them, it didn’t mean I would lose the ability to do things, but it would mean that things got done a hell of a lot quicker, and I could keep up with them. And I forget when I invented the phrase, but over the years I have invented a phrase for myself, that by accepting help gracefully I can oil [dog barks]... Stop it...  I can oil the wheels [dog barks softly] socially, and I could make things easier, both for myself, but also for other people. If they know what I want and if I’m pleasant about what they’re doing for me I think it does ‘oil the wheels’, so to speak. But the truly extraordinary thing is that, from the next day onward, I have found offers of help, coming from all over the place, and I think that in taking the decision to accept help, I had changed the vibes I was putting out. I didn’t know, and I don’t know how you put out vibes, but I think you do, and from that day onwards I largely had much of the help that I need. Quid pro quo. I believe in that when people offer help in the street, it’s up to me either to accept it or reject it pleasantly and as gracefully as I can, because I feel if I rebuff somebody if they’re offering help I don’t need, I think if I rebuff somebody rudely they’re not likely to offer it again, and the next person might need it more than I do.  You might think that this is a rather prissy way to look at things but I have seen part of my role in life as offering public education in a small way and in being pleasant to people when then approach me, so therefore, for me my relationships at Dartford have set the trend for the rest of my adult li...

[End of Tape 4, Side A]

[Side B.]

Go from here if you like.

Okay. So [inaudible] for me Dartford was a very important turning point, and it set the trend for the whole of my adult life.

And there you were then at Dartford, the college. What kind of numbers of students were there then?

The classes I was in were very small. I went to Dartford with the idea of doing A-levels in French, Geography and History, which were subjects I’d got at O-Level, but the first thing was they only did Economic History, and not the political type History I’d done at O-level; so that was one new subject. Then I took French, well I was entered into the French class and the Geography class, and I never knew how it happened but I found myself also taking British Constitution and Economics, and I’m convinced I was pushed into those classes because the tutor only had four or five other students, and I think she was in danger of having her class shut down so I was popped in. Well, I decided that French at A-level was too difficult so I dropped that fairly fast, and then I decided I didn’t like the person teaching Geography so I dropped that, so that meant I was taking three A-levels in subjects that were entirely new to me, but they were interesting. We did one class of each subject each day, and then the rest of the day was our own to spend in the library doing our own studies, and I remember the poor little young, shouldn’t say ‘young’, he was a young man, a slightly fussy young man, and my only memory of that poor chap was him repeatedly coming to a group of us, asking us to stop talking. I think we spent an awful lot of our time talking, but fairly soon, certainly before a half of the first time had passed, I discovered that each course was completed each year, so that if you took two years over your A-levels, which was what one usually did in school, one was simply going to have the same teaching repeated during the second year. So I discovered my classmates were going to take the A-levels therefore nine months after starting, so I thought if they could, I could. So that was going to be a one year thing, not a two year, and then I discovered at least one member of the group was already sending for university application papers. This was in the days before UCCA [UCAS; Universities and Colleges Admissions Service], the central one. You simply applied to any university you chose, but you had to get their individual forms and fill them in, and again I thought, ‘What Philip could do, I could do.’ Philip was one of the people in my classes and so my parents were horrified, to find I was sending for application forms within a very few weeks of starting to do A-levels. But they didn’t stop me doing anything I wanted to. I think I only sent to Exeter (I can’t think why I chose Exeter) and to the London School of Economics, and those were the two I applied to.  And in January we took our mock A-levels and I passed the mock A-levels. To go back a bit, I’d only been at Dartford about a week, when the more intensive course meant a great deal more writing for me, note-taking, and I’d only been there about a week when my hand went into writer’s cramp, and that just was the end of me taking written notes, and people were very kind. There was a boy in the class called Fred, a large young man he was, and he was quite prepared to allow me to give him sheets of carbon paper, and he would give me copies of all his notes, and which my mother typed out for me in the evening. So I had class notes without taking them. I think we did go up to consult the Bobath Clinic about my writer’s cramp, but I think the general consensus was nothing could really be done about this. So that led to us looking for alternative methods, and the method was Fred’s notes, and me dictating my essays to my mother, who took them on to the typewriter for me. And poor mum she, I don’t think she bargained for it, she then ended up with… what was it? Five years… six years of typing out notes for me which she did with no complaint at all.  She really was marvellous. But, when we were doing essays, I can remember she would stop her typing and say, ‘You can’t say that,’ when I’d made some comment in an essay. So we would then break off and have a ten minute discussion about why I wanted to say what I was saying. However, she did all my notes and all my essays, and… perhaps meanly, but I think I was right, because she had this tendency to dispute things I was saying, I was quite sure I didn’t want my mother to type my exams, so the Dartford also ran a secretarial course and I was introduced to one of the students, the secretarial students, before my mock A-level exams, and we had a little practice, and then she very kindly typed my A-mocks, at my dictation. And obviously it worked, because I got through the mock examination, but I don’t know what happened to her but she wasn’t around, or wasn’t on offer, when it came to the actual A-level exams, so a Mrs Mary Wright (who was the Head of the secretarial course) offered to be my amanuensis for my A-levels, and again we had a few practice sessions and then we did the papers together, and she was brilliant. She was such a sweet person and she could keep up with me. We would sit side by side and I would dictate and she would type, and I could see what she’d typed and she could maintain the speed, so that she moved... she was always about half a sentence behind me.  Just occasionally, a word would appear that I hadn’t dictated, but it was almost a better word, so I never did ask whether she was consciously over-riding me, or whether she’d simply typed what she’d expected to hear, but… 

So when you took your exams then, were you... how what was the arrangement there? You were…

The arrangement was that I don’t think I had extra time formally granted, but the paper was always started about ten minutes before schedule, and we would go on for ten or fifteen minutes over schedule. So in effect I got longer time, but I don’t think it was ever formally agreed. And it was of the order, not really to require formal agreement, but it was always slightly longer than the set hours. But, by the time you get to A-levels, you’re quite often taking two papers a day, so physically I wouldn’t have been capable of much extra time, and I think this was the difference. The only difference, of course, was the dictation, and although the dictation sounds easy, I don’t think it’s the easy option, in that it’s very public. You’re in, okay you’re away from the other candidates, but you tend to be put into whichever nearest room is empty. Often it’s a classroom or a lecture room, which tends to echo, and you’re there with your typist and your invigilator, and it feels terribly public, in that not only the typist, but the invigilator hears every word you say, every time you lose your train of thought, every time you change your mind, and I think, while it’s physically easier, it’s more stressful, the exam you take. Can I have a break?

Mm. 

[Break in recording.]

Anyway, Mary Wright was extremely helpful, and to the ex… and together we passed all three A-levels: again not, brilliantly. I think I was, I think I got C’s in all of them, but it did mean I had passed three, or had taken three subjects from scratch, to A-level in nine months, which wasn’t bad going, and I had applied to Exeter and LSE during the Autumn term. Exeter didn’t offer me an interview but LSE did in the February, I think. And my mother and I came up to London by train, and we came along to Houghton Street, and at the end of Houghton Street I rather meanly said to her. ‘Well, thank you mummy, I’ll see you when I come out.’ I didn’t want to be seen to be walking up for my interview holding on to my mother, and although we hadn’t discussed this at all, she took the hint and she turned away, and I went into LSE, and the interview really went rather well. I managed to sidetrack them during the interview, because they asked me what newspaper I read, which even then, a standard question and I said was, ‘My family took either five or seven a day, because my father, being a journalist, wanted to look at all the competition.’ 

The LSE, The London School of Economics, of course. What did it… Just remind me, Valerie of the A-levels that you got... the subjects?

I was taking Economic History, British Constitution and, oh, come on… Economics; which was why I ended up applying to do Economics at LSE. It was not because I was in any way fascinated by Economics, but my A-levels rather pointed in that direction, and as I say the interview went quite well, and at the end of it I was asked to wait outside the room. And after not very long, the deputy secretary of the school, a nice woman called Miss Myat-Price, she came out and she told me that the panel had decided to offer me a place, conditional on me passing. And I forget whether they asked me to pass two or all three, but the important thing was they didn’t specify any particular grade. I was able to go to that interview armed with the fact that I had passed my mock A’s, and I think they were impressed that I’d got my mock passes, some four months, five months, after starting the course. So they gave me a conditional place there and then: conditional on getting through the rest of the course (which was marvellous). 

And then... and we should remember of course that in those days, A-levels were entirely dependent upon the exams.

Yes.

And so you had that conditional offer in your pocket as it were?

Yes.

And, how did you feel about that?

Well, I was naturally very thrilled, I really was. [Pause.] I think it’s probably only fair to say that I, whether I knew at the time or whether I knew later I can’t remember, but I do now know that my Uncle Walter, who was a professor at... (no he was then a Reader, in Economics at Queen’s, Cambridge, I think it was), he had unsolicited by me, anyway, he had written a letter in support of my application but he, it must have been in the nature of a character reference, because he had not had anything to do with my teaching. I’m sure that did help, but I think chiefly they gave me the conditional place mainly on the strength of my mocks. And it was an experiment all round because I think I was, to date, probably one of the most severely disabled students they’d offered a place to. And the fact that I could walk, made it a great deal easier, because LSE is not a very accessible college even now, when they have made real efforts. It has accessible routes through it, but it’s not a building that lends itself in any way to wheelchairs. Mainly because it’s not a building, it’s a whole campus of buildings; some of which are joined, some of which are linked together by bridges, some of which are quite some distance down the road. When we went for the Freshers’ Day we were given this speech by the then Director of LSE, who’s name I can’t put my tongue to immediately, and poor man, the only thing I remember about his address is his joke which he no doubt trotted out every year: that ‘LSE was the empire on which the concrete never set.’ And it’s a memorable joke because it’s true.  LSE is always building something or renovating something, and it’s constantly having work done. 

And so you proceeded through the remainder of the term, and then how did you feel on the eve of taking you’re A-levels?

All I can remember is that my parents didn’t think I was working really hard enough, because the children of all their friends who were, so many of their friends had offspring who were taking A-levels at the time, and they were all saying how late their children worked into the evening and how stressed they were. And I kept coming downstairs to watch television and I remember watching quite a lot of the Wimbledon coverage and my parents were horrified, and I think they were fairly sure I would couldn’t possibly pass if I didn’t work harder, but they...

[End of Tape 4, Side B.]
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