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Tape 5 

Valerie Lang

OK. Yep. There we go. 

I... have you started?

I, yes. Yes.

I was saying that my parents didn’t think I was working hard enough. But most people take A-levels at school and I believe the schools make a great mistake in filling up people’s time-tables with subjects not being taken, whereas all we had was three classes a day, and some days of the week only two, and the rest of the time was our own. So most of my study was done at college because we would stay the full day at college, and although we were ticked off for talking in the library, I’m sure we did quite a lot of work, and apart from dictating my essays to my mother in the evening, I don’t recall feeling the need to slog away late into the evening. And I think that, if I could take A-levels in nine months; okay I took fairly easy subjects, in that they were not like the pure sciences, where you have a lot of facts to learn. I think mine were fairly, quote, ‘soft subjects.’ Okay, you had to learn facts, but ideas were more important, and so long as you understood the ideas, and you had a reasonable number of dates to the Economic History, I think doing those is very different to doing, say, Physics, or Chemistry, or Biology.

And…

But I wanted to say I think that if I could do them in nine months, it can’t be that difficult to do them, because I do have extra problems, and okay, I didn’t get A or A star, but I got fairly respectable A-levels.

And here you were, describing times when you were talking in the library and people were offering you help and so on. How would you describe the atmosphere of Dartford College then, socially?

I really only remember a fairly small group of friends. I don’t think I made friends really, outside my classes. There was one man I had a minor crush on, but at something of a distance, but my real friends were the five or six in my groups. There was one girl called Clare and I can’t remember if she was in our subjects or not. I became very friendly with her and later went to her wedding, but, you know, I think probably my friendship group was certainly no more than a dozen, but they were very good friends, and I think there were several strata in the college. There were those of us taking A-levels, there were others doing O-levels, there were some doing the secretarial course. I think there were others doing more apprentice-type things, [rustling noise] and, I’m sorry, people do group themselves more or less by the type of course they’re taking, but no, that said, even though my friendship group was not huge, it was very meaningful, and it was at Dartford. I took, for me, this, if you like, revolutionary decision to accept help, and that really, I’m quite certain, that changed my life. 

Yep. Just bear with me a moment.

Sorry.

I’ll just, sorry, your microphone’s just turned round a… Whoops, sorry. Your microphone’s just turned round very slightly so I’ll just... Sorry. Yep. Sorry. Okay. Thanks very much. Mm, yes, I know what you mean.  Now, backwards... backwards...  There you go.

Do you need me to say any of it again?

No, no. You’re okay thank you. Yep. So there you were on the beginning of the sixties.

Yes.

What are your memories of the wider situation? Were you aware, for instance, of the beginning of society changes at all? 

Very vaguely. I was aware that a lot of my friends were going to all-night parties. I don’t think I was invited to any. I don’t remember feeling deprived. I think one or two of them might have been on the edge of a fairly mild drug scene. Again, I was not invited into that. I don’t think I would have wanted to go. I suppose, socially, you could say that I was missing out, but I think, looking back, that I was fairly immature.  I was not very… I didn’t feel the lack of going to parties, or having a boyfriend. I know at one point, I think [at] the most there was a day or two, when I was around eighteen, I did suddenly think, ‘Why am I not having boyfriends? Why am I missing out?’ But I think that was just a stray thought, I don’t think on the whole I felt the lack of it. I think, emotionally, I was immature and I think I only grew up emotionally, around the age twenty-four, twenty-five, even later, and I think I said for many years that by the time I was really interested in having a boyfriend, or more than that, most of the men I knew or found interesting, had either got married already or were gay. So, I feel I had largely missed out on that part of life. I’ve had a number of very close male friends but not of the sort that could develop into anything but I think it’s largely because I matured too late, and you know, it’s a fact of life.
And there you were then. You took your A-levels and you were ready then to take up your place were you at the 

Yes.

 the LSE?

Yes. 
The London School of Economics.

And I had my twenty-first birthday that summer.

A very special time for you then? 

Well it was, because in those days twenty-one was the coming of age. The great thing, and it is pure chance, the great thing of going to the LSE and not to somewhere else was, I was afraid of finding myself much older than all the other students because I was starting at the age of twenty-one. Whereas when I got there, I found that because LSE specialised in Social Sciences and Social Diplomas as well as degrees, it very much gave places to people who had done things before going to university, so that I was in no way unusual. There were lots, well a number of students, older than me, which was very satisfying.

And how would you describe the atmosphere of the London School of Economics?

I never… well… I remember my first lecture, and because I sat next to somebody called Christine Whitehead, and it was pure chance that we sat together and we talked enough to find out who we each were. I still have lunch with her, nearly every week.  She is now a professor at the LSE and she is one of my greatest friends, and it’s just curious we met at the first lecture on the first day. I remember that when I came out of that lecture, or it might have been two run together, the crowd in the front hall was so large and so dense, I took fright, and I went straight home. I really was frightened by the number of people; I was frightened of being pushed over. I must have gained confidence, or got used to numbers. I don’t remember taking fright like that on subsequent occasions. 

And what was the situation then? Where were you living at the time?

I was living at home in Beckenham, coming up to college each day. 

So they were different students, different ages. Mostly then lectures as being one of the main strands of -

Yes, lectures and reading in the library, but my mother continued typing my essays. I was allowed to have tape recorders and some of the lecturers let me record their 
lectures. Some of the students took copies of notes for me; so I used a variety of methods. LSE was not used to disabled students beyond the odd, no not odd, a very few blind students, and there was one young woman, later on, in a wheelchair but I think she was doing a post-graduate course. But there were very few of us, and there were certainly nothing like a tutor for disabled students. While I was there they appointed, for the first time, a tutor for women students, but these were the early days really. And the first day, in 1960, when I went up for the first lectures, the head porter whose name was Leonard, Len Keary, he was standing on the front steps and looking out for me, and he welcomed me with open arms and he said, ‘I’ve got a daughter with cerebral palsy,’ and he had. She was, is extremely disabled and I think I became a surrogate daughter for him. I think I did what he would have liked Linda to do, and whatever help I needed for the whole of my time there, I only had to talk to Len, and it appeared. I’ve always said to people going to university, ‘Make sure you make friends with the head porter.’ I think most of them think I’m being funny: I’m not. The head porter is the person who can produce almost anything if he wants to.

So what kind of ways was he able to help you?

When I needed a room to play back my tapes, he found a small, tiny, unused room. I can’t remember other things, but all sorts of practical things Len could just, he could either produce or he could talk to people, I’m not joking. I really think head porters are key people to get to know.

And in taping some of your lectures what kind of tape recorders were you using?

Oh in those days, they were huge. They got smaller over the years, but they really were colossal, reel-to-reel tapes… and I fear to say that my parents did ask the then Spastics Society if they would help pay for these, and they turned us down. Whether they did it on means-tested grounds, or whether they did it because it was too new an idea, I don’t know. 

There were, you were saying, a very few other students with disabilities, or apparent disabilities, there at the time in 1960. How did you feel, though, having got to university?

[Pause.] That’s difficult. I just, I think in many ways I just accepted it. I’d passed the same exams. I think I’d turn it round and say, ‘Because we’d all got there by the same route, I felt totally accepted by the others.’ LSE is, it’s a single college, but it is huge.  It, I think in those days, it had round about four thousand students. It also had a lot of night, evening students. It’s a very big community, but in those days it only had one hall of residence, for men, so it didn’t, it wasn’t a campus college in the way that York or Durham or… although I think it had probably similar numbers of students in those days. So it didn’t have much in the way of corporate feeling, because we were all coming in and going out, and one tended to get to know and to recognise little groups. You knew your own, you knew the people who were taking particular classes with you. You tended not to know people, everyone taking the same lectures because the old lecture theatre was the main lecture theatre in the main building. That would hold two hundred plus, so you got to know people in the classes. You got to know people in the various clubs you might join, but your friends belonged to one or other little group and you would see these people as you went around, and you would form a little group you had coffee with. But on the whole the main body of students you never got to know, and I always found if I was introduced to someone, I would go on meeting them afterwards, even though I’d never been aware of seeing them before.  But one thing I’ve entirely omitted to mention was that I was not the only one from Dartford to get a place that year in LSE. Philip, from my Economics and Economic History (I think he took all three subjects), he was the one that had originally been sending for application papers, and I had thought that if he could, I could. He also got a place and he was very sweet to me; virtually every day during the first term, we would meet up and have lunch together, and that really gave me a great deal of security. I think Philip was very important that term. As time went on, because we were doing entirely different degrees, we saw less of each other, but he really was extremely kind that first term.

And the other name you mentioned particularly, from your days in Dartford: Fred. What, what became of him do you know?

I’ve no idea. I never saw Fred after the end of the summer term.

And besides lectures, what were the other ways that you took your degree?

I read a lot. I could and did make notes from books. As time went on, I spent more time in the library and less in lectures. That may not have been a good choice, but it’s what I did, but nothing was, well lectures were not compulsory. You could choose to go or not. Classes were groups of up to twenty, where you would sit round a table and one student would give a prepared paper, and then you would have a discussion. It was expected that you’d go to those. 

And how did you feel when you gave your first paper? 

[Pause.] I can’t remember. I really can’t remember. I think I must have got other people to read it. I frankly have no memory of those. 

And you - [Telephone rings, dog barks.]
[End of recording.]
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