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 So, Valerie, you were at the University College, London then, doing the librarianship course. What year would this be then?

That was ’65 to ’66, and as I say, I found it physically quite demanding. There were a lot of lectures too, even though I didn’t attend them all, they were all recorded for me so that each night I sat in my room in hall, listening to them and making notes. And I remember, to keep my hands occupied and to stop me gazing round the room, I did some needle weaving, and I wove a little cot blanket, for the godson. I forget whether he’d actually been born, or whether at that point he was just expected, but my friend Sarah had invited me to be a godmother, virtually as soon as she knew she was expecting. So that I waited for the baby, almost as long as she did, and I wove him a little cot blanket while I was listening to the lectures. But it was quite a stressful year, even though Austen kept assuring me that all you had to do was to get to the end of it and complete it, and he turned out to be quite right in that, because he helped me keep going through all the forms I had through the three terms. When we came to the end of it, I took the exams, again, with the help of Mary Wright, and I did pass the exams. 

This with Mary again, typing your answers as you dictated them?

Yes. Yes. She really was a mainstay of all my academic exams. I think, at the end of those exams, I said, ‘Never, ever again,’ but in fact I did later take one more set, but that’s in the future. At the end of term, Austen took a group of us up to celebrate the end of the course. He gave us a very grand meal in the restaurant, at the top of the Post Office Tower, so we had a gorgeous evening, watching the city whirl past our windows.

Because, those that don’t know, the Post Office Tower used to revolve, I understand.

Yes. I forget. It revolved either once every half hour, or slightly longer. It was a slow movement and it was spectacular, and we had, well I had, a whale of an evening. I forget how many. I think he took up eight or 10, or even a dozen of us, but that was to mark the end of the term, and I thought I would lose touch with him after that, and I was very sad because I thought I had fallen for him quite hard, but in fact we did maintain contact, and have been friends ever since. However, that was probably June, and the results of the exams, I can’t remember when they came, it was probably around August, and we trouped up to the top of the Henry Morley Building, to get our results, and I was handed out two envelopes. The first contained a sheet telling me that I had passed the exam, and the second envelope contained a letter from the LSE [The London School of Economics] library, telling me that, unfortunately, they could no longer offer me the job that I thought was being held open for me, so that really was a great blow. I think the fact of the matter was that in the year that I had been studying at UCL [The University College London], the librarian of the LSE library had retired, and he had been the one who, together with my tutor, had thought that a job in librarianship would be suitable. And he had been replaced by a man who simply didn’t want to risk carrying a passenger, so he had cancelled whatever gentleman’s agreement I thought there had been. So suddenly I was in the position of having to start from scratch, to look for a job. And I think the truth I have found is that it was one thing to be accepted onto academic courses, where one was one of quite a number of students, even in the School of Librarianship, one of, well, there were thirty or forty I suppose, they could afford one experiment in that number, but it’s an entirely different thing when you’re having to pay someone a salary. And there I was, [coughs] much better qualified than people with my disability at that time... [coughs] Can… [Break in recording.] There I was in 1965, with a good Honours Degree, and a year’s experience [coughs] in a library, and [coughs]... Sorry.  Anyway, I was qualified to do an assistant librarian’s job, which, frankly, meant that I was expecting to earn rather more than a lot of disabled people were. It’s very odd; I honestly can’t remember how many applications for jobs that I made that summer, after I knew that I wasn’t going to go back to LSE. It’s a bit of a haze, but then it’s quite a long time ago. But I know that after probably a couple of months, a job appeared at the Senate House Library. Now the Senate House was where the administrative centre of the University of London was, and it had a large library open to the whole university, and it’s in a rather grand building in Russell Square, in London, and the library is housed in a tower of that building. Anyhow, I think this job must have come about by negotiations between UCL and Senate House, but all I know is, I was offered a six-month post, cataloguing a library that had been donated to the University of London, I think in the will of Harry Price. Harry Price had been quite famous as a hunter of ghosts, and he started off as being someone who liked to debunk mediums, and he ended up, poor man, in believing in them. But he had collected together quite a large library, all about conjuring and magic, and ghosts, and mediumship, and he’d left this to the university library, somewhat, I expect, to their embarrassment. Anyway, they decided they wanted this collection catalogued, and I was given the job, and that was quite interesting, and I loved working at Senate House because it was a very friendly staff and it was a comfortable building. And I shared a small office with a young woman, who was… I forget, whether she was installing computers or whether she was just doing preliminary work on installing computers in the library, but I’m not… she was a very pleasant soul. I’ve never forgotten her definition of a computer as; ‘being an expensive piece of machinery, that can make more mistakes quicker than you would ever believe possible.’  

Because this was [clears throat] especially the very early days of computers, and meantime, most of your work, was that then… how was that done?

I was still working on a typewriter. I can’t quite remember, but I think after my course, every library that I worked in did provide me with an electric typewriter, which did make life easier, but I still had to take out all the mistakes, manually, with Tipp-Ex, which was quite hard work.

And, if I remember as well; electric typewriters, although lighter to use than manual typewriters, how did you find the fact that it was a lightness of touch?

Oh, much easier. They were still massive machines that sat squarely on the desk and couldn’t really be moved, but they were a great deal easier than a manual typewriter, so it was a big step forward. But this was long before the days of computers where you could just take out any mistake and go on as if it had never been. And how the cards survived, with all these erased and typings-over, how they lasted, subsequently, I’ve no idea, because each catalogue entry was still being made on a separate card, and then filed in a drawer.

So a catalogue entry: what kind of detail would that have then?

Well, it had the author’s full name, and you had to look up in reference books to check his full name, and then you needed the date of publication, and surprisingly quite a lot of books don’t carry a date of publication. So you had to check through the book, to look to see whether it had got a date in Foreword, or, failing that, you had to look through the text to see if a date was mentioned, so it… and then you put down the publisher, and the country of origin, and, of course, the full title. I think that was all. A lot of the Harry Price books, I could check through the printed volumes of The British Museum Library, as that was then called (it’s now The British Library), but in the open part of The Senate House Library there were volumes of The British Museum Catalogue, so I would carry down whatever books I was working on and look through the BM catalogue, and then I’d write down the details, and go back to my room, and I often thought people must find it amusing, if they noticed these rather strange books that I was carrying around, but that was a good job, and that lasted six months.

[Clearing throat] ‘BM’, of course, standing for British Museum. [Clears throat.]

Yes.

And... [sound of turning pages/} here you were then, in work, beginning your career in library work. How did you feel about the prospect of a career then, in this sort of work?

I’d accepted my fate. By going on the course, I had accepted that librarianship would be for me, and that’s what I was looking at. I’ve just seen from notes that the job I was doing for the Harry Price Collection was called ‘A Rapid Cataloguing’, so that I think I possibly missed out some of the details, like the number of pages, and various other details that full cataloguing involves. [Clears throat.] That was my first rapid cataloguing job: I had one or two subsequent jobs, to re-classify libraries rapidly, and it always amused me that anyone would ask me to do anything rapidly. However, that was just an irony that I don’t think other people saw, but I did.

[Clearing throat] And so, when you came to the end of your six months, what lay in prospect then?

[Clears throat.] Well, I imagine I was applying for various jobs, but what came up after the Senate House job was one at the London Graduate School of Business Studies. And again, this was something where my name had been passed on by word of mouth, and I was offered an interview with the librarian who, I thought was a marvellous man. I got on very well with indeed him: Ken Vernon. Sadly, he’s now dead, but I had an interview with him, and he offered me the job of being his research assistant, and for three years. What he wanted to do was to create a brand new classification for business studies, and we did this very much as a team. I would work on a little section of the classification during the day, and then late each afternoon I would take my day’s work into his office, and he would go through it with me, and quite often, he would pull it apart quite effectively, but the other girls in the library used to regard him as rather a staid man, and they couldn’t understand how it was that in the afternoon, they would hear gales of laughter when we were working together. But we just had the same sense of humour, and quite often when you... [Dog barking.] 

Ooh! Tell you what, Valerie, we’ll just… [Stops recording.]  

[End of Tape 8, Side A.]

[Side B.]

[Clears throat.] So this coincided, did it, with the development, then, was it that Business Studies were becoming a new, defined area...?

It was a new academic subject. The London Graduate School was, when I went, it had been going a very few years, and Ken Vernon was its librarian. And I think they were using the Dewey Decimal System, and he didn’t think that was adequate for this new growth area, and he wanted to construct what was called a ‘faceted classification’, which was a new idea in librarianship, where [sound of motor horn in background] you could add together different areas of the classification. So a book which might be about marketing personnel would carry a classification that indicated both marketing and personnel, which was quite a new idea, in those days.

What was it called again, Valerie, that system?

Faceted…

Faceted.

Classification.

So what was the idea then behind the numbers that would then be ascribed?

Well,  the idea was to be able to delineate much more closely what any one book was about, so that they could be grouped together appropriately on the shelves, and in the catalogue, you could find them under each bit of the assigned classification. So it was designed to be much more a method of classifying a book more closely than had been possible under the old schemes. But when you’re working closely on lists of words, and lists of ideas, it’s amazing how often you find ridiculous juxtapositions, and I remember Ken could never get past the subject of branding policy without laughing, because although branding is a big subject in marketing, I knew he had visions of cowboys knocking down cattle, whenever branding came up, so it always amused him, and I was extremely lucky to have this happy working relationship. I’m not saying that we never disagreed: we often did, but overall, it was a very good relationship. It was quite tricky, in that because I couldn’t take notes, he would take notes of whatever we decided, and it’s actually quite difficult to dictate things to your boss in a way that does not sound dictatorial. And I found this something I’ve had to learn and learn how to manage, and it says a lot for the way we could get on that we could overcome this potentially tricky situation. But as I say, he was a lovely man with a lovely sense of humour, and it was very many years [tearing sound: pages turning] before I had another working relationship as happy as that one.

And the fact that you were on a three-year contract as well: how did you perceive all of that, and the fact that you were working there, as I say, on a three-year contract, in a good environment: looking back, how do now feel about that?

I was very happy there. I got on well with the other girls, young women, in the library, I got on well with Ken. I was doing work that was apart from the main work of the library, so there was no competition, and I think that probably helped the working relationship. I did have hopes, I allowed myself to hope that after my three-year contract ran out, I might get a permanent job in the library, but Ken wouldn’t entertain that, and quite probably because there wasn’t a suitable position. It just wasn’t on, so that I (at or towards the end of the contract) had to begin looking again, and once more, I was handed on, if you like. He heard about another fairly similar job that was starting at what was then the… it was the, sorry, I have to look it up... it was the Polytechnic of North London, and I became a research assistant to one of the readers there. And that was working on a much bigger classification. It was not making it up from scratch, it was to do a wholesale revision of an existing classification, and that was a much less happy job. In fact, I became really very unhappy there, because the man I was working for now was accustomed to teaching, so that again I would do all... I would receive instructions, and I would go away, this time for several days at a time, and then come back, and we would discuss my efforts, and I felt humiliated, if you like, in that he marked all my work in red ink. It shouldn’t matter, but it did suggest school work, and, rightly or wrongly, I felt that time and time again he would ask me to do something and by the time I had gone back, he would have had further thoughts, and it seemed to me that he would then tear my work apart because I hadn’t done what he had subsequently thought of. I could be maligning him, but that is how it seemed to me, that he would criticise my output for not having been something he hadn’t actually asked for, so I found him a very difficult man to work for. I was staggered, at the end of that contract, which again was a three-year project, that when I left he made a speech, a very flattering speech, saying how wonderful I had been, and but it took me completely by surprise, because if he really had seen that, me in those lights, I hadn’t been aware of it. So that was not for me, a happy time.  

Again, were you using mainly things like electric typewriters?

Yes, he acquired for me a second-hand electric typewriter and this was still years before computers were common.

And, just to return to the aspect of getting to work. Where were you living then, during this sort of early [talking together] work period?

Well, if we could go back a pace... While I was at The London Business School, I was still living in Canterbury Hall of Residence. I moved into my first flat in August, 1969, which was, I think, a month or two after I started work at the Polytechnic, and I decided, when I was coming up to my 30th birthday, that I’d had enough of living with a group of women in a hall of residence. I found they were all very pleasant women, and I liked them, but I found it quite distressing that in a group of seven, we managed to divide ourselves into three and four. The group, the three women who worked in the hall of residence seemed to be a group apart from the four of us who had jobs in the university but not in the hall, and it could get quite bitchy at times. I don’t think I took part in any of these discussions, but I was very aware of the tension, and I often used to wonder whether the men in the men’s halls next door, could possibly be as bitchy as we were, or whether this was a female phenomenon. But I felt that I didn’t want to live the rest of my life in this institutional setting, and I decided that the older one got, the more one would become institutionalised, and whether the ages I thought of were arbitrary, or whether it was people I knew, but I took it into my head, around that time, that if I wanted to live on my own and cope for myself, one really ought to do it before one was 30, because by the time one got to 40 one would be too set in one’s ways. As I say, I can’t remember why I landed on these ages, but it became really a very fixed idea, so I set about looking for a flat. Austen was not at all happy. I was still seeing quite a lot of him, because while I was living in Canterbury Hall, I had changed my church allegiance from going to the university church, to walking up the hill to attend the church he went to, which was St Mark’s, Myddleton Square. It was quite a steep hill, but it was well within my walking range at the time, and some of the congregation were very welcoming, and I enjoyed being part of a church community. So I saw him Sundays and probably other times too, but he felt that my energy was strictly limited, and his view was that I really didn’t have spare energy to cope with living on my own, and his suggestion was that I should find a private hotel to live in. I thought that was a ghastly idea. I had visions of old ladies in tweeds and twin sets and frankly I don’t think I could have afforded it anyway, because at The Senate House Library I think I’d been getting fourteen pounds a week, and The London Business School gave me what seemed the princely salary of £1,000 a year, but I really don’t think private hotels would have come within that sort of range. Anyway, I so disliked the idea, I never even found out where such places might be or what they would have cost. I wanted to have my own flat. My parents were not frightfully keen on the idea, but true to form, they made no effort to dissuade me, so I think I approached the lodging people at the university, and I think I got one or two addresses from them. But, however, I found a ground-floor, half-self-contained flat in Drayton Park, which was a long road very near the Arsenal Football Ground, and every time Arsenal played at home, Drayton Park would be closed to traffic, and used as a car park, so I was fully aware of when Arsenal were playing at home.

And [clears throat] were there, you know, local shops and things that you...

There were shops within walking distance. At the end of the road was Holloway Road, and Holloway at that time and still does have quite a lot of fairly small shops. Some were small, the early small supermarkets, some were more ethnic shops. I remember I could... I gave myself five pounds for food each week, and I could live fairly adequately on that, so prices really have changed. But I could walk to the shops, and I could... Drayton Park also had its own tube station, and at that time I was quite happy to ride up and down escalators, so I used to take the tube from Drayton Park to Essex Road (which was almost next-door to where the Polytechnic was), so it was quite an easy journey.

And to have your own place, quite a first... 

Yes.

... your first own place – quite a step. How did you feel about that?

[Pause.] The night before I moved in to it, had anyone offered me the chance of drawing back, I would have taken it. I really had cold feet just before I moved in, but having moved in and set up, it gave me a large bed-sitting room, and a very small dining room, and a minute kitchen (which I later found had been made out of a coal cellar), and the loo was across the corridor, and shared with the landlord and his family, and the bath was upstairs, so mainly I just washed. But having my own bed-sitting room, and learning to cook, really was very satisfying. I was delighted once I’d moved in. I really was happy with it.

And then these were in the days really before there was the range of, you know, ready-cook meals and so on, so did you develop particular cooking skills, you know, in those early days?

Well, I was, yes I did. My friend, Christine, who I had originally met at LSE, and with whom I had been going out to supper more or less once a week ever since, she was extremely kind. She used to write simple recipes out on cards for me, and I bought books like Cooking for One, and an early Delia Smith book, I remember, called How to Cheat at Cooking. And I could scramble eggs if somebody had previously broken the egg into a cup, so whenever people came to see me, I would get them to break a couple of eggs into mugs, and I would keep them in the kitchen, and I ate scrambled egg with onions and mushrooms and tomatoes, and I ate scrambled eggs till I couldn’t bear the thought of them any more. But I also learnt to make casseroles, and casseroles are very handy because you can make them ahead of time, and... [End of recording.] 
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