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Shall I say that, I can’t remember buying very many meals, partly because the shops in Holloway Road were probably too small, but partly I don’t think it occurred to me for some reason. Before I moved into the flat I went to the Occupational Therapy department of The London Hospital, and had a very useful afternoon there discussing how to do things, and they had perhaps obvious ideas, very sensible, like you don’t carry a pan of water across the room. You put the pan on the unlit stove, and then you carry a closed container of water, and pour it into the pan there. And they showed me various possible implements, and I can’t remember in detail, but they did start with the basic ideas of how to cope, and I think one of the most sensible was not to carry about more than you had… oh yes, now another idea was to use a trolley, so I bought a trolley so that I could push things around, and that really was a great help. And Austen got into the habit, once a month, of taking me to Sainsbury’s to do a big shop of the heavy things. [Pause.] I can’t remember what now, but probably soup and tea, and coffee, and that sort of thing, and we would go at eight o’clock in the morning, and we could be finished and putting the things away at home by nine, and still be at work not noticeably late. And this taught me how to buy in bulk and think ahead, which I think was extremely useful training. I didn’t cook potatoes, I relied on rice as my main vegetable, because that was easy to cook, and casseroles I talked about earlier. I could get the butcher to chop the meat up when I bought it, and I found I could fry it fairly easily, and then dump it in the casserole, with tomatoes or mushrooms, and I used a lot of sauces, as… no, I used a lot of soups as the casserole sauce, and I remember Christine was in the flat one evening, talking while I was cooking. Why I didn’t let her cook  I don’t know, I think I was still being very independent, but I do remember suddenly see her go completely white, and she’d been watching me pick up a frying pan, full of boiling soup, and tip it into the casserole. And poor soul, she had been terrified that I would drop this boiling soup, and I knew that I’d done this loads of times before, and I’d got the frying pan and the pan next to each other so I wasn’t worried about it, and she’d stood there, not daring to say anything, but as I say, she went completely white.

And what about [clears throat] kitchen adaptations? Equipment adaptations?

When I left the hall of residence, the senior staff gave me a whole set of Mellaware crockery. Mellaware is plastic: cups and saucers, and plates and fruit bowls. My first reaction was that I was hurt that they were giving me something I associated with dolls cups and saucers but after I’d used it for a very short time, I realised what a brilliant idea it had been, and I’ve been using plastic tableware ever since. It really had been a very clever idea, and they’d found a set which was really quite good-looking. It was nicely shaped and designed, and it was, as I say, a very clever idea. It has set the way I’ve gone on ever since.

And what’s the principle advantage of it?

The principle advantage is you can pile it up. I have once done it, piled the whole lot of plates up and dropped the lot, without breaking anything. Now, you can’t do that with china or pottery. You can, if you manage to drop a mug on its handle, then the handle will break, but I could have a mug for four or five years longer, before I break it. It makes me feel secure. I don’t have to worry about dropping things.

And just to go back to the days when you were in the bed-sit, and so on, [clears throat] outside of work, or indeed at work as well. What... how would you describe your social circle then?

[Pause.] At that time, it mainly revolved around Christine and Austen, and the church.  Not a great deal around the Polytechnic. I still attended St Mark’s, and I suppose I remember I went home… I think I went home Friday evenings, and I probably came back Saturday evenings because I did go to church most Sundays. I know that one summer, while I was still at the Poly, I decided I was not feeling very steady, and I went back to the Bobath Clinic to have a course of therapy, maybe once a week, maybe twice a week, for about six weeks. And I think that was the last time I ever did that, because they insisted I had speech therapy. Have I gone into this before?

A little bit, but …

Well, the young speech therapist insisted on - [dog barks.]

Ooh! Sorry.

Sorry.

No, it’s all right.

The postman.

Yeah.

Sugar. Stop it. She recorded my voice and played it back, and I went home feeling so miserable. I hated hearing my voice because it never is as clear as I like to think it is, and from that I went on, I suppose, in a classic tunnel of depression, thinking my voice was awful, and my walking was awful, and I really wasn’t doing this very well, and that very well, and I know I ended up that evening wondering whether I had enough aspirins in the flat to commit suicide, or whether I should go to the local chemist, and buy another bottle. And in the middle of this trough of sheer despair, a little thought occurred to me, that my parents would feel that they’d wasted an awful lot of time and a great deal of effort, getting me to where I was then. And that thought was enough to stop me in my tracks, and I didn’t take any aspirin at all. But, after that evening, Austen and I made a pact that if I ever felt that despairing again, I would ring him up before doing anything, and his part of the pact was to make sure I didn’t commit suicide while my parents were still alive. I’d simply given myself a second level of conscience, if you like.

[Clears throat] And after you came to this resolution, how did you then feel about yourself, after that?

I was pretty down. I stopped going to the clinic. I never went again. I never told them why I’d stopped going. I think I thought they wouldn’t have much sympathy with me.  I now think it’s actually quite important. I think you do, or certainly I reached an age where I could no longer cope with somebody criticising my way of speaking. And many years later I heard a singer on the radio, saying that she found that voice coaching was extremely personal, and criticising the voice felt like criticising the personality, and certainly that rang bells. I think my speech therapy helped me a great deal when I was a child, but I think you get beyond the stage in life where you could take criticism in the same way. I... that episode probably led... triggered my first serious depression. When I say ‘serious’, I don’t mean I was clinically depressed. I didn’t seek help beyond talking to Austen, but I was very... I was miserable at work, I was miserable about my disability, and it lasted, I don’t know how long. It was enough to be aware of, but the odd thing about my depressions, which did come and go for another 15 years or so; they would suddenly go. I felt at one point that they were partly hormonal, because they could lift so suddenly, but I think they were triggered by things that happened. But, you know, the lifting could be quite sudden, and I would suddenly feel, ‘Oh good, I’m back again.’ It was, I don’t think in any way that I am schizophrenic, but I do feel like almost two personalities – one that can be very miserable, and one that enjoys life, and for about 15 years this was a problem, and that was a problem that Austen, well, without him things would have got very much worse. He was willing to cope with me, giving me time and help me through it.

And [clears throat] in the lifting of a period of feeling low, were there any seasonal factors, or other factors that you could point to, that would...?

It seemed to be worse in the summer, but I think that was a left-over from being at the LSE [The London School of Economics]. When I say ‘15’, I’m counting from that first big one, but in fact I had my let down periods, I think, starting at LSE when I was lonely in the summer and I felt everyone had gone away, and I was the only one still bashing on. It wasn’t quite true, there were other people around, but not my particular friends, and it might have been that first big one. I remember one quite significant down-period being lifted because I’d gone back to the LSE library for some reason, and the woman who found me a bit of a pain when I was a student assistant, made me extremely welcome, and I felt this was because now that I was a qualified librarian, she was seeing me in a different light, and I remember that afternoon made me feel entirely differently.

So it could be small gestures, or [talking together] actions -

Very small. Sometimes so small I wouldn’t be aware of what I’d done. In the same way, I don’t think I was often aware of triggers the other way, but I think there were triggers in both directions.

And when you had a period of feeling low, as I say, what was the intensity of that unchanging? How was that?

Oh I think it got worse. I know there was a time when I used to make an effort to go out and see people, because I was aware that sitting in my room by myself was not a good thing to do. Years later, and I think they did become worse, years later I invented a simile, or a way of seeing it, where, when I was by myself I would feel as if I was sitting in a mirrored stockade, where all I could see and all I could think about was myself. But I was always capable of pulling myself out of this, and going out and putting on what I thought of as ‘my party face’, so that I could go to work or I could go to meetings, and I think very few people were aware that I was having a bad period.  There was one person who said he could see a change in my eyes, and many years later, when I had had help and I had got over it completely, somebody then said to me, ‘Oh Valerie, you have changed,’ so I think one or two people did see differences in me. How many of them knew what was at the root of these changes, I don’t know, because I didn’t tell many people. One feels ashamed of depression.

I think there is a statistic that says, at any one time, one in four of us will be in that sort of circumstance.

Really?

And in the early days, of course, p’raps these were in times before there were the support groups that there now are.  

Yes.

What advice really would you say to somebody, if you could meet yourself [talking together] then now? 

Well, if I could leap ahead out of the chronology, I can take you through this quickly, because Austen for a year or two, he would encourage me to talk, and that helped. And then he felt he’d run out of what he could do, so he introduced me to a local priest who became my spiritual director. And I saw him intermittently, and he said some very useful things, and for a time he was a great help. And then there were a couple of people at the then Spastics Society, and each of them helped me for a time. And then the time came: really the last chapter in this was triggered one afternoon, when I was sitting in Austen’s garden, and I can’t remember what we’d been talking about, but I suddenly said to him, ‘I can’t forgive myself for being handicapped,’ and I don’t know which of us was more shocked. This came out of somewhere very deep.  I know he was shocked, but I’d actually shocked myself by hearing it, but also, by hearing myself say it. I knew it was true, and I decided that what it meant was... where it came from was all the years at school, where people had said, ‘Valerie, concentrate.  If you only concentrate, you could do this or that, properly,’ and this had, over the years, turned into a feeling that, if I had worked a bit harder I could have completely overcome the cerebral palsy, and…

[End of Tape 9, Side A.]

[Side B.]

Yeah.

I knew it was foolish when I looked at it, but I also came to realise this was such a deep-seated feeling that simply knowing it was foolish was not enough to dispel it. So I went to the GP, who referred me to the Tavistock Clinic, and it took what felt like a hell of a long time between filling in a very long form for the Tavistock, and being summonsed to an interview, but some months later, I went and I was interviewed by someone who gave me the impression of being very unsympathetic. But it was her method of working. She virtually asked no questions, she just expected me to talk. I sat there in my coat, I remember, because she didn’t invite me to take it off, and it all felt… [Dog barks.] Sugar, no!

[Something under breath.]

She felt very much like hard work, but [dog barks]. Oh, someone’s coming. [Dog barks fiercely.] Sugar, come here. Come. Anyway, at the end of two sessions, she said she thought that I could be helped and the choice offered was a three-way choice.  I could wait six months and have group therapy at the Tavistock, or I could wait about a year and have individual therapy, or, if I wanted to pay for therapy, she could find me someone privately quite quickly. And having geared myself up, after all these years, to seek professional help, it felt very bitter to be asked to wait for another year.  I didn’t feel in any way that I wanted group therapy, because rightly or wrongly I felt my problems were around disability, and I didn’t feel that group therapy would be much help. So, once again, I talked to Austen, and incredibly he offered to pay. So I asked that somebody be found and I was introduced to Miss Pat Hinton who worked in Isleworth, and once a week (for five years it turned out to be) I would go along to see Pat. And Pat had many gifts, but one that was important to me was she was almost blind. And I felt that what I said about this being disabled, I could feel it resonating with her, and that to me was very reassuring, and I hate to say it, it did take five years, but I have had no depression for the last 11 years, and she did her work so well that I coped with losing my mother and my father, and Pat, all within the space of two years without going into depression. So I think she did an excellent job. But it really was a matter of looking very deeply into aspects of disability, and we found, or she helped me to come to the view that what had been causing all of my depression was, I had been pretending all my life that my disability was really very minor and it shouldn’t matter and I shouldn’t mind, and I think that keeping this up had been a huge strain. After seeing Pat, I can now say that, ‘I hate being disabled. It’s a damned bloody nuisance', and the fact that I can now say it has given me enormous freedom.

So, then, [clears throat] it’s a matter, is it then, of... do you feel, of coming to an accommodation, to a -

Yes. I do believe that talk about accepting one’s disability, and I always assumed that meant coming either to like it or not to mind about it. I accept now that I have got it, and that my disability is quite a significant disability. I’m open about the fact that I hate it. I, for some reason, identify myself more with the, or I have identified myself with the non-disabled world. I now see that that has produced a dissonance. I think the dissonance is getting narrower as my disability has grown more severe with age, and I’m now finding myself thinking more as a disabled person than I used to, but yes, I have accommodated it, and I no longer think that that means I’ve got to like it. I suppose it means I’ve learnt to lump it really.  

And -

Does [that] make sense?

Yeah. And do you find it useful to perhaps separate impairment, and put that to one side as it were, from the person?

Yes, I do. I see… again I’m going to sound schizophrenic (I really don’t think I am), but I feel, in a sense, that my personality is moving in parallel with my disability. I am, if you like, encased by my disability. I don’t think I’ve been entirely shaped by it. I think my personality is almost separate from it, but I don’t believe that I think entirely as a disabled person, and I’ve come to see that perhaps I’ve made life a bit more complicated for myself, but that’s how it has turned out. But now that I’ve analysed it, and I’ve seen to this extent what influenced [it?], but I’m living much more comfortably, and I’m more able to make accommodations and find ways of coping. I think that’s the big difference – I’m more willing to find ways of coping with it.

And the coping, how does that function? What kind of levels does that work on?

Well, as I said a moment ago, my disability is increasing with age. I feel I’m coping with problems in my 60s that my parents would have coped with in their 80s. I now can’t live alone because I can’t put my own shoes and socks on, and I became very bored with the range of food that I could cook. I cooked for twenty years, but after 20 years, everything that I could do was tasting very much the same, so I now have live-in help, live-in care. I have what is called a ‘home-sharer’, who lives in the house rent-free, who cooks, who helps with the bit of dressing that I can’t manage, and does various other things that I can’t do. She goes off to work (he or she, goes off to work) in the day-time, but they’re here at night. They’re giving me security as well as assistance, and this arrangement enables me to go on living in my own house, with my animals and things around me. Where did... how did we get here?

[Clears throat] Well I’m [clears throat] not sure really, but from [?] of route wasn’t there? But I mean, did you feel, in going about life as it were, that have you had to explain to people, and if you have, how have you felt about disability?

Oh yes I have, but that never worries me. This distraction... Oh, we were talking about accommodations that I’ve made. The biggest accommodation is no longer living alone, but secondly, I now use a wheelchair on holiday, and for longer distances. I can walk much less far than I used to. I have a pavement scooter, I drive a car – these are all different ways of coping. I have a stair-lift, which again, Austen and I had a battle over, when I moved into a house. He said I needed a stair-lift, I said I didn’t want one yet. He insisted, and I have to agree it has been useful. I now use it most of the time. I try to walk upstairs several times a day for exercise, but I couldn’t do it all the time, and there was a time three years ago, when I broke my ankle, when the stair lift was supremely important. Anyway, that... all this was explaining, or trying to explain that depression, and overcoming it, was quite a big thing in my life. But I really think the fact that I can say, ‘I’ve now had over 11 years without,’ is a major thing.

Absolutely [clears throat], yes, and you know well done for sharing that with us as well, Valerie. Thank you. [Talking together] Shall we?

Can we finish there?

Yeah. Yes, let’s do that shall we?

[End of recording.]
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