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Tape 1, 29.07.05

This is 29th July. It’s the first interview with Jill Mahler. Sue Geary is the interviewer. Jill, over to you.  
Hello. [Rustling sound in background] I was born with cerebral palsy, many years ago.  I was the first of two children, and my parents lived near London. I had a very uneventful upbringing: no broken family or [laughing] anything, except that we didn’t really have any grandparents, as my father’s father had died when he was small, and then his mother was killed in the blitz in Plymouth. And my mother’s mother died when she was 12, and her father died quite young too, so we were really a small family unit. I went to mainstream school, a small kind of dame’s school or so, almost a private school. I got on quite well. Then, when I was eight-and-a-half, I went away to a boarding school for children with speech problems. It was a pioneering venture, created by a very interesting woman called Mrs Hudson-Smith, in Hurst Green, Surrey. Nowadays the school takes children with very complicated speech problems, but because we were the first pupils there – in fact I went on the first day – there were just two classes, and one class which I was in was children with fairly straightforward problems, like cleft palates, hair lips etc., and then, in the other class there were children who didn’t speak at all and they seemed to have varying degrees of understanding. I think possibly nowadays one would call some of them ‘autistic’, but I was in a class of 12: 10 boys, two girls. I had a whale of a time, because I was a great tomboy already, and I loved football and climbing trees, so I really enjoyed my time there. At the age of 10, after 18… Oh, I forgot to say, whilst at the school part of the curriculum was speech therapy, naturally, and there were speech therapy students attached to the school, and one had regular therapy etc. At the age of 10 it was deemed that I should leave that school, and [sound of aircraft engine] the problem was where would I go then? It was felt that I wouldn’t really manage in mainstream day school so, I was looking for a boarding school, and it just happened that my speech therapist’s student who had been to a boarding school in Kent, suggested that I might go there. Well my parents couldn’t afford the full fees but in those days one could apply to the local education department for help, and I had a real fighter of a mother, who spouted the Education Act, that every child was entitled to receive the education that they were capable of assimilating. So, talking about this and fighting, I got my place in a girls’ boarding school, a public school, which I will always be grateful for because it opened the world to me for further education. I started in the junior house, and for the first 18 months, my life was hell. Because I was the first disabled child they’d ever had, the girls teased me unmercifully. They were a very ‘horsy’ lot.  [Laughing] They used to say things like (in loud voices), ‘We think any child who’s defective should be put down at birth, like a horse.’ [Laughs] And they weren’t very pleasant at all, and I didn’t know how to handle this.

How old were you then, about 11?

Ten.
Oh.

And the matron was beastly to me too. She was horrible and I think she rather resented me because, in some way, felt she was responsible for me, although she didn’t, you know, have any extra responsibility. But she was horrible, and it is quite possible that the other girls picked up on this, and I know she put me at her table because she said I had bad table manners [laughing] and all that kind of thing. So the first 18 months were pretty grim, and the house mistress was a very kindly, motherly person who had absolutely no idea how to handle the situation, but then we got a new house mistress who had been a Wren officer, and knew exactly how to handle bitchy, young women. She of course knew it was no good saying, ‘Oh you mustn’t tease Jill, you must be kind,’ etc., because she knew it would just bounce back on me, so quite cleverly she found a way, in a treasure hunt actually, with a clue, making it a fun thing that made the other girls laugh, instead of at me, and from then on I developed a sense of humour [laughing] I guess, which has got me through the rest of life. I went on, up to the senior school. I missed this house mistress very much. I did reasonably well at school, I wasn’t brilliant. I remember the maths mistress reducing me to tears, because I mean of course she didn’t have the expertise, but nowadays one knows that people with cerebral palsy often have problems with maths, and there are certain ways of teaching them (which she, of course, didn’t know about). But, well I got a reasonable O-level GCE (it was in those days) and then I went on and did my Advanced [A-levels], and I got in. The school brought someone down to give me vocational guidance, and this man came to the conclusion that I should either go in for librarianship or be [laughing. Sound of aircraft in background] a social worker. I actually wanted to be a doctor, and my hero was [knocking sound] a chap called Carlson an American [Earl R. Carlson; ‘Born that Way’] I’d read about, who had also had cp [cerebral palsy] and became a doctor, but my headmistress said no way would she back me, in trying to take up medicine. [Aircraft noise] She thought medicine, you didn’t have to brilliant, you just had to work hard, and she didn’t see that I would accomplish it. So we had a tradition at school of people going on to Trinity College, Dublin University, so it was arranged that I should go there and study social work – which I did. I enjoyed my time at Trinity; Dublin was super, and I had a very good friend there who’d actually done some of her practical work up in the North of Ireland, and she said, ‘Ooh you should go and work in Fermanagh, it’s beautiful.’ Whilst studying at Trinity, we had all sorts of practical placements. It was a very good course really. One of my placements was in a hospital, and the other one was in a school for cerebral palsy, as far as I remember.

And how old were you at this time?

Twenty-one: and then by the time I finished the course, there was a question of what I would go on to do, what kind of social work, and at that time there was something called The Institute of Almoners, [loud aircraft noise] a very superior body (who are now the social workers in hospitals), but they were extremely superior, and when I applied to them, they said, ‘No way: what do you think we are? We wouldn’t take [laughing] anyone like you,’ and previously to that I had tried to get into occupational therapy, but with the same kind of response: ‘No way would we take [laughing] anyone like you.’ Anyway when I finished my course, I went and got a job immediately, as a social worker in County Fermanagh in Northern Ireland, and there it was before the time of specialisation in social work. I was a generic social worker. I dealt with everyone and all types; from old to young, delinquent, adoption, fostering, the lot. Fermanagh is a beautiful place. It’s very rural, [aircraft noise] and the county is divided by a long lake, and one of my colleagues used to take me out in a boat on this lake, and it was a super place. In those days it was really still quite primitive, [rustling noise] and it wasn’t unusual to go into some of the houses of old people, and find the hearth fire, and cooking on the hearth, and one old man who proposed to me, well actually was lying on the stone floor in front of the fire – that was his bed. The local hospital was still in the old workhouse, a grim-looking place (cos Ireland was about 50 years behind England at that time), and to suggest to any of these old people they might go to hospital was terrible. They wouldn’t hear of it because they could remember what the old workhouse conditions were like, and it was the last thing in the world, if they were going to end their days they’d want to end them at home, with the donkey next door and [both laugh] all that. I mean I’d come from an urban environment and it was quite a eye-opener to me, living in such rural conditions, and when one had to say take stock for a means-test or something, and I would put down that he had a donkey, well I remember my colleague asking me, ‘Well how many acres has he then, cos he must feed the donkey with something?’ [Both laugh] and it hadn’t occurred to me to ask how many acres he had. So Fermanagh was also quite exciting in those days, in a way, because, you know, they were always blowing up the odd bridge,

[Laughing.] Oh right.

down in the South and every time you went over a bridge, [aircraft noise] you kind of crossed your fingers and wondered, you know, whether it was OK. And my colleagues were two men who had had no training at all, in fact, I think, well one had been a policeman and one had been an old relieving officer. I was very naïve in those days, and when this old relieving officer guy [rustling noise] used to say, ‘Well have you seen young Tommy lately?’ etc., I didn’t realise that he was actually fishing for information, because he was a ‘B Special’.
Right.

You know, that’s a kind of policeman, who,
Right.

who nobody liked at all.

Can I just pause for a sec? [Break in recording.] So if we could go back a little bit, to right at the beginning of your years, and you could just say; you said you were born a long time ago, when and where you were born?

Well I was born in Croydon, and my father thought, I don’t know why, but he thought we’d be safer down [aircraft noise] in Plymouth, where his family came from, but of course we weren’t safer at all, and he remained in London.

So you moved down to Plymouth, soon after you were born, did you?

Yes, to my grandmother’s house. He remained in London, and he was too old for active service but he was in the ARP [Air Raid Precautions] so he spent most of the war on top of buildings in London, fighting incendiary fires,

Oh yes.

[aircraft noise] and, I mean I think I’ve got a very poor memory because I don’t remember much of him being there or not there etc. A few things stand out, like we had just moved back to Croydon when my grandmother’s house was bombed and she was killed, and my sister came along when I was about four-and-a-half years old and I was looked after by an aunt in that time, while my mother was in hospital. You know in those days they went into the hospital for 10 days…
Mm hmm.

and I was looked after by an aunt, who disliked me, and I hated it.

Why do you think she disliked you?

Well I mean it’s the ‘pathology’ of the family, you know, but I mean she was horrid. She’d been horrible to my mother and I think she disliked me because I was, you know, not ‘normal’, and I remember very well once, kind of, being there with my father and I was doing something, I was [laughing] dancing round the room I think, and the look of disgust on her face.

What kind of age were you then?

Ooh, oh four. And anyway, my sister was born, I remember going to the hospital and my father, and getting her. I don’t remember an awful lot about her, except I was very horsy, and I used to give her rides on my back like a horse, [interviewer laughs] and I used to collect pictures of horses, and I went to the school from there. And my father spoilt me, I’m sure, and I think my sister resented this a bit, and he was a very soft person, and if it had been up to him, I’m sure I’d have never got far at all, it was my mother who was the driving force, and [talking together] I mean all…
So he would have over-protected you?

Yes, and although she didn’t suffer fools gladly, I have to be grateful for her, you know, kicking me along and -
So how early was it when they realised that? 
Well I’m sure, you know, within a few months.

Mm hmm.

Mm. But I never had any hospitalisation or any treatment really. I just remember going up to Great Ormond Street for tonsils out [laughs] when I was about three or so and that: no, I must have been older, about five. And that was very traumatic cos I was only in three days but I can still remember the sister telling me if I sicked up the medicine, I’d have it all over again, twice, [interviewer laughs] and, you know, when you’ve got cp you can’t always swallow on demand, but she seemed to have [laughing] no idea about that. So I really think I only remember [laughing] horrible things, and not good things in my childhood, and that, [aircraft noise] you know. Obviously I did have friends in the neighbourhood, but of course once you go away to boarding school, then it can be a problem to have friends, [talking together] in the holidays.

Mm, so you never had any diagnosis? Was there any medical, you know... Did anybody give a name to what it -
Well ‘spastic’ [talking together] as it was called then.

They did say that quite early on. Mm.

Oh yes.

And your speech was [a] difficulty, was your mobility also a problem at that [talking together] early stage?

Oh always from birth.
Yes, right.
Yes. No, I mean, cp isn’t a deteriorating condition,
Right.

you are born with [laughing] what you have. 

Right.

What you see, any deterioration, I suppose is with age.
Mm hmm. And can you remember being told anything about your birth? Was there anything unusual about your -  
Well no, later on my mother said, you know, they’d left her alone for a long time, and I became distressed and stopped breathing, I suppose, during birth. I mean, sometimes, nowadays I certainly wish I could sue those people who probably [aircraft noise] had one more cup of coffee, or one more cigarette before [laughing] they came to see my mother, because it’s affected my whole life, and it’s getting worse.  
So you think that was partially to do with what, your condition?

Well yes.  

Yes, and did anyone ever actually say that, or is that something that you just thought? [Talking together.] No.
Well, look, [laughing: aircraft noise] you know, until I came back to this country in ’85, I hadn’t really ever acknowledged that I had a disability. 
Right.

I’d never had any trouble getting a job, I’d never really had any discrimination from clients [in social work] or anything like that, so I suppose, well I was of course disabled but I certainly wasn’t a militant and I didn’t identify myself with other people with disabilities.

So, what age were you then? This was when you came back from Israel was it?

About 40.

Mm hmm.

Mm. Forty-five.
So how did you get on with your sister?

Very badly.

Yeah?

[Laughs] Very badly. I suppose we get on better now. I mean, she’s a very kind, generous person; she loves my kids and all that. She doesn’t have kids of her own but she can drive me up the wall: [interviewer laughs] she’s so precise and, you know, I’m laid-back and she kind of drives me up the wall some. [Both laugh.]
So, how did she react to your challenges?

I’ve no idea.  

You don’t know how she was when you were... whether she protected [talking together] you or -
Well, oh no, I think she was ashamed of me.

Mm hmm.

Mm. You know. I mean there’s four years between us.  

Right. 

No, I think she was very glad I was out of the picture.

Is that when you went away to the - ?

Yes. Mm.  

And you said that all four of your grandparents had died before you were born?
[End of Tape 1, Side A]

[Side B.]
[Feedback.] So what people influenced you most in your early years, if you just mainly got your parents? [Talking together. Inaudible.]

Well I guess my house mistress.

It was when you were about 11, 10?

Ten, eleven:
Mm hmm.

and my head mistress did a lot, you know, to kind of urge me on and kick me when I got out of line. Cos I remember once I wrote home to my parents, saying, ‘I really must have coaching in maths, [rustling noise] because I can’t get on,’ and they wrote to her about this, and she got me in the study and really blasted me about this and said, you know, ‘I must press on with the maths in class, and I wasn’t to worry my parents about it.’ [Break in recording.] So those are the people who influenced me most in my young life. I also became a Girl Guide at school, and I did quite well then, and I got the appropriate badges and then I became a Queen’s Guide and then they…
What age were you, then?

Oh, I don’t know; 16. 
Sixteen: ah ha.  

And so then they took me up to London to have the Queen’s Guide badge presented by the then Chief Guide – Lady Baden-Powell, 
Mm!

so it was supposed to be a really great honour.

So you obviously remember more from like 10 up. So what age were you when you first went to school? Five was it, when you first went to school?
Ooh, four, four-and-a-half.  

Ooh four-and-a-half – that’s quite young. So, what do you remember about what you did with your parents in the first four years there? Do you remember anything about how [inaudible] that was before you went away, almost at the time that your sister was born?
Well no, I went away when I was eight, so she would have been [talking together]  
about three-and-a-half.
Oh you were still at home then. Right, so you were still at home when you were going to school...
Mm, yes.

[Inaudible.] ... for those four years.
Mm, mm.
And how did that change when you went to school and you were away from home during the days there, and you went to a special school? Was that was a special school the first four years, or just an ordinary school?

No: ordinary school.

Just an ordinary school.

Mm hmm.  

And you mentioned at the other school that children kind of bullied you and taunted you. What about this first school, was that true there also?

No, I can’t remember it but I knew it was a very small school, just a private school, run by a mother and daughter. The mother we called Governess and, [laughs] you know, the daughter was the main teacher, but I think we still used slates then, so I remember that.

[Laughs.] And do you -
But I remember I used to walk to school on my own, with no problem. I mean, in those days one could walk to school and never think anything of it.
Was it far away from your home?

Twenty minutes, but you don’t consider distance and -
No. [Pause.] Is there anything else you can recall about how you felt? Is that when you realised your differences from other people, or anything like that, when you were young, or it just wasn’t a thing for you when you were young?
I don’t think it was anything, really. My mother certainly didn’t encourage me to ask questions or to talk about it in any way, certainly not, so… 

So it wasn’t talked about with your family and your home of what was goin’ on with you and what might be... [inaudible.]

No, no.
And what about like neighbours and any other family members, or anything like that?

Well there weren’t other family members, except this elderly aunt, [talking together.  Interviewer inaudible] who had died, and she died when I was about, well I’d have been under 10 I think. No, I don’t think it was really a big thing, my disability really.

For you or for your family?
Well, for me. I mean certainly I played with other children around without disabilities and, you know, in the neighbourhood.

And they were fine; they didn’t tease you or anything?
No, no. I had a ‘fairy cycle’, as they were called, and I used to pedal up and down with my friend who had a bike that was a bit bigger than mine. I had two good friends, a boy and a girl, and… Mm.

Can I just... [Break in recording.] ... what that first day at that little school was like?

Yes, I remember we went a day too early and [laughing] had to come back, [interviewer laughs] and the real first day I don’t remember at all. [Interviewer laughs.]  I think I could probably read and I do remember my mother trying to teach me division, and really hitting ‘high doh’ [being upset] when I couldn’t seem to get the idea of division.  

So your mother taught you before you went to school?

Well I don’t know whether it was homework, or some: I don’t know.
So you said it was a small school, how many children were actually at the school? Do you remember?
I really don’t know. Possibly no more than 20.

Right, and a few different classes?
Two, I think.

Oh right.

Governess had one and Miss Howell had the other.

And what was your favourite... what subjects did you like when you were at school?

At school -
You ’ad trouble with maths, so that obviously wasn’t your favourite.  

Art.
Art?

Art I liked, yes. Art and biology. I mean I had trouble at school because I’ve always been terribly slow at writing, and of course there were no aids like there are nowadays: no computers or anything, so a greater proportion of my time was taken in writing and less time in doing all the reading that many people do. So I wouldn’t say I was well-read at all. When GCE came along, I was given 20 minutes extra. [Aircraft noise.]
Who was that?

What?

You said when someone came along...
No, GCE [General Certificate of Education, or O-Level] 
GCE came along, right.

exams.

What, to do the exams you had extra time?

Yes, and of course that was hopeless, and I’ve never finished an exam in my life. I just had to divide the time up into four or five, and when the time was finished, go onto the next question, which was extremely frustrating, and I sometimes wonder how well I could have done if I could have had all the…
The time, yes.
help that is available nowadays.

Right.

But maybe that’s just making excuses.

And how did you do with your GCEs then? Is that when you were about 16 that you took GCEs?
Yes, well I got seven I think.
Wow, that was pretty good!

And then two Highers, [equivalent to A-Levels] so I got into the university.

Mm hmm. Did you talk about the university bit in the beginning?

Yes, that was at Dublin.

Oh that was why you were doing the social work: it was in the same place, at Dublin.
Well it was a university qualification.
Oh right, OK. So you went to university specifically to do [talking together] the social work qualification. OK.
Oh yes, to do social work. Yes.
And then you left?
And then I worked in Fermanagh, and then I came back to work in England, with the idea of doing a post-grad year in social work. So I started working in Wiltshire for Wiltshire Social Services, and then I was accepted by Swansea [University] and Dundee, and I decided to go to Swansea, where I did my post-grad year in Child Care, which was not learning how to change a diaper [nappy] but, you know, to learn proper family therapy and all the psychological stuff etc.
So how long was this social work? [Inaudible.]
A year, that one, and then after that, I’d had a practical placement in Glamorgan, so I did a few months’ work more in Glamorgan, and then I moved to Monmouthshire, and worked for Monmouthshire Social Services. And by then it had become more specialised, and I worked with children – fostering or troubled children – and while I was there I became the Adoptions Officer for the county. And, well then I suffered ‘burn-out’ as far as I’m concerned, you know. Social work is very demanding.  
Mm hmm.

You never see any real result: well, not often, so I decided to go to Israel for three weeks and work on a kibbutz. [Talking together] I had -
And how old were you then?

Oh, [pause] I don’t know: late twenties, 
Mm hmm.

and then I had wound up my job with Monmouthshire and I was about to take up a job as a social worker in Abergavenny Hospital, but in between I decided to go to Israel to work in a kibbutz for three weeks. And, well, there I was picking oranges and it was wonderful to just fill a box of oranges and see a job done, completed, [laughs] you know, after social work, and so I played ‘hooky’. I decided not to come back after three weeks – I stayed for three months. And in the meantime I met my husband-to-be, who was working with volunteers like me, and I came back after three months and got temporary work back in Monmouthshire, and then said that I would be returning to Israel to marry this guy the next month. I think maybe I’ve talked enough now.  
Thank you.

My voice is dying.

Well we’ll put it on for a minute, see how you feel. [Break in recording.]

I never failed to get any job that I applied for, [sound of paper rustling] except the ones with Scope, [talking together] but -
[Laughing] Oh the ones with Scope!

Yes.

When was that?

And they would not consider me, didn’t even get an interview.

When was that? How long ago was that?

Well this was up to about 1990.  

[Laughs] And what kind of job were you tryin’ to get with Scope?

Social Worker – [talking together] just the same

Oh just the same – social work.
as I’d been doing for the local authority. [Interviewer laughs] I mean I know that after ’85 [1985] when I came back and I got involved with the Disability Rights at WEOCDP [WECODP: West of England Coalition of Disabled People] we used to hold our meetings in a Scope office, which we weren’t very keen but at least it was free. And we’d meet there in the evening, and the guy who let us in had cp and he told us that he wasn’t allowed to work in the daytime, to be seen by the general public, he was only allowed to…
That’s as recent as 1990?  

Oh yes.

Wow.  

Yes, it was terrible. It used to make me so angry. I think it was Tim Yeo who was the Chairman [of the Spastics Society] or some bigwig, and I used to think, ‘What the hell does he know about it?’ and, ‘Why should he be getting fat off my back?’

But what was his name: Hargreaves? What was his first name? Bill, wasn’t it?

Bill Hargreaves.   
Yes. I mean he’d been involved like from the sixties or something, hadn’t he? He had cp, but still they weren’t - [Inaudible]
Well I never knew Bill Hargreaves.

But I thought that signalled an inclusion of people with cp, rather than like parents and whatever running the organisation?
I don’t know.

But it’s still in the nineties.
I mean my mother was involved with [aircraft noise] The Spastics’ Society from the time I was about 12 – I think she used to go round with [laughing] the collecting box [interviewer laughs] every year etc. I don’t know.  

So how long did you spend in Israel?

Sixteen years.

Sixteen? You were out of the country all the time or you were
[Talking together.] Yes.

coming backwards and forwards?
Well I did come back occasionally, 
Right.

but of course living in a kibbutz, you don’t have the money to
Right.

travel. So I came back two years after I went, I think, so that would have been... came back in ’72, and then I didn’t come back again till ’83.  

Wow.

Yes.

And you mentioned children.

Yes.

Do you have children?

Three.

Three. Where are they? Are they in Israel?

They’re in Israel.

And they’ve all stayed in Israel?
Yes. I mean, they have travelled, like the oldest did a spell in Holland, and then he went to Brazil as a bodyguard for the richest banker Herr Soires, and he spent nine months there, and Adam spent a year here [banging noise in distance] doing physical activities with all sorts of people: able, disabled children, adults.

He’s kind of like a physical ed. teacher kind of thing?
Well no, he was climbing walls, actually. [Both laugh] He was teaching wall-climbing, and he went to an activity centre and was doing all sorts – zip-wiring and all sorts of things.

So how old are your children now?

Oh. Twenty-seven is the youngest and 31 and 33.

Mm.

Yes. Mm. And the youngest is in Bulgaria at this moment.

Oh yes?

He’s just got his first job, as a physiotherapist for a football team,
Wow, good.
and they’re training in Bulgaria at the moment. [Both laugh.] Mm. [Pause.]

You had enough?

Yes.

OK. Stop there.  
[End of recording.]
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