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Jill Mahler 

Tape 3, 22.11.05

This is Tuesday 22nd November 2005, and this is interview number three with Jill Mahler. Jill, just filling in a few of the gaps from previous questions:  in a BBC article you related how, when you were born, the health policy was to put children with cerebral palsy into homes. Can you say a little bit more about that and what they said to your mother and what happened there?

Well, I mean my mother didn’t go into details, she just said that, you know, I don’t even know how old I was when I was diagnosed as having cp [cerebral palsy]. Maybe it was obvious at birth, but the doctor just said to her, ‘Well, forget about her. Put her in a home and go ahead and have another baby.’ So, that was that. But, as my mother was quite a cussed person and said, ‘No way’, etc. and she kept me. And my sister didn’t come along until four-and-a-half years later.

So you were four-and-a-half when you had a sister, you must have been quite young when this first diagnosis then: [talking together] the first couple of years.
I suppose so. I mean, yes maybe it was obvious from the start, I don’t know, because the only actual treatment I’ve had for cp in my life, was going to Great Ormond Street for physiotherapy. So if I can vaguely remember that, maybe it was when I was about two years old.

Right. And can you just tell me your father’s name and your mother’s name, and your surnames?

Well, the family name was Partridge. My father came from Devon, and was called Reginald, and her family name was Lederer: they came from Czechoslovakia, but she was really English, never have been outside, and her name was Catherine.

Great.  And what was the name of your first school in Croydon? You mentioned it was a private dame school.

Yes, it was Tenterden [Kent].
Tenterden?

Yes, and there were only, I don’t know, maybe 20 children there, but the standards were very good and I got on quite well.

So this wasn’t a special school for -
Oh no.

[inaudible.] D’you know what the reason was for your parents sending you to a private school at that time?

Well, I suppose they didn’t like the ordinary schools, and they were rather big and thought I would get on better with a smaller school.

You said that, you can’t remember when the cp was actually diagnosed. Can you remember anything about your attitudes to your own challenges, shall we say?

Well I don’t think I was terribly aware of things, except, you know, my mother’s intense irritation at trying to put my gloves on: [both laugh] one hand not doing well, and losing one’s sleeves up one’s arms when you’re putting your coat on. But I think that happens to 
[Talking together.] Most children, I would think, yeah.

most children, and I don’t think I was really terribly aware of it. This dame who was my first teacher, I remember her saying to some other children that I could hardly talk when I first came to her school and I repeated that to my mother. My mother was furious because she was absolutely wrong. I think I could probably read before I went to school and certainly could talk, [interviewer laughs] but I think this woman was kind of just bragging at how well she’d done with me.

Right. And you mentioned about the doctor, was that you originally wanted to be a doctor because you
Yes.

admired this man, not so much as doctoring, as it were, as a vocation?

Well yes. No, I mean I was really interested in medicine, always interested in biology and anatomy at school and things like that, and I read this book and it seemed to be possible for a person with cp to become a doctor. But the headmistress said, ‘Rubbish!’ No way would she back me in this venture. She said she thought it was far too hard, not academically hard, 
Yeah...
but a hard
... physically

life, hard degree and qualifications, to get.
Oh right.

Yes, so I had to change my mind and look round for something different.

And what drew you to social work?

Hm. Well, I must have been seen by a vocational [talking together] guidance person
Yeah I remember you saying that.
who came to school, because it wasn’t a general run of things at all – people didn’t see vocational guidance people, 
Aha.  

they picked their careers and that was it. But this guy must have recommended either librarianship or social work, so I went for social work.

And how did you feel about getting a university place to do social work?

Well, I really don’t remember it being anything special, 
Aha.

cos it was just taken for granted that I would go on to university,
[Talking together.] By whom?

as I was, you know, one of the brighter ones 

Oh right.

at school. The less bright went to domestic science college, [interviewer laughs] or into nursing, 

Right.
and the brighter ones [laughing] went to university. So it was just no big thing, really.

Right, and was it anything special for you to be actually going off to Ireland? Did that feel any… to be going to a different country to do it?

Well, I did feel a bit challenged at first, when I got there, but no, that was really nothing. I guess, you know, with youth you just don’t really 
[Laughs.] Oh right.

see it as anything big, and I remember the first time I went, I went across with my mother, and she left after a few days. I’d already arranged my digs.
So you didn’t live in the halls of residence then?

No, and, you know, just went there and into university and found some friends in my group, in my year. I didn’t lead the gaily-mad life of a student, maybe because, well because of being disabled, or maybe because my group of friends also didn’t lead a mad gay 

Aha.

existence either. It just didn’t happen.

Right.

But, I had a good time anyway.

And you said quite a bit about some of the people that you saw. What were the attitudes like in Ireland to having an English person coming in as a social worker?  Was there anything to that, or to your [talking together] disability?

Well, when I was studying in Dublin there didn’t seem to be any problem at all.  There were lots of English students in Dublin and I don’t remember any particular problems on my practical placements, and the Irish, well they [were] quite religious at that time, and they would talk about the cross one had to bear etc. [Laughs.]  
Right.

And then when I went to work up in the north, there was no overt discrimination at all. In fact I felt I was more accepted than perhaps my colleagues because I was neither Catholic, neither Unionist or the other lot, so [interviewer laughs] they did perhaps get a fairer deal from me.
Oh right. OK. So, and was there... you’ve already said, ‘The cross to bear’. What was one of your placements with children with cp?

Yes, in Dublin. It was quite a short placement in a school for cerebral palsy but I do not remember one thing about it. [Laughs.]

Right. [Pause.] So did you drive when you were there or did the other people get you around...
Well I didn’t drive in Dublin, but as soon as I left I got a car and I had to drive once [sound of paper rustling] I began working in the north.
... in your placement.
Mmm. My father taught me to drive when I was 17, and I passed the test the first time, so that helped.
And if we can we move on to attitudes when you were in Israel?
Mm.

Did you feel that because you were in a kibbutz you were in a situation that wasn’t necessarily the same as being in Israel? I’ll call it ‘proper’ for want of a better...
Oh yes, it’s very different. And to some extent you are sheltered from the hurly burly of life. In town people can be pretty abrasive, and I think in Israel people live on their nerves an awful lot because of the political situation.  
[Talking together.] Right.

Most people either have a father, brother, daughter, sister in the army, 
Right.

and so one is always afraid, and the bus would fall silent on the hour for every news bulletin and things like that. So people are far more abrasive, they’re far less tolerant and they’re more suspicious of people who are different, whether they’re, well mainly if they’re disabled, but I think people are suspicious of any stranger cos a stranger can mean danger.

Right. So were you aware of any kind of overt discrimination against you because of your - ?

Well yes. I think I said that last time that, you know, people, especially those of Middle Eastern descent (well, and Eastern Europe) had the thing about disability being bad luck, etc.  

Oh yeah.

So a shopkeeper would 
Oh yeah.

try not to sell you 
[Talking together.] Sell you, right.

anything first thing – [interviewer laughs] that kind of thing.

And that was outside in the community. You didn’t have any of that in the kibbutz itself?

Generally no, you know. People got used to me. Of course, at first they were fairly suspicious, but when you think what most of those people had been through, during the war, 
Right.
it was surprising any of them were normal. [Both laugh.]
And what, there were lots of different nationalities in the kibbutz presumably?

Oh yes, yes. The three main groups were Hungarians, Brazilians, and the so-called English.
Oh right.

And a lot of those English were people who’d come to England as refugees from 
[Talking together.] Oh.
Germany and Austria, like my husband.

Mm.

And then of course you’ve got other people coming along: Polish, German, from South America, South Africa, [talking together] India.
How many people roughly were there in the kibbutz?

Well, at the height I suppose, in the early seventies, if you counted children members and the parents there of members, there were probably about 400, 
Wow.

450.

And they all lived in the
Yes.

community?

Yes. [Pause.] Yes it was an interesting experience, and I felt that being raised in a group atmosphere would be good for my children because we wanted children and I didn’t want them to feel… I thought they’d find it difficult having a disabled parent, in the outside community,
Aha.

so I thought it would be easier for them in groups where their friends would be familiar with me and know me and not bully them in any way for having a parent who was different.

Right, and now that they’re grown up, have they said anything to you about how they felt about that experience?

Well, no but I’m sure I said this to you too: a few months ago I heard a programme on the radio about parents who were carrying recessive genes, as to whether they would decide to have children or not, so then I thought, ‘Well why don’t I make a programme about what it’s like to have a parent with disability?’ So I approached the first of my sons, the middle one, Adam, and I threw this suggestion at him, and he said, ‘What’s so different about you? I think that’s a stupid idea. [Interviewer laughs.]  Everybody has some kind of disability, so I don’t see the point of it.’

So [talking together] for him it hadn’t been an issue at all.

So that [laughing] hit the idea,
Yeah?

 knocked it for six.

And did you check with your other children or you just
No, I didn’t bother.

left it at that?
But with the youngest child, my son, unfortunately I think his partner has a problem with it.

Aha?

A great problem which, well, I believe girls often take sons away and I think she has.  I mean, he and I used to [be] very close but she’s a very jealous person and wants him completely for herself, and I think she has problems with my disability. I don’t think he even noticed it before she came along. And also their usual problems, nothing to do with disability, in the fact that her own parents were divorced, and her mother walked out and she’s very attached to her father, and I think she’s transferring her feelings for her mother to me.

Aha.

But according to my other sons, she’s a very [laughing] difficult person anyway.

And where do they live?

They live in Israel also.

Oh in Israel. Are all of your family in Israel?

Yes, all of them, yes.
And are they still in the kibbutz?

No, unfortunately, no. The last one has left. I mean they haven’t always lived, you know, in Israel. The eldest one went to Brazil for about a year and worked as a security guard for the richest man in 

Ooh.

Brazil, and then he travelled for some time round South America afterwards, but thank God he came back safely. And then Adam, the middle one, came to England, no, went to South Africa for a year to just tour round and worked and, you know, with a friend of his and they had a super time and cos they also went to the Protectorates, etc., where he ran a back-packers’ hostel for some months. And then he also came to England for a year, and worked teaching physical activities to all sorts of people including children with special needs, and now he’s back in Israel: he teaches wall climbing, and is a manager of an activity centre.  

Aha.

And the youngest one, Nimrod, he qualified as a physiotherapist in the summer, and is going on to do his masters, but also works for a football team as a physiotherapist.

[Laughs.] Good job.

Mm.

[End of Tape 3, Side A.]

[Side B.]
So, can you say what effects having children, made for you? You said you and your husband decided you wanted to have children and the kibbutz seemed more supportive?
Well, within did my first 13 months in the kibbutz I guess I had undergone about four or five things which are supposed to trigger nervous breakdowns! [Laughs.]
[Laughing.] Like what?

(Well, they say they can). Change of culture, change of country, a father dying, marriage, birth of first child, you know. [Interviewer laughs.] All came within the first 13 months, and my eldest son was born end of April, when it was just getting hot.

What year was that?

’71, and I think I found it difficult to realise that he was actually my child at first because I had been so used to taking newborn or very young babies from unmarried mothers and placing them for adoption, because I had been a county Adoptions Officer, that I think I found it a bit difficult to realise this was actually my child at first. And then the heat and the actual physical conditions in the kibbutz didn’t help, and I know I felt extremely tired, and one had to return to work after six weeks, which was hard for me, although one only worked four hours a day to begin with it was still hard. I remember, it was only when he was about six or eight weeks, I suddenly realised that I was [laughing] looking forward to seeing him when I was coming into the children’s house to give him a 10 o’clock feed. You know, up to then it had been such hard, [laughing] exhausting work that I didn’t naturally feel I was looking forward to seeing him at all. And the babies at that time went straight into the baby house as soon as you came home from hospital, and then there was a bell in your own house that they rang if the baby woke up and needed a feed or something,
Right.

which was awful, it was really horrible. And the person in charge of the baby house was an old dragon, and she was Hungarian with no particular qualifications, I don’t think. In that first year they were still clinging on to the belief that the children must not be taken out of the kibbutz in case of infection. We were in the Middle East, and God knows what they’d pick up, and I suppose in the early days there was some truth in this because malaria was rife and all that kind of thing, 

[Talking together.] Right.

but by the 1970s it was a load of rubbish. I wanted to go out with Joely, go out in the car somewhere and get out, and I can still hear this woman say, when Peter asked her if we could [laughing] take the baby, ‘How’, and she kind of exploded, ‘Why? What do you think you’re doing?’ And that was pretty ghastly, so I think I was a pretty tense first mother, and I often wondered, in his later childhood, whether I had affected him at all, but thank God he seems to be a pretty [both laugh] well-adjusted adult.  And by the time Adam came along, 22 months later, I said, ‘No way is he going to go in the baby house, he is going to sleep at home at night,’ and this was the first time anyone had said that and I must say Peter did stick by me, but life wasn’t very easy and we were threatened with expulsion and [laughing] all that.
Wow.  

But...
So there were a lot of rules and regulations you had to [talking together] follow, with the support?
Oh yes, well it wasn’t rules and regulations, cos there’s no ‘Mr Kibbutz’ as the big boss, 
Right.

but it was just accepted, you know?
Uh huh.

These were the practices of the kibbutz. And I said, ‘No way,’ so Adam slept at home until he was over a year old but he went to the baby house in the daytime, and I worked, of course, you know. I’ve always found the heat exhausting, and I was working outside and probably doing physical work that was actually beyond my true capability, and it was a really hard life, and I guess that’s why I look such an old bag  [both laugh] because it was hard. Anyway the children are reared in small groups of six children, and they do every thing together: they eat, sleep, sit on the pot and all [both laugh] sit together and they each have a kind of nursemaid and an educator, and then when they’re about four they join with another group of six and form a kindergarten, and they go on. And then at six, they used to then begin school, and each house would have its own teacher, and when they were 13 they would go to the high school which we shared with two other kibbutzim, about eight kilometres away, and they’d live in the high school and come home to see their parents in the afternoon. And, for most children, it was absolute heaven, [interviewer laughs] cos teenagers don’t want to live with their parents.
Right.

There were no adults on site, they just lived in group houses and they were absolutely autonomous, and, you know, if they stayed up all night making a row, well, that was their look-out if they couldn’t do their lessons the next day. But generally, you know, with peer pressure, people kind of toed the line and it was said that kibbutz children were far more grown-up and responsible than their equivalent in the non-kibbutz society.  
Right.

And then when they’re 18 or 19 they go off to the army.

Ah. So all of your children had to do that?

Oh yes.

How long is it for? Is it three years?

Three years, and four if you’re an officer.

And how old were your children when you actually decided to leave Israel?
Well, I didn’t actually decide to leave for good. I felt my brain was kind of stultifying so I wanted to do a masters degree cos I felt if I had better academic qualifications, I might find a job that was more suited to my qualifications outside, but I thought I needed a masters degree. So I made all sorts of enquiries etc., and I actually was accepted by quite a famous school of social work in New York, whereby you could do part of the course in Israel, and about eight weeks in the summer in New York, and then get a masters degree. Of course, one has no money at all in the kibbutz, except pocket money, so I went to the treasurer of the kibbutz and asked for financial help, and he said I wasn’t worth it so, you know, that was...
And what did he mean by that?

Well, it wasn’t worth spending that kind of money on me, [talking together] so it made me very angry.

Did he say why, specifically?

Well, he said any money they had they would spend on younger people, 
[Talking together.] Oh right.

certainly not on me: I wasn’t worth it. 

Right. [Talking together: Jill inaudible.] So it was your age and the fact that you were a woman, more than disability?
Well, and the fact that I had a disability. In fact I had got funding from the English Jewish Agency on condition the kibbutz matched the funding; and he said, ‘No,’ he couldn’t do it, and this made me very angry.
Mm.

And so then I started looking for ways of doing a masters degree in England for a year, and there were three places in England where I could have gone, but because I had been out of the country 
Mm.

for more than five years,

Right.

it meant they wanted to charge me double fees 
[Talking together.] Right.

as a foreign student, which was absolutely prohibitive. So I found that there was a part-time masters degree going in Bristol, and I thought if I could get a job to support myself, then I would do this part-time masters. And, in order to qualify I had to, well, study hard and produce some essays, etc., and in order to study I needed access to a university library [sound of knocking], and in order to get the [both laugh] fifty-dollar subscription fee or membership fee, I gave up drinking coffee for a year, to save the money. [Both laugh.] Anyway, I studied and studied and I often studied when I was on night duty, you know, I got in the kibbutz because, in those days when the children were sleeping in children’s houses, two women had to be on duty listening to the alarms, etc., so sometimes you had some quiet times when you could study. Anyway, I wrote the essays and Peter Townsend (who was quite a famous professor in Bristol) accepted them, and I got on the masters course, and I came over here, intending to go back at the end of the year, when I qualified, but it took me longer than one year working full-time and studying, so the year stretched out and I never did go back to join the kibbutz. Of course I go back quite regularly and I hope I have a meaningful position in my children’s lives but -
What work were you doing? You said you started part-time and then went full time?

No, no I remained studying part-time. I first worked in Knowle West: that’s a city ghetto in Bristol with very… and I was working for the – [it] doesn’t exist any more – a kind of government scheme, whereby you’re trying to teach young people how to work. And we were placed in a place over in Norwest and doing an access survey of the whole of Bristol, and I had about 10 or 12 young people doing it with me, but it was slow-going and a lot of them weren’t very motivated. But anyway, after four or five months I then managed to get work as a social worker, which was pretty good because, having been out of social work for quite some time,

Mm.

it was hard, but then I got work for Berkshire County Council, so I went to live in Newbury, no, in Hungerford and I was working as a social worker in Newbury, but coming back to Bristol one day a week to do my degree. Anyway, at the end of six months, I knew I could never afford anywhere to live in Berkshire, everything was far too expensive and they’re very straight down the line and Conservative, and at the end of six months I had to get out of the accommodation I had, and then I had applied for a job in Bristol, with Avon County Council. And by luck I got it, so I came back here
Mm hmm.

to live, and moved into lodgings in Clifton, worked, and then I got a small place (kind of maisonette place) in Westbury-on-Trym, the council gave me, which was pretty hellish cos it wasn’t really converted properly, and you had to share a bathroom and things like that. And I had a drunk living underneath me, and she made my life hell: but in the end I found someone to buy a house with in Southmead [north Bristol], which is another hell hole and [laughing] as I had never lived on a council estate before, I didn’t know what I was letting myself in for – anywhere else the house might have been quite nice and the garden, but not there. And I was going on studying and writing my thesis, etc, and while I was there I was burgled and they took the computer, and all the tapes of my thesis went out of the window.

Oh! Oh no!

Yes. So I had to start all over again, and I couldn’t face doing the same subject so I did something else. [Interviewer laughs.] So all in all it took me five years to get the [talking together] masters degree.
To do your one year! [Laughs.] And at what point in this did you get involved with the disability movement, as they say?

Well I don’t know. I don’t remember how, but it must have been very soon after I came to Bristol to live. Very soon. But I can’t remember where I’d seen the notice, or how.

Can you remember what drew you to it [talking together] at this point in time, whereas you hadn’t felt like being involved before?

Well I guess the feeling of solidarity.

Right. So was there a change in the way England was after you came back, that there was more [talking together] of that kind of thing around?

Well yes, in fact England seemed to have gone back instead of forward, because I suppose the big thing was there was more unemployment, and that made a terrific difference, because when I had been at school and working in social work before I went, one just took it for granted that people would be working after they left school.
Mm.

And I remember when I came back and I was working in Berkshire and I went round a special school and I said to the teacher about work and, you know, qualifications and she actually said to me, ‘Well we don’t really educate them to work,’

Mm hm.

and to me that was, you know, a real regression from 
[Talking together.] Right.

what I had known, up to 1970. But as for how I got into the movement I really don’t remember, but I was quite active and I went to regular meetings. I was on several committees, etc.  
Mm hmm.

It was really good because it made one realise that one did have rights, and if they were infringed, one should stand up for them, not try and merge into the background and pretend, you know, you weren’t any different from anyone else.  
Mm hmm.

Anyway, I’m tired of talking.

OK. 
[End of Recording]
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