Merle Davies

Tape 1 


Miriam talking to Merle Davies.

12 January.

12 January. I’m talking to Merle Davies for the [sounds of movement in background] Speaking for Ourselves project. I’m hoping that we can get some detail about Merle’s life. So where I’d like to start Merle is when and where were you born.

I was born in South Wales on 14 November 1936.

Oh, wow!

Yes. 

Yeah. What are your names and why were they chosen?

My first name is Merle and it is chosen because my mother was reading a book and the heroine’s name was Merle.

Oh. 

Just before I was born.

Oh, wow!

And of course at that time Merle Oberon…

Oh, right.

The film star was very popular.

Right, great.

Yes.

How old were your parents when you were born?  

Both my parents were 23 when I was born.

They were young.

Well, the people did get… 

[Talking together.] Yes.

Married early in those days.

Yes, absolutely. What early memories do you have of your mother?

[Pause.] My earliest memories I suppose, was about three, when we lived in Harlesden in London. And it was the time of the War. The War was on and I used to go… [?]. I remember cuddling up to my mother when there was an air raid in London. 

Mmm.

Yes.

How interesting. And what memories do you have of your father?

I suppose it was when I was a bit older, a year older, when he used to carry me on his shoulders.

Oh, right.

And that is a prominent memory.

Of your father?

Of my father, yes.

Oh right. So he was affectionate?

Oh yes.  

Oh, that’s great. Can you tell me about your father’s work? 

My father was a foreman, scaffolder. I don’t know whether you’ve [a knocking sound] seen these big cooling towers [voice in background] that were everywhere, which generated electricity.

Oh right.

And power… [?]. You see them more in the North of England.  

Right.

And he used to go on the construction side of the cooling towers.

Right, yes.

Yes.

OK.

Yes.

Oh, that sounds good. Was it a dangerous…?

Oh yes because they had to go up scaffolding, you know, to…

Yes, sounds...

Quite a height.

It sounds very dangerous. Did your mother work?

No, my mother didn’t work at that time.  

At any time?

She worked before I was born but not after I was born.

What did she do then?

When she was a young girl she was in service in Brighton.

Oh?

Yes.

Like [laughing] Upstairs Downstairs.  

Like Upstairs Downstairs and she was definitely downstairs. [Both women laugh.]  

Right. Shall we just test it to see if it’s worked? [Break in recording.] OK Merle, we’re starting the interview again and we’re talking about birth issues. Now, what do you know about your birth?

I was a home birth and I was told that I didn’t breathe for quite a few minutes.

Breathe?

And because it was a home birth and they didn’t have up-to-date equipment in those days…

No.

There was no oxygen on hand and my aunt had to go [laughing] down to the road and get some oxygen there.

Wow!

You know, she had instructions from the midwife to go and get the oxygen.

Wow!  

So probably during that time brain damage occurred.

Yes.  

Yes.

Oh, how awful.

So I think that’s why I had cerebral palsy.

So does that mean there’s less people with cerebral palsy now? I don’t know.

I can’t guarantee that because babies who are born… 

Always yeah and they have difficult births.

In hospital are still being born with cerebral palsy.

Yes.

But I think I would have had a better chance…

Today.

Had I been born in hospital.

Yes. Oh, it was a home birth?


It was a home birth.

Oh right, your mother didn’t want to go to hospital?


Well, I think in those days, a lot of…

Women didn’t.

Women had home births,

Oh, yes.

You know because these days, if they have home birth, equipment is normally on hand, you know…

Right. Yes.

And there are emergency services…

Yes.

Available, which were [knocking sound] not available in those days. 

So right, I think we’ve already talked about this but how did your parents discover that you had cerebral palsy?  

Well, I think it was my grandmother who first noticed. She said, ‘That baby’s feet [laughing] are not right.’

Right. Feet?

Feet are not right…  

Oh right.

But they didn’t discover my disability until I was about 18 months when I started to attempt to walk…  

Oh, wow!

And I kept on falling down and so then they started to have an inkling that there was something wrong.

Wow!  

Mmm.

So they didn’t realise you would get it because of the oxygen?

No, no. [Talking together.] No.

Because you… it was a slow process?

No, as a baby they had no idea that there was something wrong but my grandmother being a wise old [interviewer laughs] soul said, ‘There’s something wrong with that baby’s feet.’  

Ah!

And when I started to walk, attempt to walk, well her suspicions were confirmed.

Oh right. You couldn’t walk?

I did walk, funny enough and I did walk at quite an early age. 

Wow! Even though you…?

On… [?]. Since then many children with cerebral palsy have [?] walking ability but I did walk, however unsteadily.

Right. Do you know what medical advice your parents were given?

Yes, my mother told me she took me to a doctor, told him that I was falling down, 

Yes.

And all he could say to her was, ‘When she falls down, fall down with her’ [laughs] ‘and show her how to get up.’

Wow.

But I don’t know whether they used the words cerebral palsy at that time [knocking] though he must have known there was something neurological wrong with me. But I don’t know whether, I can't remember whether he actually named a diagnosis.

Mmm. OK, so what language was used to describe your disability? Sounds like…

Oh, English. 

But you said he referred to ‘falling down’?

Yes, well, I can’t recall my mother saying that he used any terminology like cerebral palsy or in those days they used the word spastic.  

Yes, they did.

But I can't recall her saying that.

Right, do you remember seeing doctors?

Yes, I do.  

Yes? What was that like?

At the age of eight I went into hospital and they lengthened the sinews at the back of my ankle because I was walking on my toes.  

Oh. They looked at the sinews?

They lengthened my sinews, they loosened my sinews.

Oh right.

So that my heel wouldn’t…

Oh how interesting.

Touch the ground.

Yeah, oh that’s amazing.

And so I had my first orthopaedic…

[Talking together.] Operation.

Operation at the age of eight.  

Wow! So quite young then. So is that how cerebral palsy affected you when you were young.  

Yeah, I walked rather… [Sounds like fortunately.]

Rather?

Fort [Merle burps] like, fortunately. Yes, I did walk but very unstable.  

Oh, right.

I was very unstable and I walked on my toes.

Oh right, yeah. So when did you first realise that you had cerebral palsy?

Oh well, I knew I was different from other children. I integrated well with other children and some of them were very supportive. Others took the Mickey [laughs] but mainly they were quite supportive.  

Great.

And we lived in a small village, so I went out to play with other children and… 

Oh yes.

You know, I did. Yes, I went out, I played [sound of car alarm in background] and we used to go across fields and we used to go swimming and so I integrated quite well.

Mmm. Do you remember what the reaction was of your parents to you having been diagnosed with cerebral palsy?

I think my mother accepted it more than my father.  

Yes.

My father desperately wanted to find some kind of a solution.

Yes.

And I think he found it a lot more difficult…

Yes.

To accept.

Yes. [Paper rustling.]  

And my mother was a… my mother did accept my disability.

Right.

And was a very… but funnily enough she wasn’t over-protective.

[Talking together.] Right.

She allowed me in my own space. 

[Talking together.] Right, that’s good.

And allowed me to move around. She had quite a sensible attitude towards my disability. 

And your neighbours and friends, how did they react?

Well, they treated me [laughs] the same as any other children in the village.  

Right.

Yes. [Talking together.]

Right, that’s good.

I can’t recall having any problems with neighbours [talking together] or anything.

Oh wow, yeah. Now, I wondered if we could talk about your parents a bit more? What memories do you have of being looked after at home by your mother or father?

My father was away a great deal because he travelled around the North of England a lot on his work. My mother and I sometimes joined him but periodically went back there to my grandmother in the village.

Right.

So it meant at that time I was going from school to school…

Oh.

And sometimes never more than about six months – six months in one school.

Oh yeah, how were you expected to behave towards your parents?  

[Pause.] Oh that’s a difficult one.

It’s a difficult question I think.

Yes. I mean I think in those days we had much more respect for our parents.

Yes.

And no, I had a loving upbringing.

Good, yes.

They were quite strong on discipline.

Yes. That was what I was gonna ask you about. What they considered important, your parents like manners, ways of speaking. 

[Talking together.] Well my mother…

Treatment of others, tidiness, punctuality, discipline?

Manners are very important.

Yeah.

You know and punctuality. [Laughs.] It’s not my strong point now, so I can't remember. [Both laugh.]

Tidiness?

We were expected to be tidy. Good, clean and tidy.

Right.

And in the small village where I was brought up, respectability was very important.  

Yes, what was discipline like then at home?

It was quite important. I mean for instance, I had to be in at a certain time if I’d been out. I had to go bed at a certain time, even though my cousins were still out [loud rustling noise] playing.

So you were treated differently?

Yeah, oh yes. [Knocking noise.] I can remember being called in to go to bed and I would say, ‘Oh they’re still playing outside.’ But my mother said that I needed the extra rest.  

Mmm. You didn’t feel it was unfair then?

Yeah, oh yes, I did.  

You did?

Yes, I did. I used to, [both women laugh] I thought it was very unfair.

Yes, maybe it was, I don’t know.

But I think they had good intentions.

Yes, good yeah. What was discipline like at home? Have I asked that one?

Yes.

So you got on with your mother and father, when you were young?

Yes, my mother was around much more than my father.  

Yes.

Because he kept on going away and coming back and my grandmother was an important person.

Right.

In my life because when we went back to the village we lived with my grandmother and cousin.

[Pause.] How would you celebrate happy events like birthdays or…?

Oh we always had a birthday tea.  

Right

Tea and you know, they provided… You see I was about seven when the War ended, so there wasn’t a lot of money but they always provided well for us.  

Yes.

Birthday teas and that, and every Sunday was a Sunday tea.

Right.

A Sunday tea where we all sat round a table and…

Did you have pocket money then?

I can't remember having pocket money when I was really very young.

Yes OK, so what do you think your [knocking] parents’ or grandparents’ best qualities were?  

I think love, really.  

Yes.

Love really and they, [sound of pages being turned] you know, they took good care of me.

Mmm, yeah.  

My grandmother was quite strict.

Really?

She would drive me to chapel. 

[Talking together.] Really?  

Three times on a Sunday. [Laughs.]

Wow!  

Again, I think she was more strict with me.

Really?

Than with my cousins.

Really?  

[Talking together.] Yes.

How did you feel about that? Unfair?

I’m sure I rebelled at times, you know, but looking back on it I’m very grateful for that grounding…

Oh yeah.

That she gave me in the Christian faith.

Yes.

You know.

Yes and leisure now, so how did you spend you spare time? Reading or…?

Yes, reading because we didn’t have television in those days. Listen to the radio.

Yes.

Playing out in the street, I remember playing skipping and hopscotch…

Oh yes?

In the street, and then we all… some lovely green fields around. 

Oh right.

You know, there, so we used to go on picnics.

Right. What about pets?

We didn’t have any.  

You didn’t have any.

Not until I was about 12.

Oh right and then what did you have?

Well, by then we had a house in a village about five miles away from where I was brought up and then we had a cat.  

Mmm. OK, I’d like to ask you about the end of school. What options did you take at school?

Did I?

Take options. Did you have options towards the end of school?

Towards the end of school. Well, when I was 14 I went to a training college for people with cerebral palsy, near Gravesend in Kent. And we were supposed to learn a trade and it was a horticultural college.

Oh gardening, is that?

Gardening, I was there for about three years but there was also a classroom side.

Yes.

Where we had the opportunity of catching up on the education that we’d lost.

In the craft room?  

Classroom. 

Oh, classroom.

Classroom.

Sorry.

But after three years that school closed and we were all transferred to a school that had been opened by the Spastics Society, as it was known as in those days.

Yes.

And it was termed as ‘the only secondary school for people with cerebral palsy’.

Right.

And I was there until nearly 21.

So a few years then?

A few years.

How many years would you?

I was there for about four years.

Mmm.

Four years.

Did you take exams there? 

Yes, I took three GCEs.

GCEs?  

Yes.

What were they then?

They were English language and English literature and history… 

Oh.

And I took bookkeeping, commerce and bookkeeping, which I failed. I did pass on the others.

Oh well done.

[Talking together.] Yes.

Well done. What options were available to you on leaving that school?

Well, before I left the Thomas Delarue School we had a careers officer who used to come to visit the school and when I left I had an interview with her back in Wales.

Wales?

Wales, where I lived then. 

Yes.

Because she also had a house in Wales…

Yes.

And my mother took me to her house for an interview and she offered me a job with the Spastics Society in London.  

Yes, wow!

In London, which I accepted.  

Mmm. So you didn’t do any further education then?

No, I didn’t do any.

Right.

[End of Side A.]

[Side B.]

Overall, how would you summarise your later childhood and adolescence then?

I resented being at school at such a late age. To be at school when you’re 20 is quite…

Right, yes.

[Clears throat.] Having to wear a school uniform and everything was very demeaning but looking back on it, it gave me the opportunity to catch up on education that I hadn’t had previously.  

Great, yes.

I quite enjoyed the being with other people at boarding school and as it was a special school… 

Yes.

I was given responsibilities and I probably wouldn’t have had… 

Yes.

At a school for non-handicapped people.

Did you feel you missed out on some bits of education?

I think I missed out on education but I was grateful having been educated at a normal, in quotes, school for the social side…

So?

Because I [sound of plane in distance] mixed with…

Able-bodied.

Able-bodied people.  

But you were saying you felt you missed out there?

I missed out educationally because my writing was appal… I took the 11 plus and my writing was appalling. I doubt whether the examiner understood a word of that.

Right.

Whereas when I went to boarding school we were able to type our examinations. We were able to have – if we needed it – an amanuensis.

Yes.

So, you know, we had a...

A lot of? 

A lot of facilities at… [Inaudible, interviewer speaking at same time.]

Great. Yes, so that was better.

We didn’t have when I was with able-bodied children.

Right. How would you describe your best friends at this time?

I always had best friends when I was younger, yet I didn’t miss out socially before I went to boarding school. And of course, you make new… you’re being with people in a residential situation, so there are people that I’m still in touch with now, so we have a reunion every year.  

Oh, wow!

Still, so.

From school?  

You know but I never missed out socially.

Wow, that’s great. [Pause.] So oh, I don’t know... What opportunities have been available for learning in adulthood? Have you been to any classes or courses? Have you done any courses?

Well, at school, previously at the Spastics Society, there were always courses.

Oh, right.

You know, which we… Yes, I remember being sent on a counselling [?] course.

Mmm. Oh, right.

And if ever we needed more skills in whatever job we were doing, we were sent on a course.

Right. If you could talk to yourself when you were of school age or around that time, what would you say? 

[Both women laugh.] Funny question.

No, I don’t quite know what they mean by that.

Is there advice you could give your young self maybe? Any guidance, anything you wish you’d known?

Yes, I wish I had been given information about further education.

Ah, right.

And I think I felt that I would have liked to have gone to university.

Yes.

But my mother wasn’t all that well off.

Well off?

And so I felt I had – as soon as I left school – to start working.  

Oh financial? Yes.  

My mother at that time was a single parent.

Oh, your father died then?

No. Well, he died later but he had left the family.

Oh, when you were how old?

Well, I was in my late teens but he was very much a kind of – during my teens – absent father, if you know what I mean?

I do. I really do.  

Yes. 

[Laughs.] You don’t know how much. So you’ve told me about your father’s work and your mother didn’t have any paid work [sound of pages turning] that you remember?

No.

No, what kind.

When I was in my teens she used to look after an older person and she did what we would have called ‘home help’.  

Oh right.

Home help, today.

Right, yeah.

So she did have a job like that. 

Yes. OK. [Sound of pages turning.] And what kind of work did most people do where you lived?

Well, it was a mining village.

Oh really? Oh.

Yes, so my uncle and my grandfather were miners.

Really? That’s amazing.

Yes.

So what kind of house was it that you lived in, was it rented or owned?

That one there. [Obviously points to photo of house.]

Oh, that’s a picture.

Yes.

Wow!

No, it was one of the houses be…

Behind.

It was rented.

Oh right, yes. [Pause.] OK, was religion important to your parents?

No, it was more important to my grandmother.  

Oh yes.

You know, yes and…

Oh yes.

Not necessarily… I know my own mother had a chapel upbringing but I can’t remember it being important in later years.

So your parents weren’t members of a church or chapel?

No, I think by that time – my late teens – my mother had stopped going.

How did you spend Sundays then?

Well, when I was at boarding school…

Oh, right.

We had to go to church every… 

Yeah.

Every Sunday.  

Yeah. [Laughs.] Do you think your mother and father were interested in politics?

Oh, I think they were staunch Conservative.  

[Laughing.] Really?

I didn’t have much interest. I didn’t have much importance really. I think my mother… [Turning of pages obscures dialogue.] I didn’t know my father’s views at that time but I think it was a tradition more than… because my grandmother was a st… in spite of being a working-class…

Right.

Family, my grandmother was a staunch Conservative.

Mmm. That’s amazing. [Rustling of paper.] Did you have brothers or sisters?  

Yes, I had a sister when I was 12 and a half.

Oh, right. What was her name?

Jennifer.  

Oh, right. So she was born when you were 12 and a half?

Yes but that was the determining factor [noise of movement in background] about schooling, to stop travelling with my father.

Oh right.

Because my mother felt she couldn’t drag two children around from place to place.

Yes. How did you get on with your sister then?

Well, there was a wide age gap.  

Yes.

You know and obviously I was delighted when she was born and quite protective of her but then about three years later I went to the boarding school.

Right.

So I didn’t see her all that…

Right, yes.   

All that while.

So you don’t remember a lot about her?

Early years.

Yes, when you were young, do you remember anything?


I remember her as a baby and as a toddler.

Mmm.

And of course, I would go back in the school holidays and yes but it was a difficult relationship.

Really?

As there was such an age gap.

Yes. Big age gap, so you were interested in different things?

Yes.

What early memories do you have of your grandparents then?

My grandmother was very strict. Mmm. She was in an [inaudible]. My grandfather was a bit softer.

Right.

But they were both very caring.

Yes.

And they played a prominent part in my… well, until my grandfather died. He died when I was quite young.

Oh, dear. Where did your grandparents live then?

Well, in the village where we were.  

Yes.

We lived in their house.

Oh right.

Whenever we went back. We didn’t actually have our own house. I think we had rented rooms. When we went back to the village we rented a room and then we got a house two miles away from where my grandmother lived.

Right. What were their occupations, do you remember?

My grandfather was a miner.  

[Laughs.] Oh yes and your grandmother, she was at home was she?

Yes, she was at home. She had a house to run. She had 13 children.

Wow! [Merle laughs.] Thirteen? Wow!

She didn’t rear all of them, about five of them died.  

Oh, wow! Catholic then?

Pardon?

Catholic?

Oh no, Baptist.

Oh.

Oh yeah. She took me to chapel.

Oh right yes, you said. How often did you see them then, quite a lot?

Well, we lived in their house, on and off, until I was nearly 10. And they were a very important part and my grandfather by that time had died.

Right.

‘Cos my grandmother was an important part of my upbringing.

So you were close to them then?

Yes.

Yes.  

Very.

They played a part in your upbringing.

Mmm.

Do you remember chores being done at home?  

My grandmother did all the chores. Our part was to run errands really, to go to the shops.

Right.

And you know.

That’s all you did?

Yeah, that’s all I did.

Oh right, the corner shop or…?

Yes.  

Oh.

Yes.

So you were looked after by your grandparents or were there other people?

Well, my mother was there as well.  


Mmm, yes.

My mother was around as well.

Do you remember any other relations of your father?  

Yes, my father’s [inaudible] lived about a couple of miles away, so we used to go and see them but oh, no because they didn’t play such a prominent part in my upbringing as my maternal grandmother.

Mmm. Do you have memories of your parents’ friends?

Well, when we used to occasionally join my father [knocking sound] in the North of England all the… and my mother, we lived in a pub.

Oh.

We lived in a pub.

When you joined your father?

Upstairs in a pub, my mother at times had a part-time job downstairs. Yes, I remember some of my parents’ friends. I couldn’t name them now.

Right.

So they’re not obviously indelible on my…

Yes.

Memory.

Yes. Who is the oldest person you remember as a child?

[Sound of pages being turned.] I think my paternal grandparents, they were quite elderly.  

Mmm. So… just some memory highlights? How would you describe your early childhood before you were five? Do you remember that?

[Pause.] No, I haven’t got a lot of memories before that; I was obviously well cared for.

Mmm, yeah.

And they loved me.

Yes, so any early memories you can think of?

Yes, I remember we went to Scotland and that’s where I thought I was going to start school.

Scotland?

Yes.

[Talking together.] Oh.

And we went to see a school and I remember… and the education in Scotland is so much better than anywhere that…

Oh really?

I think it still is and I remember classroom was a very attractive. 

Wow!

And the layout and everything. And I was so sorry that I didn’t spend more…

Oh.

Or we weren’t able to stay there.

Yes, that’s a shame.  

Mmm.

Do you remember your family home at that time, what it was like, the atmosphere and the appearance?

You mean my grandparents’ family home?

Yes, I expect.

It was always… it was always well run. We didn’t have a great deal of money; just what my grandmother was a local housekeeper.

Mmm.

And it was quite a happy family.

Mmm. What were the rooms like, including the furniture?

[Laughs.] Well, there was always, we parlour… 

Mmm.

No one went in it. [Interviewer laughs.] You only went into it if, for instance, if my grandmother was seeing the insurance man or [inaudible]. [Interviewer laughs.] She would see him in the parlour. [Very noisy shuffling of pages.] We had a living room and I was very well looked after. I remember my grandmother had a grate; she would do some of the cooking on the fire.

Oh, wow!

And there was a brass fender [again noisy shuffling of pages] around the grate, with a stool on it, which we used to fight to sit on.

Oh, right.

And then there was a back scullery and a bathroom and then… 

Right.

Of course, we didn’t have any fridges in those days, I mean but my grandma had a larder.

Oh yes.

Had a larder and we had a few air raids when I was there and we had to go under the stairs. The larder was under the stairs and that’s where we used to go for protection.

Yes. Oh, really? What were your favourite foods?

Oh dear! My grandmother was a good cook and she used to always buy meat and veg. And on a Sunday, traditionally we had a high tea in there with jellies and blancmanges and…

Right.

And sandwiches and you know.

Right. Lovely. What was your bedroom like?

We all had to share a bedroom.

Really?

Yes.  

Oh.

Yes and I would either have to share with my girl cousin or when my father was away with my mother. It was very kind of interchangeable, depending on who was in the house.  

Oh, right. Did you have a favourite toy?

Yes, when I was very young I had a dog on wheels [interviewer laughs] and that helped me, I’m sure it helped me to walk.

Oh, right.

Mmm.

You learnt to walk on the…

Yes.  

Balanced on the dog?

Yes. You just pushed the dog on wheels.

Oh, lovely.

And then I had a china doll that someone broke and I was terribly upset about it and so…

Mmm. Oh dear. And what about a favourite game?

Yeah, well, we used to make our own games then and it was mainly, as I said before, hopscotch and skipping and playing outside.

Mmm. Did you have favourite stories?

[Sound of pages being turned.] Yes but I remember we used to listen to the radio a great deal. And there was a thing on there at that time called Dick Barton, Special Agent and we all used to gather round it.

Mmm. Right,

And then of course, when I got a bit older, yes, my favourite stories were things like Heidi. 
Heidi?  

Yes, the little Swiss girl. And I used to love stories about boarding school.

Right, yeah. Where did you play at home then?

Mainly out on the streets.

Right.

Yeah.

There wasn’t…

Which we could because there wasn’t, at that time, much traffic.

Traffic, wow! Not many traffic.

Not much traffic.

Wow!

It isn’t like that now. 

[Talking together.] No.

When I go back, it’s…

What was the garden like?  

[Sound of pages being turned.] Well, the garden had a vegetable patch. No one was a great gardener in the family, so it tended to be a bit neglected.

Mmm, yes. [Sound of pages being turned.] Yeah. Oh yeah. So what are your feelings about home when you were young, looking back on it, I suppose?

It was a happy home.  

Mmm, that’s good. [Sound of pages being turned.] I think I’ve asked a lot of this stuff now. Are you tired yet Merle?  

Oh, no. How much… is there a lot more?

[Still sorting papers.] I’ve asked a lot.   

About my childhood.

Shall we stop it? 

[End of recording.] 
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