Merle Davies 

Tape 2

Merle for Speaking For Ourselves. [Sound of pages being turned.] I’d like to talk about work and volunteering today. I’m thinking more broadly about any activities which helped you or helped others. It could be voluntary work, work at home – paid or voluntary OK? So Merle, what advice were you given about work?

[Pause.] When I was initially offered a job in the Spastics Society, as it was then…

Yeah.

I was told that I’d be doing the typing. 

Yes. [Whispers.] It’s all right, carry on. [Aloud.] Typing?

And some shorthand.

Yeah.

And the office was one in the Euston Road, which was Alpha [inaudible] and my office was Alpha, with two flights of stairs and I began working there in a, it was like a warehouse.

Right.

And there I was in that room alone and there were two or more experienced secretaries in the next room. I was given some very basic work to do but it did include some shorthand. 

Right.

And I really don’t know how I had the nerve [interviewer laughs] to say that I was a shorthand typist and I found it very difficult deciphering my shorthand. And looking back I think I produced very little [interviewer laughs] you know, in the day.

Yeah.

And I think it was probably about seven letters per day, whereas a good secretary would probably reel off a lot more. Anyway, they put up with me and I continued in that job for some time.  

Right.

The buildings like, I think I was basically equipped to do the work.

Yeah. By who then?

Well, I’d had some [coughs] I’d had some tuition in shorthand and typing at school…

Right.

But it was barely… insufficient to do what I consider now to be a competent job.  

Yes. [Talking together.] And…  

But as I said, they did allow me to continue, whereas if I was in charge, you know, in charge of the situation at that time, [laughs] I think I would have asked the person to leave, so they were fairly tolerant.

Who were your employers then?

At that time there were three key people in a room below and… two [?] of employment and I worked for the careers officer.

Mmm. You worked for the careers officer?
[Inaudible.]

Right yeah. So you feel you had sufficient training?

I felt I hadn’t, I didn’t have sufficient training.

You didn’t?

No.  

You but [talking together] they…

No, I stumbled along really.  

Was it supported employment then?

Well, I think they tried their best really to keep me going in the job. 

Yes.

And I obviously improved in time.

Yes.

But I don’t know how I had the nerve at the time to say that I was a shorthand typist.  

So did you look for that job? Did you find that job?

It was offered to me by a person called Margaret Morgan who became the head of the employment service and eventually the controller of the centre at the trust where… [?].

Right, OK. So how did you find that opportunity then?

She had interviewed me at school.

Right, OK.

As an employment officer, so when I left school I was at home with my family in Wales and I had a letter to say that I could go to her for an interview.

Right.

And I was offered this job in London.

So employers came into your school then?

The employment officer yes, that time she must have been the careers officer.

Yes.

And she used to come into the school and interview potential school leavers.

Right, OK. So was that the only opportunity when you left education or…?

[Coughs.] I was also offered a job as a housemother at a school in South Wales for children with cerebral palsy but at the same time as I was offered a job in London and the London job appealed to me more.

Right, OK. What would you have had to do in the housemother job then?

Generally look after the children, you know. It was a carer. The job of a housemother was a caring job, you know.

Yeah, OK. So do you remember what you wanted to do when you left education?

I just snatched every opportunity.

Yeah.

That was offered to me, which at that time was a limited opportunity/opportunities.  

Mmm, yes. What were you good at then, do you think? Snatching every opportunity?

Well, I saw that my training had been in shorthand and typing.

Yes.

And that was the limit of my ideal as it were.

Yes OK, yeah. But you think you weren’t so good at it?  

No, well I mean, no I think I was a disaster actually but that could be my attitude towards it. And my memory of what I was able to cope with at that time.

Right, OK. What…?

But again we weren’t paid all that much. 

No.

So I don’t think I earned too much at that time.

Mmm. What work were you involved in during the first few years after education?

Mainly shorthand and typing and working for careers officers and show… I think I advanced to the social work department and I just did the letters for the social worker.

Shorthand and typing? Mmm. How would you describe any major changes in your work? Did you stay in shorthand and typing or…?  

For some time I worked on a home workers’ scheme, where we kept in touch with people at home who made jewellery and it was mainly arranging to send them kits for the jewellery making.

Right. 

And [?] they received their cheques.

Yes.

For the work that they had completed.  

Yes.

That was a small group of people, we also had someone who, when the jewellery came back, [coughs] would check the jewellery.

Yes.

You know but I did all the letters and sending out the kits and… 

Yes.

And seeing that they had their remuneration for doing it.

The money, was that?

Yes.

The payment for the…?

The payment.

OK yeah. So how do you think your impairment affected you in your work?

Oh, very much so because my writing was not good. My shorthand used to cause me headaches.

Mmm. Why do you think that was?

It was to do with my manual ability or…

Lack of it.

Lack. Of disability.

Yes.

You know as I said to you before, I never… [?]

Yes, OK. What was the reaction of other people to you at work?

I remember in the early days I was always getting into trouble.  

Yeah.

For not producing work up to their expectations.  

Oh, yeah.

And I now realise that I was in the wrong job.

Mmm. Yeah, so?

I mean I began to… achieve more work-wise when Margaret Morgan – that’s the same lady who interviewed me at school – she gave me the job as holiday adviser.

Yeah.

And that’s when I began to really get interested in… 

Yeah.

In the work I was doing. And it entailed finding out as much about holidays for disabled people…

Yeah.

On their own [?]. At that time the Spastics Society had holiday centres for those who needed help – obviously the more seriously handicapped who wanted to go on holiday that needed a personal help. We had several holiday hotels and people would contact me and I would contact in turn the centres and see if they had a vacancy. It was rather like a sorting out bank [clearing house?].  

Right.

You know.

Right, OK.

And I felt that when I was offered that job they were really beginning to recognise what I was capable of doing.

Of finding holidays…

Yes.

For disabled people?

Yes.

Right. What are your best memories at work?

I think the job I enjoyed the most was one that didn’t last all that long. It was at that time when Care in the Community was beginning to be planned and the residential centres of the Society were closing down. And I was part of a team that went around to centres or organising courses, preparing people – some of whom were actually in the centres for most of their adult lives. 

You

Preparing them to come out of the centre and live in the community.  

Oh, right.

I mean, mostly they were coming out and going into flats.

Yeah.

Which had been purchased by the Society. Some were going there and becoming completely independent and being more integrated in… for instance, a warden- controlled property.

Right.

And we went around, as I said, organising courses and part of it was [?] and finding out what their expectations were.

Yeah.

And generally preparing people to live in a mixed community.  

Right.

And I would travel up as far as Chester.

Great.

Or down in the West Country. I would travel all over the place.

Did you?

And this was a job I…

Did you interview?

I really enjoyed.

Did you interview then?

I know that it was hotels, when they decided to regionalise Care in the Community team, so I lost, you know, unfortunately I lost that job.

So you worked for the Care in the Community team?

Mmm, yes. I was part of the Care in the Community team.

Was that for people with cerebral palsy or…?

Mainly with cerebral palsy because they were mainly residents in our centres.

Oh, right. Not mentally ill people then?

Oh no, they… mainly people with cerebral palsy.  

Right, OK.

You see many of them had been instit… 

[Talking together.] Institutionalised.

Institutionalised ever since they… They went from residential school to residential centres. 

Yes.

And some of them had no idea what life in the community was like.

Right.

And many of them were fearful.

Yes, OK.

Because that’s all they knew.

Yes.

You know.

Yes. So you did an important job for them?

Well, I hope we did an important job, yes.

Mmm. What was your experience of the Green Card registered disabled quota system for employing disabled people?

I never bothered with it really.

Right.  

I think I had one temporarily but I never found the need for one.

I think they’re sort of saying, what I mean is did that help you? Do you have experience of that kind of policy helping you to gain employment? The fact that…?

Because I was stuck with the Spastics Society – now Scope – I’ve never really asked for a green card because they knew me.

Mmm, yeah.

And so…

So it…

And there was never really the need for a green card.

It didn’t help you?

No.

It didn’t affect you?

No, had I reached further afield.

Yes. Had you tried to integrate into a non-disabled…?

Organisation? Yes.

Yes.

Yes, I think maybe I would have needed one then. 

Yes. [Merle coughs.] Did you socialise with people at work? What opportunities…?
Oh yes. Yes, I mean there were not many people with disabilities employed by The Spastics Society. It’s only in later years that they have employed more; they’ve given more opportunities to…

So, they didn’t employ disabled people at first, is that…?

Not many.

Why do you think that was? 

I think it has been in past very autocratic organisation and they were doing things for disabled people. 

[Talking together.] Oh right.

Rather than [coughs] encouraging people with disabilities to…

Mmm, yes.

Employing disabled people…

Yes.

Became an evolution.  

Yes, OK.

I tell you, there was a man called Bill Hargreaves who most people…

Heard of.

Have heard of. He was a kind of model for people with disabilities. Now he always had a jolly good job in the employment service. He was [coughs] quite high-up in the… and later on he became the head of holidays for… He organised people to go to centres, he was arranging, he was taking groups of people abroad.

Mmm.

And I forget what his title was but he was really the head of holidays over [inaudible]. I can’t recall the head but he instigated holidays abroad.

Right.

For people with disabilities

Right.

You know, whereas my job was mainly clerical and finding work for people with disabilities in this country.

Finding the work? Finding…?  

Finding placements for disabled people.  

Employment?

No, in our holiday centres.

Oh, right.

Where Bill was, he involved with a larger network of holiday provision.

Mmm. What memories do you have of job interviews?

I didn’t have many.

Yeah.

Except when I was, [sound of pages being turned] except when I was offered different placements within the Society.

Ah ha!

I never had an outside interview.

Oh, right yeah. What help and advice did you receive about your work? [Loud paper rustling.]

[Pause.] Well, thinking back, I think very little.

Mmm.

Very little. Today there would be, I think there would be probably more help and…  

[Sound of drinking something.] What training was available to you?

In the very early days they took me to Swansea on a course for people who had just started work. My memory of it recalls that I had a great time on [laughing] that weekend.

Oh.

And it was very helpful but I can’t recall the content of the course. Later on I was sent on a few more courses in counselling. 

Yeah. How did you feel about your work?

Sometimes [laughing] very bored.   

Is that…?

Because when I was given these Excel [?] things, you know, these Excel things, you… like Care in the Community… And even now, even the job of the holiday adviser I found quite interesting but at that time, as I said, I would have loved to have gone on with working with the community, with Care in the Community but you know, the Society was always changing their policies and their…

Why do you think that was stopped then? Why were they changing their policies?

You would have to ask them. [Laughs.]

Mmm. 

They obviously felt that the Care in the Community teams would be more efficient in the… as they were regionalising other aspects of their work and they obviously felt that it is better to have regional Care in the Community teams. After that, I was offered a job in – this is in the latter part of my life with the Society – I was offered a job in the Advisory Assessment Service. And my task there was to analyse forms that came back after people had their assessments. And I would have analysed this form and placed them into their statistics and do a three-monthly report on what was going on in the department.  

Right.

You see that again was mainly administrative work.  

Right.

Not so exciting as going around the country.

No. What were your feelings about work at different times in your life? How do you feel?

I suppose I didn’t [did?] have enough support.

Yes.

But I… didn’t have the right equipment when I consider what is available today.

Yes.

You know, in a way. It was only in the latter time that I started using a computer.

Yes.

Because my hands were not the optimum.

Yes.

Manually, it was sometimes very difficult to hold a phone and to make notes. Now this morning we’ve been talking to someone…

Yes.

Who, without picking up a phone... 

Yes.

But that is not the fault of the Society entirely because it’s only in later years that this equipment has come into being.

Mmm. So did that affect how you felt about your work a lot then, do you think?

Yes, it is very difficult to go into filing cabinets from a wheelchair.

Yes.

Perspective. It was very difficult to take down telephone messages while holding the phone.

Right yeah.

Had they arranged for someone to come in and help me equip my office, so that it suited my physical needs, I think they would have had far more potential out of me.

But they didn’t do that?

But they didn’t do that and…

Do you blame them for that?

Well yes, I do really. Yes.

Yeah. Why do you think they didn’t do that? 

That’s a very difficult question. [Pause.] I think they expected you to organise your own work and I think mainly it was a lack of insight.

Yes, by the Spastics Society?

That’s right.

Who should have had insight?

No.

Really.

I don’t think they gave enough emotional or physical support to their disabled employees.  

Was that because they were autocratic, too autocratic? [Loud drinking.]

Maybe autocratic is a strong word, a very strong word and…

They were…
As I said, life evolves doesn’t it?

Yes.

And today…

They were well meaning but not very…

Not very helpful.

Yes.  

You know.  

Mmm. So…

I think they expected you to live up to the standard of the non-disabled employees.

Really?

Yes.

Really?

But without giving it the necessary support. That may sound hard but that’s my memory.

Yes.

Of it and I don’t think they always gave you the right jobs. I think if they had used their imagination more and I mean Margaret Morgan, though she was a very kind of matriarchal, she did give me the… I owe it to her that she gave me the initial opportunity to work. She gave me the job as the Holiday Adviser but again for instance, if you were a little late…

Yes.

I mean as you know people with disabilities need more time.

Yes.

To get themselves together.

Yes.

But if you were a bit late you’d have to pass Margaret Morgan’s office and she would be looking over. [Merle laughs.] As I said, she was very kind in her own way but very kind of matriarchal.

Did she have a…

And if I was late, you know, that was looked down on very… it didn’t matter whether I would stay late at night.

Mmm. Oh?

And make up for it; they wanted you there at a quarter past nine.

Oh. [Laughs.]

And if you weren’t there, you were in trouble.

Mmm, yeah. Did Margaret…?

I don’t know whether that has changed.

Did Margaret Morgan have a disability then?

No, no she didn’t.

[Laughing.] No.

No, I think they lacked insight into the physical problems that you might have to face to get to work and they weren’t compromising and you know, ‘cos I often stayed on half an hour late at night and that didn’t go down well with them at all.

Really? [Talking together.] So...

[Coughs.] I remember getting into trouble.

[End of Side A.]
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