Merle Davies

Tape 4 


I’m not sure whether my levels are working but there we go. There is some reason… OK. Well anyway, we’ll just carry on. I wondered if you’ve been on holiday Merle, haven’t you, recently?

I’ve been on a cruise.

Yeah.

Yeah, around the Baltic ports.

And how was that Merle?

Fantastic. 

Great.

I recommend a cruise for anyone who has a disability because everything is on the ship that you require. The only problem was when we reached some of the ports we weren’t able to go on the best tours because they didn’t have any chair lifts. But there was a bonus in that, when you got to St. Petersburg, Saga – the company – arranged an adapted minibus with a guide, so we were able to go right into St. Petersburg and all that and all around the city, you know.

Wow!

I mean it was fantastic. I mentioned Russia was the least… I had the least hope [?] in my heart [holidays?] that something would happen in my Russia. But they did have an adapted minibus.  

Great. So even Russia is getting accessible.

Yes and [inaudible] [laughs] was the least help that I had and there it was, an adapted minibus that took five of us around the city because the port was about six miles from the city.  

Wow! And what was the weather like then?


Sunny but chilly. Chilly but St. Petersburg is so glorious. Lovely, lovely buildings and…

The architecture and…  

The architecture.

I went there when I was at school. 

Did you, oh really? And what was so lovely was that we had a young girl who was a Russian guide and she, well, she really knew the history.

Oh, that’s excellent, yes. I was gonna ask you about your friendship, the sort of friendships you have.

Oh.

Or have they changed over the years?

I have long-term friendships that I’ve known since my twenties and thirties but obviously, you know, some you become out of touch with them and you make new friends.

Right.  

And so I’m not lacking in friends at all.

Great. 

At all and I have a full social life.

Yeah?

The only problem is, as you get older, your mobility becomes less and you’re not able to do quite so much. I can't help comparing myself when I was in my thirties, when I worked for Scope and organised a sponsored walk in Epping Forest. And that took a lot of organisation and a lot of mobility was required but I don’t think I could do that now. 

You didn’t go on the sponsored walk then?  

Oh well, I had to keep on meeting them at certain points.

Oh, right.

You know and see that they were doing the walk properly but that was part of my job as the social secretary of the 62 Club.  

Right.

I think I’ve talked about the 62 Club before, haven’t I?

The 62 Club?

Yes. Or have I not?

I can’t remember.

Well, needless to say, it was set up in 1962 and was a social club for people with disabilities.  

I don’t think you have talked about that.

No and at one time, probably there’s a gap in the information I gave you. And yes, I’d become the secretary of the social club and we used to meet once a fortnight in the headquarters of the then Spastics Society. And we had socials, we had games; something different every week. The only thing, the only problem was, I wasn’t a good delegator and so every fortnight I’d be shopping on the Saturday for food for that evening. Really I should have said, ‘It’s your turn.’

Oh right.

I really wasn’t a good delegator, you know.

Yeah… So you mixed with people of different disabilities would you say?  

Well, it was mainly people with cerebral palsy. Looking back, I don’t think it’s the most healthiest in balance. Have you heard of the PHAB Clubs?

Yes.

PHAB…?

Yes.

Physically handicapped and able-bodied?

Yes.

I think they have it better. I think the concept of the PHAB Clubs was more healthy [than] the 62 Club.

Because?

Because it was a mix of physically handicapped and able-bodied people.  

And did you go to the PHAB Clubs ever?
We met with them once or twice. I was only sorry that I didn’t… No, I was too busy with the 62 Club. But I don’t know whether the PHAB still exists but they were far more healthier and had a better outlook than the 62 Club. Mind you, there were quite an amount of marriages have come out of the 62 Club.

Oh wow! How many people did?

Oh, I can’t remember but friends of mine who married in Cornwall. They’re in their sixties and seventies now and they met at the 62 Club and got married and Bill Hargreaves, who I have mentioned to you before…

[Talking together.] Yes.

He was the instigator of the 62 Club but the concept was that it was a club run by people with cerebral palsy for people with cerebral palsy. Mainly but I’m sure there were one or two other disabilities as well. But not quite so widespread as the PHAB Clubs. And from that, from the 62 Club sprang holidays for people with cerebral palsy and their families, so it did have an ultimatum [ultimate aim?].

It did have a…?

It did have a good outcome in the end. 

Right.

But at the time I thought it was too restricted.  

You had a good time.

No, at the time I thought it was too restricted. 

[Talking together.] At the time.

As it was mainly for people with cerebral palsy.  

Yes.

I believe that the PHAB Clubs had a healthier outlook.  

Yes. So you feel that it isn’t entirely healthy just to socialise entirely with people with…

No, I mean I don’t write off my friends with cerebral palsy no, but I think friends are friends:

Yes.

Whether they’re disabled or not disabled.  

Yes. So you’ve talked about the 62 Club. That wasn’t your only contact with disabled people, obviously you had…?

No, I had other friends because when I was 22 I became a committed Christian and I always had friends connected with the church, you know. I shared flats with able-bodied people.

Yes.

And I mixed mainly with able-bodied people.

Right, so there was the 62 Club, there was Scope but was there another support organisation that you can recall?

I didn’t have any need for… When I was in my thirties or forties I needed counselling because of one or two things that had gone wrong in my life and that was available but I’ve never relied completely on my friendships with people with disabilities. As I said, I really don’t differentiate; if they’re friends they are friends, whether they have disability or they don’t have a disability.

Changing the subject slightly, do you think your father working away from home then… and you were uprooted weren’t you, as a child?

Mmm.

Do you think that contributed to problems in…?

Yes I do, yes I do and I had one or two unfortunate relationships but maybe that goes back, again, maybe that goes back to my father too. May...

Because of the absence of a male?

Mmm. Yes a strong male as well because a father… I’ve done counselling myself since... I’ve done counselling courses myself and I know that the father is very important in a girl’s life. I think a father really affirms a girl’s femininity and confidence, you know.

Yes.

And I do think the lack of a father does have a not very good effect on your life. But then I always had the support of my mother, although we were so different, you know. And my sister, don’t forget, is 12 and a half years younger than me and we didn’t grow up together but... We have quite a good relationship now but we’re very different from one another.

So you must have felt quite lonely with your father being away and your sister so much… there’s such a big gap in age?

I don’t know whether I felt lonely because I always had friends.

Mmm, that’s good. So do you want to tell me about those friends? How have they varied, how have they changed?

How have they varied? [Talking together: interviewer inaudible.] I suppose they would be; they were mainly connected with church outings. I first joined a youth club…

Right.

After I became a Christian and after that I shared a flat with one or two people who were able-bodied but then they’d go off and [laughing] get married. They’d go off and get married and I’d have to find somewhere new.

Oh.

Eventually, I shared a flat with a lovely girl just off Devonshire Street and I mean she got married and I found a flat with four other girls in Chelsea. And that is where I felt my first rejection because one of the girls accepted me and said I could go and share with them but the other four, they obviously hadn’t met anyone with a real disability before and it took time to get to know them. When I went there I really felt that at first, they didn’t want me there. And they were [clears throat] rather like ‘Sloan Rangers’ if you know what I mean. But I stayed there about a year and felt totally accepted. It probably did them good but I was sharing a room and I wanted my own room and so I then found a place in Maida Vale [laughs] up three flights of stairs.  When I think of it now, I don’t know how I managed because the bathroom and the toilets were down one flight of stairs. [Laughs.] But I stayed there about two years and then I shared a flat with another friend near Primrose Hill. And unfortunately, after about two years again I felt, you know… I was offered a flat to share in Great Portland Street, where I would have my own bed-sitting room and I stayed there for two years when the lease was up and then I went to share with a friend in… it was like going from the sublime to the ridiculous. I went to a tower block in Stratford.  From quite a luxurious flat to a tower block, where on the 18th floor… there was a lift. And from there, from Stratford, I came here.

Right.

And it was lovely having my own place.

So disability discrimination, has that affected your life?

Very little surprisingly. But the only discrimination I felt was when I moved to that flat in Chelsea. Since then I’ve had very little discrimination and you often hear about people with disabilities feeling discriminated about. But I think it has a lot to do with personality and how you are prepared to… whether you’re friendly, whether you’re...  or whether you’re happy to integrate.

So have you always been happy to integrate, then?

Very happy to integrate, mmm, yes, I mean most of my life. As I said before, I do have a few disabled friends but the majority of my friends are not disabled. [Laughing.] And I don’t like to discriminate either. As I say, if they’re friends they’re friends, whether they have a disability or not and I think if you’re accepted you should accept others.

What do you believe to be the media image of disabled people?

Media. Well, it has improved. When I think about the collecting dolls and how pathetic they were…the little girl used to look. More disabled people are now moving into society but what I do have a grievance about is that people who get a chip on their shoulder and say that there ought to be more disabled actors and everything. If you have the ability that’s fine but what I don’t go along with is positive discrimination. And I think there was something on the radio the other day about the lack of disabled actors. Well, I don’t know whether you know Holby City?  

Yes.

Do you ever watch it?  

Yes. I don’t watch it but [talking together: inaudible].

At the moment there’s a young student doctor in a wheelchair who has cerebral palsy. And he’s obviously made it as an actor but when people – disabled people – grumble about not being accepted as actors, maybe they haven't got the ability [sound of birdsong in background] as an actor. And I think if you want someone to depict a person with a disability, you’ve got to choose the best actor. Maybe they have one or they don’t.

Yes. Does this guy, doctor with cerebral palsy, does he have cerebral palsy?

Yes, obviously yes, he does have cerebral palsy.

He does?

I don’t know how [interviewer talking at same time: inaudible] realistic it is because…

Is it obvious or…?

No, it’s obvious. I don’t know realistic it is because how often do you see a person in a wheelchair as a student doctor?  

Yes.  

Maybe that’s something in the future.  

Yes.

At the beginning of the century there was a doctor called Earl Carlson and I think he had cerebral palsy but probably wouldn’t hear much about him now.  

[Sound of pages being turned.] I’d like to ask you a bit about your social life.  

[Laughing.] Yes.

What memories do you have of being out with friends and family?

Going out with my family?  

Yes.

As a child we did [?] visiting relatives. I was rebellious, like any young person. I remember being… my mother and father worked at a pub [?] they had told me and the fair arrived and they told me that I mustn’t go on the big wheel and I did, so I was a normal child in that respect. And then yes, we... I think if my father had been around more we would have done more as a family but before the age of 10 we lived with, I lived with my grandmother and I had cousins, I had three. It was quite a happy childhood. I went out and played games with them. We used to go to the pictures, cinema as it…

Oh, right yes that was my next question. What have been your favourite leisure pursuits? Going to the cinema?

Going to the cinema, what as a child or…?

Both [sound of birdsong] as p’raps you could tell me the difference… what you did mainly as a child, what you did in your adult… what you do now?

As a child we played a great deal outside. At that time we used to have Saturday morning cinemas for children. We went on picnics, you know, we had quite an outdoor life. And my teenage years I was at boarding school and we used to have dances and Guides. We went camping and most things that a teenager, you know. We had Butlin’s and you know… And we went outward bound [?]. In my twenties, when I first came to London, particularly after I became involved with [?] we used to have cocktail parties.

Oh, wow!

And I went to a few cocktail parties and I liked going to concerts and after that it was mainly visiting people in their homes. I like going to the theatre and the theatre was a great source of my entertainment. I had a boyfriend who was very; we were very keen on Gilbert and Sullivan, so we used to go to quite a few…

Where did you meet the boyfriend?

Oh I knew him from school, [talking together] you know.

Oh, right.

You know, from school. I’m not in touch with him any more.

That’s a shame.

[Laughing.] Well yes, we could have progressed and got married and everything but I didn’t feel it was right and because I’ve never been short of relationships both men and women until now. I think as you get older, well, I still have friends now of both sexes but as you get older you don’t have people ringing you up and saying, ‘Would you like to come to the theatre?’ Or if you want to go to the theatre, [laughing] you have to make your own arrangements.  

Yes. So what are the best leisure experiences you’ve had, would you say? This would… like this cruise?

Oh, the cruise was a big event in my life, you know, yes. There have been other holidays in Devon and Cornwall and I’ve been to Amsterdam.

Oh, right!

And Spain and Portugal.  

Right.

But I’ve always been… I noticed this time I needed more help.  

Has that got more?

Which is very restrictive, yes, more yes.

Which kind of help did you need?

I mean the cabin was equipped and designed for disabled persons but the room was quite narrow and the bed was higher than my chair, so I had to rely on my friends to get me into bed and to get me on and off of the loo and when you realise the things you’ve done in the past, where you were more agile.

You used to be able to do these things on your own?

Yes, I could transfer easily. Don’t forget I had my car, so that meant…  

So that meant you had to do that a lot then?

Yes, I had a car with a lift to get my chair up on the top.

Right.

But now I, even being in the chair a few days.

Yes. 

My arms are going to jelly.

Really?  

Yes.

And why do you think that is?

Well, actually age and I think I’ve, you know, I’ve put on weight.

And maybe from not using them?

Yes, I think the ageing process is very important.  

[Traffic noise in background.] How?

I’ve got a report here somewhere on ageing, the ageing process of people with disabilities and I think you do lose some of the toning in the muscles and it’s not easy when you’ve been so independent. And I mean nine years ago I wouldn’t have thought anything about using a manual chair.  

But it’s difficult for you?

It’s very difficult now. Oh I tell you what I feel; we don’t have enough facilities for physiotherapy. A person needs… And I think physiotherapy should be progressive, you know, something you have access to all your life if you want it. 

Yes.

And now I’ve not had any physiotherapy since I was in my twenties. 

Really?

And similarly yes and I feel that one should be encouraged to [sound of bird]…

Be active?

To be active and keep your weight down and you know.  

Do you feel you weren’t encouraged?

No, I think I was as a girl.

Right.

Whereas I think if I’d had access to physiotherapy throughout my life things might be different now.

Yes. 

You know.

But it’s like that for everyone, there’s not, there’s no [talking together: inaudible.]…

Oh yes but I think you need to keep motivated.

In what?  

In exercise, diet, keeping your muscles in trim.

Do you feel there could have been, you could have had better access to exercise classes and…?

Yes or even a gym.

They haven't… do you, [talking together] is that something…?

I haven’t made enough enquiries about gym facilities, you know. Maybe I need to do that because a motorised chair makes me more mobile but it means I’m not using my arm muscles.

Yes.

And maybe I need to compensate for that by, even when I… 

[End of Side A and end of recording.] 
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