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And one person, Dorcas, that you came across I believe in connection with the Spastics Society (as it then was) was a lady called Margaret Morgan. What contact did you have with Margaret?

Well, she again was a visitor from headquarters, as you might say, but she was a very qualified person in a very unqualified situation. [Laughs.] You could talk to her and you felt comfortable with her and I think she never appeared alarming, she always appeared easy to talk to and easy to put your views over, and encouraging. And she’d got a memory like the queen mother, cos the queen mother has got a phenomenal memory; once she met you she remembered she’d met you. I mean, OK they might have to read up what they’re going to do before they go on a journey to meet people, but it is so nice when people recognise you years afterwards and it means that you’ve had some impact in their thinking and they’ve certainly had impact in your thinking, and I think that is very special because it means that somebody somewhere sees the qualities in you even if you don’t see the qualities in yourself. And I think that’s important as well. And Margaret Morgan had this special quality of, I think, being able to relate to people, even if they weren’t always or didn’t always appear as successful as some of the other people that she met. I mean, when we were at Delarue, because we were secondary mod at the bottom, I mean, we didn’t shine like some of the students that were doing O-level or A-level, and yet Margaret Morgan never made that a division. She was the same with everybody. And I think, I can’t say that about everybody who was at the school. I can say it more about the people that actually physically looked after us, they were more or less the same to everybody. But the people who actually had to make decisions and were somewhat choosy.

And Margaret’s role, what was her precise role in so far as she had contact with you?

I don’t know. She used to come down, give advice, and I can’t recollect when I first met her, I only know that she talked to us and that in years later I was impressed with her. I’ve always been impressed with her and I think the reason she impressed me was because she was the same every time you met her. She wasn’t somebody who changed because of certain conditions in yourself changed, or she wasn’t somebody who made you out to be something that you were or weren’t. She was somebody who was just totally natural.

And so she was offering advice and assessing -
Yeah. And certainly when I met her later she was very encouraging. And, I mean, my parents were my first encouragement when I got home from school, but I still needed other people to be encouraging as well. More so than I do now. Because I think when you’re starting off on life’s journey, you do need more help to start off, sometimes just to give you a bit of a confidence boost. And over the years I think I’ve got more determination and more set in the ways I’m going, and I’m very glad I have because that’s led me to be mostly fulfilled.

And this is perhaps in some ways an unfair question really in the sense of its size, but across the years what are some of the memories that really stick out, really come to mind?

Oh, lots of things. Having the Toc H [a community-based charity] come and give us walks when I was at school because we didn’t have that many outsiders at Delarue and that, and Delarue was along way from town.

Did they give you talks?

No, walks. 

Walks.


They took us up and down the road which, when you didn’t go out very often was quite a nice treat, and it was also nice to meet able-bodied people from outside, because we were miles away from town centre. We didn’t meet that many able-bodied people and to me it’s always been most important that you meet people, whoever they are, and whatever they are, and however they think, it’s still important to meet people.  I used to relish that. I mean, we knew what the walks were going to be cos there was only two ways you could go: up the road or down the road, and we didn’t go that far.  But it was so nice of these men to come and spend a Saturday or Sunday afternoon to take us out. I mean …

And so these -
We didn’t go very often because there was quite a lot of us, and there weren’t that many men.

And so these were people then who belonged to the Toc H organisation?

Yeah.

And -
And who had discovered that we needed to go out. They couldn’t take us out in cars cos they probably hadn’t got cars in the days that I’m talking about, but they could push us up and down the country road, and we used to go out like that, you know, and that meant a terrific amount to me. Camping at Woodlarks means a terrific amount to me cos, as I said, that’s where I’ve mostly made all my friends. Going back in time, some of the places I’ve been – Paris, Rome, lovely places – that gives me a tremendous kick, you know, and at least if I never go back I’ve done it. I’ve been [to Rome]. I love the place, I love the feel of the place, I love Rome because I’m interested in Roman history and Rome just fascinates me. Paris I think is wonderful though. I’ve got a good friend who lives near Paris anyway, which I always try and see when I go to Paris. But, yeah, wonderful, both exciting places and both wonderful places to visit. I love my culture. This is why I like going to London. You know, I love going to the theatre, I love going to the National Gallery. Art means a great deal to me, I spend a lot of money on art, I mean, last night in bed – I hadn’t got John here cos John only came this morning – I had to ask my carer who only puts me into bed and gets me up when John’s not here; I asked her to come at 10 o’clock so that I could watch A Picture of Britain with David Dimbleby. I really enjoyed that, and I really enjoyed Dan Cruickshank’s Eighty Great Treasures and I didn’t see all of them, but what I did see I enjoyed immensely. I love seeing paintings that I’ve never seen before. I love art books, I like reading, so, you know, I’m quite a cultured person in that respect. I also like reading about people with disabilities as well. But I think I do, although when I’m at camp and when I’m at Westminster I’m helping both, I think, over the years I’ve helped possibly more able-bodied people than I have disabled.  I’m never quite sure why, but I suppose it’s the way the cookie crumbles. Going to southern Ireland was for me one of the most magical experiences. I don’t understand why particularly, but it was. I’d love to go back. I keep promising myself I will. The trip a few years ago to St Ives to see this school, going up St Ives you know, going round the caves at St Ives, learning about Alfred Wallis, you know, everything, that was good as well. Going to Canada was brilliant. So yeah, there’s been lots and lots of things that keep me fired up and keep me going, and if I give talks I vary what I say to them quite a lot, cos there’s quite a lot that I can vary. So that, if I go back to the place and do the thing again, they still hear different things. And I think that’s why, you know, they ask me back.

And so what kind of ground do you cover then in your talks, particularly recently?

Where I’ve been, what I’ve enjoyed, what’s less enjoyable like people patting me on the head, you know, things that people can relate to because I think if people can relate to what you’re saying, you get so much better and it really does being to mean something to people. I think if you talk a whole load of gobbledegook, nobody wants to know.

So you’ve had people literally pat you on the head, have you?

Oh yeah, they do. Quite a normal – [laughs] it’s not normal but to them it is normal. I mean, a dear friend, an absolutely dear man who I love, an immensely great man; always patting me. I can’t stand it but, I mean when it’s somebody that you know and you know that they don’t mean it, it’s just that you’re at a convenient height, and they just do it without thinking what they’re doing it on, you can’t very well turn round and say, ‘Please don’t do that,’ because that would have upset him.

And another circumstance which sometimes people describe is, in a sense, where perhaps you’re out in the streets and with a friend or with a neighbour and people will talk to your friend or your neighbour and not to you.

Oh frequently, frequently, they still do that. I mean I went out a few weeks ago with my good friend Julia; well we went on this year’s Mother’s Day cos her son wasn’t able to get back. She’d booked a table and there was one spare seat so she asked me to go because she knew John wasn’t here and that I’d enjoy a meal out, and she took me out. The woman there – the boss... We moaned because we rang them up and asked them to put the ramps out and they didn’t, so they had to fiddle and get them out. We got up the steps because they were waiting for us to be seated, but coming out we asked for the ramps and this woman was really, really patronising, horribly patronising. She said, ‘There, don’t worry dear, everything will be all right dear’; I was nearly throttling her! If anybody could have seen it I’d got smoke coming out of my ears. Julia was absolutely furious cos she knows immediately when I look... And my friend got a weekend job there. She was furious as well. That is what I call really patronising, and that was this year. 

And where does that kind of reaction, kind of attitude stem from? Where does it come from?

I think it comes form not knowing disabled people, and I suppose because we’d moaned because the ramps weren’t down, she thought she’d got to be extra nice. But she was over extra nice, she was absolutely pathetic. Because I’ve been up and down hundreds of ramps in my time, I don’t need that kind of security. I wasn’t scared about going down the ramp. When I ask for things like that it’s not normally because I’m scared about going down ramps or anything, it’s to make it easier for other people because other people will go in that place and if a ramp’s not there, will just as easily walk out again. Or they might not even say, ‘Look, where’s the ramp?’
And again, around and about, what kind of changes in access circumstances have you noticed?

Oh I’ve made lots of changes in access, cos that is my forte. I enjoy access immensely. A lot of dropped kerbs. They’re not… I do understand about them all having little lips because of people who can’t feel the edge, but the more dropped kerbs I can get in a place the easier it is to get round in it. I mean, it’s about understanding; it’s about this word reasonable. Barbara, the access officer who does Ability Northants (cos we do our own access audits and things like that), she relies a lot on ‘reasonable’ because she says how can you expect a shop that perhaps is a one-man business-type shop, to make all the changes necessary when perhaps they don’t even get any disabled people going to that shop. You’ve got to be reasonable about actual [?], whatever reasonable is, and I’m not sure I know what ‘reasonable’ is. But you’ve got to understand that some people just cannot do what they want to do.

And this is ‘reasonable’ as now called for by the law?

Yes, yes. Because you can’t make anybody do anything. That applies to everything. I can’t make my carers do certain things – if they don’t want to do them I can’t make them. I can’t make access in Wellingborough if somebody doesn’t want to do it or doesn’t want to know. I’m not going to make any difference. I’m going to try and I’m going to have a jolly good try, but you have to realise that these things are not going to happen just like that in a puff of smoke, they take their time and you’ve got to have time, and you’ve got to be prepared for people to do their best and you to do their best. I find that I get a lot done because of the way I ask. That is so important. If you want to change the world you don’t change the world by being a bull in a china shop, you change the world by moving one grain of sand at a time.

And in a sense of course that the Disability Discrimination Act calls for reasonable adjustments to premises and other circumstance, under the Disability Discrimination Act. And you referred there to Ability Northants. What is the role of the organisation?

An umbrella group and a friendly person at the end of the phone that can point people in the right direction as well as keep an eye on what’s going on, what’s the health and social care sort of decisions coming out of there, what sort of decisions are coming out of government, what sort of decisions are coming out of county council. Because one of the biggest single issues is people not asking disabled people, or people with a disability as you put it, not asking them what it’s like to be disabled. People haven’t got a clue what it’s like to be disabled. They can’t begin to understand. I mean Mr Blair can say oh I’ll make this possible, I’ll make that possible, but he can’t know what it’s like at the bottom, begin disabled, of having a disability and coping with it. Nobody does, only the person concerned knows that. You know, you can try and make people more aware, but when the bottom line comes to it you are the only person that knows. Because everybody’s disability is different, and so you can’t really make mass assumptions, you can only make assumptions on how things affect you, but on top of that, everybody’s so afraid of being sued these days that is really becoming quite frightening. It’s quite frightening that people can’t do things in the way that is best for them, they have to do things in the way of health and safety and that sort of thing, which is really a pain in the neck at times, because nobody knows what it’s like and people try and force you into corners where you don’t want to go. They wouldn’t go in them if they were in the same situation, but they force us to go in them. And that is why it’s so important that people understand better about what it’s like to have and to live with a disability.

And how do you think that your understanding of disability generally, and perhaps your understanding of your own disability, has that changed from when you were younger?

It does change because you learn more. I still wish there were more people that were around that give advice, legal advice, because I still think people are advised to do things, like go into homes and things like that when they don’t necessarily want to, because there is so little alternatives – unless you’re really determined and you really know what you’re doing. You know, and I’m sure that there’s a lot of almost disgruntled disabled people who have not fulfilled their potential, who regret being disabled because they haven’t been able to fulfil their potential. And that’s sad because that’s almost like a waste of a life. I was taught, and I still firmly believe, that we’re all here for a purpose, and so I’m going to prove what my purpose is, thank you very much. You know, I think I am here for a purpose and I’m going to always keep that in the forefront of my mind, because that’s important to me.

And what do you believe your purpose is?

To encourage people to see that we’re not so different – we are the same. And if more people understood that then more things would become equal and there would be less diversity amongst people and more understanding and more equality and more help and everything would become a lot easier, because it does. If you know people you can talk to people about things, they’ll talk to you about what their fears are and you can meet them on the same terms. But if you don’t know what anybody’s getting their knickers is a twist about or got a fear about, you can’t help them. It has to be a two-way process, and that is so very important, and it’s more important now than ever before. I’ll tell you why it’s more important because with medical science advancing the way it is, it’s important that people with multiple disabilities are given as equal chance as those with less disabling issues. Because everybody is here for a purpose.

Yeah. And each day is a new day. When you begin a new day, what are the some of the thoughts that come to you?

When I begin a new day, first thing I say when I wake up is, ‘It’s going to be good day today’. And it doesn’t matter if it’s a good day or bad day; it puts you in the right frame of mind. You haven’t got up saying, ‘Oh it’s going to be a bad day, I’m going to have an awful day,’ you’ve got up saying, ‘I’m going to have a good day.’ It makes it more positive from the start. It isn’t always so cos good days can turn into diabolical days but because I know so many people, I get far more concerned about other people than I do about myself and that in a sense helps keep me going as well.  Because you’re thinking about people like I was thinking about you on Thursday down in London. I was thinking I hope Philip’s all right, you know, even though I was rushing around here like…  I mean, we got home at half past 10 Thursday night because the meeting didn’t finish while half nine, it’s an hour from [?], you know, so we had quite a full day on Thursday, but it didn’t stop me thinking. I think most of the time I think I don’t very often have a blank mind, because I’m not made like that.

This is Thursday when there were bombs in London. And in terms of being able to contact people, being able to get information, what kind of difference has the computer made to your life?

The computer’s wonderful because it means that it’s so much easier than a typewriter was, and I can get in touch with people on a day-to-day basis. When I’m away I don’t miss it though because when I’m away I’ve go other things to occupy my time and my energies and my abilities and what have you. But when I’m here I like my computer; my computer’s a good friend, because it lets me talk to people like my friend in Australia who I’ve known for 30 plus years through camp, and we correspond on a daily basis, which otherwise I wouldn’t be able to do because I couldn’t get anybody to come here and write for me every day. It’s also nice because I can put photos on, look at photos, contact various organisations, do quizzes and things that give me pleasure what I’ve never been able to do before, cos I like to keep my brain ticking over and active. And I suppose it’s given me a new lease of life in a different direction. It’s far more rewarding that the typewriter ever was. The typewriter was OK for putting things down but it was a messy sort of thing, whereas the computer isn’t messy. It’s annoying when it goes wrong. At the moment we’re thinking about going wireless.  Because John uses my laptop when I... cos I use this one when I can.  But I’ve got a laptop in case anything goes wrong and he uses the laptop. John’s my carer. He uses the laptop. Pay and go is rather expensive so we’re looking at alternative ways so that way we can go both on to Broadband and it wouldn’t be so expensive. The only thing is it’s the initial layout and the bits that you require to make it possible, but we’ll get there in the end.

[End of recording.]
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