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Books for some disabled people posed a problem, because how did they turn the pages? And I mean even in places like St Margaret’s there weren’t page turners; they weren’t even thought about. I could turn my own pages, have always reasonably been able to. I don’t know what I did when I was very young but I certainly (almost at the time at school because books interested me) devised a way of doing it. And also I think some people had great difficulty controlling their head movement or controlling their eyes to read anything. I mean my friend who I went on holiday with who was at Thomas Delarue with me, he didn’t like reading, he found it incredibly difficult. You know, he’ll read the paper vaguely, but he didn’t really like reading. And I think some people do find it incredibly difficult whereas I feel very lucky; it’s always been an absolute Godsend to me that I can read cos not so much since I had the computer, but I’ve always had books.

And, of course, when you are at school these were in the days before books on tape or CD as well. And people visiting you from time to time, you know, looking at how the school operated and 60 or so children there when you were there – where did some of the other children come from as well then?

All over England and Scotland and Wales. A lot came from a long way away, and we even had some from abroad. You know, because you’re talking about the very start, almost, of realising that people were… you’re almost starting at the start of special schooling. Which seemed right at the time and I’ve had various discussions since I’ve left school, about access and how teachers react. And I can understand both sides of the coin. I can understand why teachers would find it difficult to accommodate some disabled people into a class, with what I call able-bodied people, would find it very difficult because they just don’t have the time. And because the classes are so much bigger in ordinary schooling to what they were when we were in our special school. I mean 12 was the most and it was very often less than 12 people.

You started off with Miss Evans, and what other teachers did you have at St Margaret’s?

I don’t think I can add much more to what I’ve already added.

OK. So just to return to the brownies and the guides idea, did you work for particular badges? Was that how it worked?

No, we had school uniforms.
Yeah, you say you didn’t train to...
You had school uniform. But bearing in mind you were taken to most places you didn’t have to arrive there unless you could propel yourself and get yourself there, you were taken there by a member of staff. So all you had to know is where you’d got to go and since they didn’t move us much around, you know, once we were in the class in the morning we stayed in that classroom until dinnertime, unless we had to move for whatever reason we had to move, we did everything in the class. We were put... Erm, yeah.

What did the uniform look like?

Well, if we had art, we didn’t go to an art room, the art came to us. So in other words everything would have to be set up around us, which probably for something like art meant we had two lessons together, two periods together, which would give us about roughly a period and a bit of art, because by the time they’d set it up… you know. But I mean that was at St Margaret’s. Because it worked. It worked. And the same sort of thing about the classroom. Everything was big, but was visual, like posters, weather, dates, nature, anything we’d see, what countries we was doing in history, geography, you know, all that was on the walls, which made it more living. It wasn’t a dead subject; none of them were dead subjects. I mean, even needlework wasn’t a dead subject, I mean it was lethal because of sticking one’s needle in oneself, but it wasn’t a dead subject, you’d do it on a cushion so that all you did was stab the cushion rather than stab yourself.

So for your lessons then, you generally stayed in the one classroom and you had the same teacher for the different subjects, did you?  Is that -
Yeah, well yeah. We had the same teacher, we just did different things. And I mean I think that’s what happens in primary schools anyway. You don’t get different teachers. I mean they taught us everything, they taught us religious instruction as well, you know. I don’t remember if there were any extra teachers for anything that Joy Walker didn’t teach.

And John Walker, who was he?

Pardon?

You mentioned a name there? What was the name, sorry?

Joy Walker.

Joy Walker. Who was Joy Walker?
Joy Walker was a teacher.

So she was the second teacher you had after Miss Evans was she?
Yeah. Seven till 12 at St Margaret’s. And she did the whole lot.

Oh I see. Yes, so you had Miss...
All the whole lot.
So you had Miss Evans, then you had Joy Walker, was it?

Yeah.

So in wearing the uniform then at St Margaret’s, what colour was that? What was it like? Did you have school colours?

I think it was, yeah I know what it was: grey and red. Basically grey with the badge was a red S and M together. I think we just had one basic uniform for when we went out and about. I don’t think we were in uniform all the time, not like they do now where they just have jumpers and whatever or skirts or whatever, which they seem to wear all the time. I don’t think we did that, I think we had just uniforms for special occasions, because callipers and that used to get through – we used to get through no end of clothes cos they just used to catch on the clothes and ruin them completely. I mean clothes were quite a problem when we were wearing callipers because you can ruin them in the short time poss [possible], you know.

And you were wearing callipers, Dorcas, during the day. So how were you able to get about?

Mostly by staff pushing me from where I’d got to go to where I’d got to go.

From a wheelchair?

I don’t ever visualise that it was a problem, but maybe if I went back now it would be, because I was not used to the outside world at all, because I was used to living with my parents and with the family, I wasn’t used to going out and about. I mean, dad used to take me out, yeah, round Wellingborough occasionally, but not all that often because he was busy. Mum took me out to our aunties and uncles but not… I mean I can’t tell you when I first went to the cinema or anything like that, which people do automatically now. I mean it’s a bit like saying I once met somebody who was disabled, not with cerebral palsy but with something else, and he hadn’t been out for 15 years because he had a hormone disease and he was six foot six tall, and they couldn’t find a vehicle, unless it was an ambulance, that he could get into. And at the time the only people who had ambulances were the ambulance service, and you couldn’t expect an ambulance service to do anything social, you know, with anybody; ambulance service is what it says it is. Ambulance service is for people who need to go to the doctors or hospital. They did take him to a friend’s wedding. But, I mean, I have spoken to many school groups and I have said to these school groups, I’ve said to them, ‘Can you imagine what it’s like not being to go out for that length of time?’  And they find it very hard to imagine that because that’s almost the whole of their school life. And they go to school and come out from school. They can’t visualise what it’s like to be stuck. And although I went out and about when I was at home, I didn’t really go out and about when I was anywhere else. And, you know, it is very difficult for people to imagine something that they can’t get their head round.

And so there you were at school, well we’ll come on to the Thomas Delarue School shortly, but with other children of your own age with disabilities, with cerebral palsy in particular obviously. Do you remember really when you perhaps first realised, if you like, that you yourself had a disability as we would now describe it?

I must have realised as soon as I went to a school but I don’t actually remember that.  What I remember is going to Delarue and growing up to become a teenager and suddenly discovering that I wasn’t an average teenager. [Laughs.] And I think that is when you start to realise what the differences are in your life. When you’re growing up you don’t necessarily know it cos you’re having adventures as you’re growing up, you’re sampling new things, perhaps not at the rate that other people sample them, but you’ve got no yard stick. And then suddenly you find a yard stick which you measure things by and you suddenly realise just how without you are. And it’s horrible that is.  I mean I think possibly the worst time of my life was growing up, teenage years. Simply not because they were any worse that anybody else’s, cos I think some people fly through it and other people have a horrible time. But I think it was just the attitude that was going around at the time: ‘You can’t do this, because of this. You can’t do that, because of that. You can’t get married, nobody’ll have you, you’re disabled.  You can’t go to work. You can’t hold a job down.’ And those are things that really impinged upon your mind. Tremendously so. And you think well, that is what makes you more disabled than you really are because people can throw those things at you and because they’re supposed to be wiser than you, and because you’re on a learning curve anyway, you tend to take more notice of them I think than you should do.

So at the age of 12, on the verge of changing times, shall we say, came the move to Thomas Delarue School. Just describe the set-up for us there then, of Thomas Delarue.
That again was an old house that was given by Mr Delarue, who I met, OK, and I’m still in touch with his son. His son rings me up because his son has, [inaudible], you know. Great place for learning, secondary mod [modern] and grammar. Unfortunately myself was lobbed in the class where it didn’t really matter; secondary mod, bottom of the stream. Got all the teachers, got all [who?] hadn’t got anything else better to do and got different maths and English teachers practically every term, not quite every term but with different ideas about how things should be taught, they would be constantly swapping ideas, and it wasn’t [nice?]. There was nine of us in the class so there was less of us in the class, but there was nine of us in the class with perhaps only one person that could pick things up if we dropped them. So you didn’t drop anything unless you had a mishap and dropped something, because there was nobody to pick it up and it was always the same person that had to pick the things up. Particularly if you dropped things in prep. It was different if you were in class, if you were in class then somebody – the teacher or somebody – would pick things. There was no classroom assistant. Occasionally we had what was known as an amanuensis – a person to write for you. I used to write with a stick, with a pencil held in my mouth, and I used through books and books and books of writing paper cos it was fairly thick.  And I was quite glad when the school moved on to electric typewriters which IBM reconditioned and gave to us, cos that was wonderful. That meant I could expand my word power tremendously because I couldn’t write words like ‘wonderful’ on one line of a paper. Well I can now a lot easier, but then I couldn’t. And so my words, my written vocabulary was very small; it had to be to get the work done.

So how did you begin to learn to write, you know, using a pencil in your mouth?

I don’t really know, it just happened. It was a way of doing something and you do find ways of doing something, and it was an absolute Godsend in a way cos it meant that I could actually put things on paper, rather than carry everything in one’s head. I was rather good at carrying things in my head but I’m creative as well so I like to put things down, and so I did put things down in writing and then put things down on the typewriter. Maths I found particularly hard cos the typewriter worked the opposite way to what maths work, so I was never very good at maths. And what I found was the biggest problem; they suddenly had this brilliant idea at Delarue when I’d been there about three years, to suddenly start us off on French, algebra and geometry. I mean I was 14 and a half, nearly 15 at the time, and I couldn’t cope with it. French wasn’t too bad but the algebra and geometry just flew right over my head. Now if they’d have taught me that when I first got there it might have mad more sense. But it certainly didn’t make any sense and still now it doesn’t really make any more sense because I’ve never used it. It’s not the sort of thing I need to use. And, to me, unless you’re going to use it, is it really practical to try and teach somebody that when there’s difficulties in putting things down and other difficulties, which make it really hard to learn and really hard to grasp so that you don’t get the hag of these things?  And you get more and more frustrated because you see other people at school doing O-levels and A-levels and you’re not even doing anything, so in that way, and I think the headmaster was biased towards people that could produce a good record.

So when you went to Thomas Delarue, having had the sort of grounding of subjects at St Margaret’s, did you go there with particular favourite subjects in mind?

No, I don’t think I did. I don’t think I went there with any preconceived ideas at all. I don’t think my mind was even formulated at that point. I think my mind formulated an awful lot in the four years that I was there; I grew up on some ways and not in others. But it was much more adult, much more adult. The teachers were really adult, we got told off, I mean you got told off at St Margaret’s but not in the same way. You had to make many more decisions; you had to get on with people I should think. What amazes me the actual fact that Northants county Council, which was reputed to be one of the meanest county councils at the time there was, actually paid for me to go to Delarue because the fees were similar to Eton. I mean I imagine the fees at Eton are more now, but, you know, the fees were really high. Again it was in magnificent grounds, not quite so mature or interesting as St Margaret’s; St Margaret’s was interesting and it was interesting because it was beautiful, it was peaceful, there was so much to see, it was a mature garden, it had everything. But Delarue had nice gardens but they weren’t... I think because again we were growing up our interest, likes, was spreading. I mean, when I was at Delarue I practically read every book in the library including the Encyclopaedia Britannica. I was very much a loner. I liked, I enjoyed the Beatles when they first came out cos they just hit the headlines more or less when I was at Delarue. I enjoyed reading at night. I could get the house mother to put me into bed, so I lay on my stomach with a pillow under my chest and read a book. Even if a book was only two inches away from my eyes! [Laugh.] I still managed to do that. Again the food was not as good as at St Margaret’s, we had some horrendous meals. We had funny meals, what I call funny. They used to do ham with caper sauce, which are like peppers, but it’s capers. And it was horrible, you know. And we used to have rice pudding which I detested. It was either solid and you could cut it, or it was floating about in hot milk which again put me off. [Laughs.] You know, I could stomach tapioca because the tapioca was a totally different taste in the milk to the rice. And I didn’t like rice in milk and I didn’t like macaroni in milk. Give me macaroni cheese and I’m OK. Give me rice that isn’t sweet and I’m OK. But give me rice pudding without anything with it, and I yach, generally be ill. And they used to have things like pears and sometimes they’d buy cheap things, and the pears used to be so stringy they were horrible, they were just like mice and a load of string, you know. And we’d have blancmange and again that used to do things to me, you know, I don’t know why but some of the things were so bad. You’d ask for a small one and some people just out of sheer perversity would give you a bigger one, and I think that’s very unfair because if you don’t like something, you don’t like it. And, OK I know many people have been forced to eat things they don’t like, but I don’t think it does anything because if you don’t like it you don’t like it, you know. And the dining room was a very plain room with just tables and chairs and spaces for wheelchairs, with a very functional floor that could be washed every time we left. The tables had all got Formica on the top so that they could be washed, the chairs that people sat on were Formica as well, plenty of people had mats that they could put their plate onto to stop them sliding around, and collars to keep the food on, which they still have today.  I used to feed myself then but I’ve given up since because it is hopeless. I never got a hot meal, food went flying on the floor and well, and it took me ages to feed myself anyway, and it was one of those things that made me more disabled than I am. And I think sometimes you have to make decisions about those things: am I going to do it or are people going to have to put up with food flying around because I can’t do anything about that, and if that is the case, is that going to make me look more disabled and make me look absolutely not with it. And I came to the conclusion that it made me not with it and that certainly when I was at home I couldn’t put food all over the place because my mother would have to clear it up and there were carpets, there weren’t shiny floor surfaces that you could mop up or sweep up easily. And decisions like that have to be made I’m afraid, whether it gives up your independence or not.  That was one decision I really made, and really was quite grateful that I made it.

And never a hot meal because of the time it took you to...
… to feed myself with it. A lot of it was so messy. I think it was just messy. And I hate being in a mess, any sort of mess, you know. I think well if I was able-bodied I wouldn’t be in a mess so why should I be in a mess when I’m disabled? And I think people do go by how you conduct yourself, tremendously. I always try and think of that when I’m doing anything.

And at Thomas Delarue School you were at, or near, Tunbridge in Kent. Did you have much contact with the outside community?

No, very little. Back in those days to get a taxi to share with two other disabled people and one house mother, which we were very lucky to get, actually cost us 50 pence or 10 shillings. Ten shillings back in the fifties was about as much as we got for term. If I can give you sort of price indicators – price indicators was sixpence, two and a half pence for church, and possibly two or three pence (which would be about tuppence), a penny for guides or brownies or whatever, well I was a guide there so it was guides.  And, you know, we did have a tuck shop and we did have to buy things like tissues if we had a cold and all sorts of things. So if we didn’t have any or… I remember spending a vast majority of money on tissues for colds because I had loads of colds. I think that was because I was growing up and I wasn’t particularly happy there. I didn’t feel that I belonged like I felt that I belonged at St Margaret’s. I didn’t feel that I was more necessarily wanted either, which is really difficult and it’s difficult to explain to people why I felt like that but I did.

And did you, you know, come to have particular teachers or people that you could relate to better than others?

My speech therapist (because I did have it for a time because I had so many colds and they wanted to teach me to breathe properly, which plays a big part in how you speak and diction and everything) was wonderful. Her name’s Elizabeth Oliver – the speech therapist – and I’m still in touch with her. The art person was absolutely wonderful. She taught me a lot more about art which I very much appreciated. But we did have different teachers. As I said, English and maths we had a different teacher frequently, which didn’t exactly help the learning curve on maths or English. History and geography we had the same teacher all the way through, and you can progress like that because they take you from one bit to the next.
[End of Tape 3, Side A.]

[Side B.]

I knew him when he moved off from our school; he moved to the Star Centre down in Cheltenham, and I went and gave them lots of talks, I’ve given them lots of talks in my time about enabling disabled people to plan things and do things themselves. He was wonderful because he was intensely practical, and he taught us science so that we would know what to do when the television packed up. What could be wrong with it? How to change a plug, how an iron works. How do these things work? And he showed us without us having to fiddle around and do experiments that we knew we couldn’t do. And he was no danger because he was doing them.

And the art teacher’s name? What -
The art teacher was Joan Armitage. She’s been married since. I haven’t kept, I sort of have been in touch bit I haven’t been in touch lately. She was wonderful. She also, not just physically doing art, but talking about the history of art. And got pictures for us to look at: [inaudible] pictures, posters. There was an actual organisation at the time that did pictures which they lent to schools, which are actual copies of actual pictures, but they can actually be hung up and can actually be seen and have notes about them, so that you could learn. All famous paintings mind you, most of them were famous paintings, but it was very interesting. Music was good as well. We also had a form teacher who was there if we had any problems and that used to change every year. But we had religious instruction, we went to church; the whole school went either to the Church of England, well basically to the Church of England, but if you wanted to go Methodist you could go Methodist. Church was a nightmare though because once again there were a lot of us in callipers; we all sat at the back of the church and we all creaked together. The matron used to go off to sleep; she used to start snoring. We were so far back because it was [a] very big parish church, we were so far back we were the other side of the central aisle, as far back as we could get all together and we’d all creak together, and people used to turn round and look at us – you know how people do when you make an involuntary noise or if anybody comes in late – and to me that was a nightmare because one always imagined that the callipers or whatever noise you made sounded quite as loud to you, and you always imagined that everybody heard it whether they did or didn’t. Mostly didn’t but I mean… In the end it used to be quite nerve-racking because if you make a noise and several other people make a noise, you begin to get more conscious of the noises you’re making than what you’re doing at church. And so it became a nightmare.

And so how far away was the church from the school?

Yeah. I mean, oh it was about three mile. We had to go in a coach, you know, we all had to be loaded up in the coach and unloaded the other end. It was no easy task. At this stage we began to have proper wheelchairs, you know, rather than wooden seats and things like that. But again the wheelchair seats laced up underneath, they were very sort of basic. And I don’t think they were possibly as good because they weren’t supportive in the right sort of places and of course that didn’t help, because you were almost inclined to sag. Even with callipers on you can still sag if the seat sags. So I think the wheelchair industry’s come along a lot further but I still think it needs to come on more, because I still think posture and how comfortable you are, and I mean I can sit for 18 hours a day, I need to be comfortable. And the older I’m getting the less comfortable I seem to be, and the need for the right sort of equipment is much more obvious now than it was then.

And, you know, you had full days during the week with various lessons. Did you then have much homework at all?

Lots of homework. I mean we were given a lesson and the rest was homework, you know, what we learnt at the lesson had to be done at homework. It was very much more pressurised. Homework comprised of Saturday morning: the first half was homework, second half of Saturday morning was writing home if you wanted to, and you really had to. And it was much more a question of doing it because it had to be done. Lessons really depended so much on… We’d have a full time lesson; we’d have an hour a day between four and five between coming out of school and going in for tea, and that was our hour’s break. And I very often just used to go outside if it was sunny, listen to the radio or stay in and read a book or queue up for the loo, because every other minute of the day was patronised. Not intentionally patronised but patronised enough not to leave you anything, not to leave you any free time. Weekends; Sundays was church in the morning, Saturdays was sport in the afternoon, Saturday mornings was prep homework like they did at all boarding schools, and the weeks were more or less the same. You ask about visitors; we had lots of visitors to see the school, but we only had one lot of visitors. One doctor that knew us from gong to the same church used to invite me out, because she realised that I needed that, I needed to get out and away from it. She was brilliant. I mean she’s died recently as well, but we kept in touch until she died. And the Toc H [a community-based charity] used to take us up the road or down the road in countryside because we was three miles from town, and push us, and that was as much as we did. If we were the grammar side of school or if we’d done anything really special, we were invited to go out. I mean the county guides used to take us out to a party once a year, the Gilbert and Sullivan Society of Bart’s Hospital used to take a coach load of us once a year to London to see their production; I only ever went the once. The rest of the time – you didn’t all go, only select people went. We had prize day, yes, and people came up for that, but we weren’t allowed to go home with them or anything like that, they had to come and go. And I think that’s about... Oh, and then the guides and the scouts came; that’s about all the outside contact we had.

So the guides and scouts came in from outside, again?

And, you know, some of the housemothers were local but I mean we never got invited to their places because they worked there and it wouldn’t have been viable; if they’d have done it for one they’d have had to have done it for more than one. That didn’t happen. So really, once again we didn’t meet many able-bodied people.

You mentioned a doctor. Was that Dr Lewis that you mentioned, that you were in touch with?

Yeah. If you were poorly, matron used to send for the doctor. The doctor used to come. The doctor actually held surgery quite often, and if you were really poorly you went to hospital.

And where did she take you then, the doctor?

Well, she’d either send you to Kent & Surrey Hospital, or she’d send you to the local hospital at Maidstone. I ended up there once. It could be anywhere depending on if you saw a surgeon and where the surgeon was based and what hospital he was based at and all sorts of things. And they never really came with you, they packed you off. I mean I had a bad asthma attack once and I was absolutely scared out of my mind cos by the time they got me in the ambulance it was dark, it was a pitch cold winter’s night and they drove miles through the countryside in this dark ambulance with nobody that I really knew. I was really panicked by the time I got… Luckily it was a cottage hospital and the cottage hospital was superb because they realised what had happened and sorted me out. But, I mean, you go to a big hospital, you end up explaining that you need feeding and that you need toileting and that you need dressing because hospitals haven’t got a clue.  

How old -
They’d got more of a clue then; they’ve got even less of a clue now.

How old would you be then, Dorcas, when you had the asthma attack?

Well, most of the things I think I had done I had done when I was at Delarue. By that I mean most of the journeys that I made were to local hospitals while I was at Delarue, well, hospitals round about while I was at Delarue. Since I’ve left school I’ve kept reasonably healthy but I have had a few spells at Kettering’s Hospital and there’s a few stories attached to that, but that wasn’t when I was at school. When I was at school I used to have to fend for myself. But because I fended for myself when I was at school, it wasn’t that much different except there were people that you didn’t know, but sometimes people that you don’t know are easier to communicate than those that think they know it all.

And you mentioned you went out on trips with the school doctor. Where did you go? 

Not many, not many; mostly to the guiding events which were held once a year. I mean I don’t think we went out for many trips at all because there was too many of us – there were 99 to 100 plus of us at Delarue. We used to go swimming and that was on a rota basis, you either went swimming or you didn’t. I mean, for the more athletic sporty types it was virtually every week but to people that needed undressing and dressing again it was once in a blue moon. I don’t remember going that often and I don’t think I did go that often. I did participate in the swimming gala, I did get a medal for swimming a width, but I mean I wouldn’t say it overjoyed me.

And when you were at Thomas Delarue, did you strike up particular friendships with people?

Yes, I got on quite well with quite a lot of people. I am still only in touch with two now because people move away and you move and, you know. Sorry, I’m in touch with four. Two by letter which basically is Christmas only; Ann I meet up with on holiday the week before last, and a friend who shares the same birthday as I do in Wales who is very disabled, who’s just gone to live in a home. But I feel really sorry about that. Obviously it had to come to that because she lives in a very rural part of Wales and I don’t think she could manage and I don’t think she particularly wanted to manage. So yes, I am in touch with a few, but I wouldn’t go back to any reunions; the prospect rather puts me off, rather than encourages me. I mean, I get on very well with the people I’m still in touch with, very well indeed. But I had so many, I think I was quite a loner while I was there, I really… It doesn’t hold many... It’s not the happiest time, you know. I mean, yeah, I enjoyed the learning because, I come back to that, I really enjoyed learning, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that you have a happy time totally. There was too much made of the people that made it and nothing was made of the people that didn’t, and it made a distinct division in the school and the way that people reacted towards you. What you did, if you did lots of things then you went lots of places, whereas if you didn’t do a lot of things they didn’t really want to know. You know, you would just plod on.

And so when you think of, you know, a term as opposed to being at home, did it seem a long term? Thinking back now.

I don’t think so because you’re doing and learning. The learning bits didn’t seem long at all, but the bits like Saturday afternoon when I made my own entertainment, and when I very often got forgotten and left in the classroom because nobody knew I was there, seemed forever. Or once or twice that I got left on the toilet and people forgot I was on the toilet, I couldn’t get out because of various circumstances, and sat on the toilet for about three, four, five, six, seven, eight hours before somebody realised. They were all bad experiences. Things that if I was running the school I would certainly try and treat everybody equally and try and make sure that people didn’t get left, and didn’t get left out, and if they did get left out, try and work out something what they could find interesting to do. To give them more of an equality feel, because I think that if you give people equality, or a better quality than what they’re possibly having, it helps them tremendously. It really helps because they need that boost. They need to be able to sit, say that somebody’s cared, that somebody’s bothered, that somebody knows what they’re going through. I mean I had ever such a job when my parents were told that they could adopt and then they were told they couldn’t adopt because I was disabled; that happened almost as soon as I got to Delarue. And I couldn’t tell anybody about it because the school was such a hot bed of gossip in a way; I don’t mean gossip but if you told anybody anything it was round the school in five minutes. And I don’t mean pupils, I don’t mean students, I mean staff. And so you never really told people anything because you just didn’t feel necessarily safe doing so. And I think that is why there’s an awful lot of problems sometimes staying school because people don’t say what’s wrong.

And so did you share confidences and experiences, you know, with your fellow pupils?

I think so. I know my fellow [pupils?] agree with quite a lot of what I just said, and I think with others as well. But I think it was to do with an era in his, an era rather more than it would be today. I don’t think you’d find the same situation at all. And certainly with what I’ve done since school, I wouldn’t have gone through it in the same way as what I did go through the last four years, because I’d know how to deal with it. But it was not knowing necessarily how to deal with it, and having to be content with my lot.

And so, you know, as you made your way through Thomas Delarue, you talked about the arrival of reconditioned typewriters. When did they then become the major way that you wrote?

No, nothing happened until I left school. I was still very immature and very lacking in lots of things. But I was very lucky because my father had realised I think something of what I was going through, and he read in the local paper that there were going to do a Phab [Physically Handicapped and Able-bodied; a charity encouraging integration within the wider community] course the summer that I left school, and he put my name down. And that was to change my whole life completely and irrevocably. It really did. It made me aware of so much that I was unaware of before. I don’t say totally unaware but which I’d blissfully, not ignored but not paid particular attention to. And that was a challenge to me. The last year at school just made me so unhappy it was incredible; I had to go. Because if I hadn’t gone I’d have cracked. I know that and I think they knew it in the end as well.  You know, because I just couldn’t tell anybody how I felt. There wasn’t anybody that I felt safe telling anything to anyway, which is quite sad. I don’t blame the school because I enjoyed the learning, but I wish there’d have been something somewhere, and that’s why, when I do anything, or everything that I’ve done since has been to make my position clearer. But, being disabled is not the end of the world; it’s just a new way of thinking about things and a new way of looking at things and a new way of enjoying oneself. Because I now think, because after getting over leaving school in the way that I did, I never didn’t accept my disabilities – disabilities didn’t come into it – it was just lack of being able to say how I felt that was the major stumbling block.  It probably wouldn’t have happened if I’d have stayed local; I would have probably had much more conversation with my parents. But my father realised that I was growing up and of course, because he made that decision that I would meet able-bodied people on this Phab course – physically disabled and able-bodied people – he made the decision. I went and had the most wonderful time. And that time changed me forever.

So in, you know, conclusion of the Thomas Delarue School, there was no talk of putting you in for any kind of exams of anything of this sort?

I wasn’t clever at anything. I mean, no I wasn’t clever at anything. I enjoyed reading, I enjoyed art, but I wasn’t clever. I enjoyed anything to do with learning apart from maths, which I thought was a total waste of time, I mean apart from adding and subtracting, multiplying and division which I don’t think is a waste of time, I do think maths is useless. I mean, it’s just like a blot. You know, you get these blots, you can’t do anything about them, it seems ordained that you’re good at some things and hopeless at others, and maths is one of my hopeless things. I mean we had to do everything in our heads anyway and put it down on paper, and I could do that, and I can still do that. The last term I was at school I think they had adding machines, but they certainly didn’t have calculators. I was never brought up on calculators, I was brought up on literally hearing somebody talk about maths, understand what they were talking about, being told to work things out – which is vastly different from how things are taught today. It was the same with all the subjects basically. Luckily my interest in reading meant that my English wasn’t too bad, and I found English quite interesting. I’ve read all the classics since, but I didn’t read the classics when I was at school. I might have read some of them and I certainly read some jolly good books when I was at school and had some jolly good books read to me which I can remember now, and which I’ve read since, but I don’t… Academically I was a dead loss.

The calculators were, I would imagine, mechanical calculators which were the predecessors to electronic calculators. What were some of your favourite books then, from that time?

Rosemary Sutcliffe’s Eagle of the Night – brilliant, it conjured up my imagination. It meant something to me because I knew of Roman history. It was very well read to us.  Silver Chalice, that was based on somebody knowing our lord. Fiction, but still equally as good and very positive sort of book. Little Women. All sorts. The Dickens novels which I not only had read but saw on television; all the classics. Classics like Jane Eyre – they’re a bit girly but I still like them; I think they’re fantastic insights into people’s lives of the time, and I like that sort of thing. One of the reasons that provoked me for writing anyway but partly because when I’d done Phab so many people said to me, ‘You’ve experienced these things, you’ve started Phab up in your own area; why don’t you write about it so that other people can realise that they are able to do these things, that disabled people are not people who should be put away, forgotten, they’re living, breathing, normal people – well, whatever normal is – but people full stop.’ Real, I should say, perhaps real is a better word. And I thought about it. The first book took me seven years to do, basically because every professional that I talked to about it wanted a sob story.

This is the first book of autobiography that you wrote.
Well, it’s called Opportunity, Not Pity and that’s the first one. The reason why they wanted a sob story was they couldn’t conceive that me being disabled was happy.  They couldn’t conceive that my life was enjoyable once I got myself sorted out, after doing Phab and realising that I could do things with able-bodied people and we could go out together and we could go to the seaside for the day, or we could go shopping and we could go have a picnic. Anything. And transport could be got round if one… I raised money for vehicles. I got the vehicles. And then I found a driver and then he took people places because people hadn’t been to that many places and a lot of disabled people’s families don’t drive because they can’t, again they didn’t vision themselves in that sort of situation. And sometimes they had to work which meant the person who was disabled was left out completely.

Phab – Physically Handicapped and Able-bodied, as it was originally conceived. Now we’ll perhaps come on to that in more detail next time, Dorcas, if we may? Interesting to explore. So when you [were] at school, finishing then perhaps, sailing through rough times as perhaps you felt; did you, especially afterwards, looking... Oh hang on; sorry we’re just about to run out of tape, actually. Shall we just pause there?

[End of Recording.]
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