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Tape 1                                                                                                      Anne Pridmore

[Whispering, inaudible.] OK. I’m interviewing Anne Pridmore in her house in Market Harborough, and today is Friday 8th July, and my name’s Anne Austin. So can you just tell me a bit about where you were born and when you were born?

Yes, I was born in 1939 in Stockport, in Stepping Hill Hospital. My mother’s first child, I believe from what my mother said, a very difficult birth – I was a breach baby and my mother was in labour for about two days.

And has she told you any more about when she was told that you had cerebral palsy, or anything about the early stories?

My mother didn’t tell me a lot about how she felt about havin’ a child with an impairment, but I know that she did what she thought was the best for me, by taking me to the professional medics who I had lots of different orthopaedic interventions which, personally, I think did me more harm than good, but I realise that, you know, she was doin’ it for what she thought was best and like most people, [rustling sound] we trust the professionals. I do remember one particular incidence, I don’t know how old I was, but findin’ a letter where she’d written to some professor of brain surgery, who thought ’e could do some sort of brain operation to alter the way I was. But I’m really pleased that she didn’t go down that road. And I know that she did a lot of physiotherapy with me, which I think did do me a lot of good.

And what are your first memories of life with the medics?

I think one of my first memories of it was: up to bein’ five, my mother ’ad taught me to walk across the room to ’er, and then the professionals decided that I needed to go into an orthopaedic hospital. And I can remember the ambulance men comin’ and sayin’ this basically. Cos this was just after the war and we were very rationed, I remember I was eatin’ this salmon sandwich, and I remember sayin’, ‘I’m not goin’ till I’ve ate my salmon sandwich’. And I do remember that particular visit to the hospital, and that was one visit that I was actually in hospital then, possibly for about 18 months, and when I went in I could walk, when I came out I couldn’t even sit up in bed. And the reason that my parents brought me out was the fact that they went to visit me one day and I’d got my legs swingin’ over the side of the bed, with two pools on the floor, and they’d put my legs into plaster of Paris splints without any waddin’, and basically I’ve still got two holes in my heels to this day from what they did.  
Can you remember life in the hospital if you were there for - ?

I can remember it was nothin’ like it is nowadays, and that we had visitn’ once a month, and if anybody got any sort of infectious illness, be it a bad cold, they would stop it. No food or drink was allowed into the hospital, and I was very keen on my cup of tea (cos I’ve always liked strong tea) and one particular occasion my father brought me a flask of tea in, and when they’d gone home – I mean it sounds so far-fetched this, but it’s true – they blindfolded me, and took me into what they called ‘the physiotherapy room’ and left me there, because I’d gone against the orders of the what, you know, their regime was you couldn’t have any food taken in. And it was like a life of fear. And I remember, I used to have a problem wettin’ the bed, and they would take me out of the children’s ward and put me into the babies’ ward and tie me into a cot with restrainers, because I’d wet the bed. There was a whole, really bad feelin’ around anything to do with the toilet, because you ’ad to go when the bedpans came round, and on one occasion, I remember myself and one of the other people in there bein’ so terrified that we found ourselves eatin’ our faeces, because we’d messed the bed, and we were absolutely terrified of what the repercussions would be.  I can’t eat things like Weetabix because I always hated it, and I’d be sick and they’d still make you eat it. And issues around that, which was a dreadful time.  
It sounds a very harsh regime.

Mm.

Do you remember what your feelings were? You talked about fear, at the time.

Just a feelin’ of never bein’ able to get out of there, basically. I mean I did go and visit the place a couple o’ years ago to see what it was like, and it’s been actually turned into a residential home for disabled people, and to be honest with you [laughing] it doesn’t look a lot better now.  

So it still exists?

Mm, and the pillar box where I used to send the letters home, was still there: it wasn’t operational, but it was actually still the same pillar box.

And you were about, what age was this?

I was in there from bein’ five to six and a half, and then I went in again when I was 13.

The same hospital?

The same hospital. And of course I absolutely dreaded it, and whilst it was better it still wasn’t that good.  

And, I mean, was the idea that you would have therapy and... I mean, were you havin’ a lot of operations?

I think the idea was to straighten me legs, so they put my legs in these plaster of Paris splints, but of course as soon as they took them out, they went back to how they were. When I was nine, I started havin’ my [rustling sound] orthopaedic operations, and I had my first orthopaedic operation when I was nine, to lengthen the tendons behind my knees and the back of my ankles, but I was actually [dog barking in background] sedated too much because anaesthetics weren’t like they are now. And I remember my mum comin’ in to visit me and them sayin’ to ’er (or she told me this) that I hadn’t come round, but not to worry because sometimes they don’t. And so I ’ad those two operations, I had 49 stitches in each leg behind me knee when I was nine, then when I was 13 I went and had the same things done again, and then I had nine stitches. And whilst it did lengthen the tendons in my leg, and I had callipers on, there wasn’t the muscle power to support keepin’ my legs straight, so as soon as the callipers came off, I was still walkin’ with my legs bent.  

So all this regime didn’t have any good effect, [talking together] as far as you can tell?

Well, I don’t think it did because of some of the work I’ve done in the past – I was a residential home visitor to four men who lived in a Mencap home, all of whom had cerebral palsy like myself, and I found it interestin’ that, yes they’d had a worse time than me because they’d been dumped in a psychiatric ward till they were in their late fifties and sixties, but none of them had got arthritis because none of them had been made to walk, and I think that’s quite interestin’.
I mean what do you feel about, you know, the ideas that were... And presumably they were doing it for the best, they were wanting you to be as...
[Talking together] Mm.

... ‘normal’ as possible? I mean, think, looking back, what are your feelings about that?

Well, of course as I’ve got older and joined the work that I’m committed to, I personally feel that you shouldn’t be tryin’ to change the individual, you know? We should be changin’ society, and the structures of society. I think there’s a lot of medicals and professional elitism, they get a lot of elitism by doin’ all this orthopaedic work, and I don’t see any research done on people with cerebral palsy to see what the lastin’ effect of all this surgery is. I don’t think it’s that good myself.
And what about your mother, particularly? I mean, how does she talk, or how did she talk later, about the fact that you were away from home and being in hospital and so on? Do you remember anything she said about how she felt about it?

Funnily enough, I don’t think we ever really had the conversation, which I suppose in itself is quite interesting really, [interviewer starts to say something]. Although I really believe that she did it because she thought she was doin’ the best for me.  

And your father? Did he have - ?

Well my father was sort of... Because he went to war the year I was born, we didn’t ’ave a very close relationship. I can remember ’im visitin’ – I think I must have been about two – and I can remember ’im pickin’ me up and seein’ ’im in ’is RAF uniform, and me lookin’ over the shoulder through a mirror. [Sound of engine noise in background.] I think I very much misjudged my father, which I understood better as an adult.

You feel he didn’t have as much say?
I don’t think he had any say in things really, and that was the sort of marriage they had: she was obviously the stronger one. My father went into insurance after the war, and he was out a lot in the day and sometimes in the evenin’. And my granny lived with us till I was 16, and I really didn’t understand that my mother was quite lucky that my granny did loads of the work, and my father did as well, and that ’e didn’t really ’ave a lot of say in things. But I didn’t understand that until I was older and I got married, lookin’ back on it.    

Did you remember activities with him? Playing, reading, with your father?

No. I can remember doin’ things with me mother,

Yes.

but I don’t remember doin’ anything really with my father. I don’t, no.

Do you feel he was sort of a remote figure?

Yes, but not because he really wanted to be.

And your mother? What kind of relationship did you have with her?
I had a very close relationship with me mother until I told her I was gettin’ married, and then it went badly wrong. [Rustling sound.] I met my ex-husband at a college for disabled people when I was 21, and she was very welcomin’ to him, even when we got engaged, and was proud to tell people. But I think she never realised that marriage would be on the cards, and once we named the day, everything changed. And in fact we spent the two weeks before my weddin’ sendin’ notes to each other. I mean she did come with me: on the surface it was quite unnoticeable because she came with me to help me choose the dress and all that type of thing, made my sister the bridesmaid’s dress and all that, but she wasn’t happy with me becomin’ independent.

How did that feel for you? How was that?

I think at the time I was so taken up with the fact that I was gettin’ married, I don’t really think it registered. I mean, in many other ways she allowed me my independence because, I mean, she sought very hard for me to go to what we used to call ‘mainstream school’ in those days. And when I was five, [dog barks] she ’ad 10 trips to school in order that I could go to the mainstream school, cos she’d take me to school, then come back, then she had to go at the tea break, and then at lunchtime and back, tea break in the afternoon, and pick me up, because they wouldn’t allow me to be in the playground [rustling in background] on my own because of course there was no support as these days. So she taught me a lot about independence and made sure that I had as ‘normal’ a childhood in that respect, and I went to youth clubs and things like that. When I got to be 10 and changed schools, that didn’t happen. I used to go, and then one of the other children I’d go out to the playground with, and things like that. I can’t quite remember how [it] worked but she didn’t have to go. So in one respect she did teach me that type of independence, and I was at work [dog barks] when I was 14, I was in full-time work from bein’ 14 for 25 years which, considerin’ my impairment, was quite a feat. They sent me to a private business school to learn shorthand typin’ and book keepin’, and I ’ad to do the English and Maths because I left school early, [dog barking] and everybody was told that they’d get them a job at the end of the [someone says, ‘Sh, be quiet.’] 12 months, but in fact they wouldn’t promise me that because I was disabled. It was a mainstream college, but in the beginning... [laughing] I’m probably ramblin’ on [laughing] a bit now but... 
It’s alright.

In the beginnin’ I used to tell them [dog barking and someone talking to it off-mic] when I wrote for jobs that I was disabled, and then I found that if I did that, I wouldn’t get anywhere. So then I used to not tell them, and turn up and watch the horror on their faces. But I finally got a job through doin’ that [sound of door banging] when I was 16.

That shows a lot of independence.

Mm.

And your mother encouraged you at that stage? 

She did, [dog barking] she encouraged me all the way. Can you just turn it off a minute? I’ll just see if I can stop that. [Break in recording.] I’m glad that me mother taught me this independence, but I’ve always felt a bit like the philosopher that tried to get to the top of the mountain and kept rollin’ back (I can’t just remember ’is name at the minute), because I always, until my husband left me, I didn’t really come out as a disabled person. I didn’t realise that I was disabled because I’ve mixed in a non-disabled [sound of knocking] world. I’d gone to mainstream school, at 15, 16, I took a job, and I worked till I was in my forties, so it didn’t really hit me. But at the same time, I felt that I never was able to reach my potential because she’d given me this sense of ambition which I was never able to fulfil, because most of the jobs I had were very mundane office jobs, and I’ve always felt I could ’ave done a lot better.
And what would you have wanted to do? I mean, you have ambitions: what would, you know, at that stage perhaps, to reach your potential, what would have that have meant?

Well, I don’t think I had a very good education. I took a degree when I was in my forties, but by the time my husband left me when I was 44, and by the time I’d got my care package sorted out, it really wasn’t worth lookin’ at a career, because like many disabled people it’s very frightenin’ to come off the benefit system. And there weren’t the incentives there are now, if you like, although I don’t think they’re really good but... So I often say, if he’d have left me 10 years earlier, what I would have liked to have been would have been the chief executive for British Council of Disabled People, [both laugh]. But it was all a bit too late for me by the time that, you know, happened. Or, if I hadn’t become political, I’ve always fancied myself either as a teacher or a journalist, cos I quite like writing.  

[Rustling noise.] Can we go back a bit, because you’ve told me a lot, and I was wondering if we could go back a bit p’raps to childhood again? You’ve spoken about your mum and your dad, and your granny...
[Talking together.] Mm.

What part did she play in your life?
I think me granny played a really big part in my life up to bein’ 16 when she died, because she always lived with us. My mum and dad lived in a house up to the time the war started, which they were given the offer of purchasin’ for £350, but that was just far too risky for me dad, and he was goin’ off to war, so me mum decided to go and live with my granny. And my granny kept a shop in Stockport, a sweetshop, and obviously it was durin’ the war, and I remember that when the sirens went off, we all ’ad to go in the cellar. We’d take hot water bottles and like a picnic and go off into the cellar, and I can remember some parts of the war where somebody across the road – a bomb had landed on the house. And I remember goin’ out that next day, and seein’ the shop front was shattered, but we were alright, but just our shop window, and [engine noise in background] seein’ this house where you could just see the upstairs was like a shell, and I always remember somebody sayin’, ‘See that bed? They were lyin’ in that bed at the time’. [Interviewer laughs.] Now whether that was true or not, or just a bit of a childish memory, I don’t know. And I can remember my granny havin’ to count up the ration coupons, and she’d put them all into little piles of the different denominations, and then I can remember blowin’ on them and scatterin’ them all. [Interviewer laughs.] I can also remember sittin’ in the toffee shop, and customers’d come in, and if it wasn’t one of their favourite customers, or their best customers, I would say, ‘No cigarettes today for you,’ and give the whole game away, and I do remember that. [Interviewer laughs.] Me granny, yes, she did play a big part. She was very supportive to me mother with meself, and as I say, she lived with us till I was 16. I think she took quite a share of the housework and things like that. Mm.

And brothers and sisters, do you [talking together] have - ?
Right, my mother had another baby when I was about 10, with cerebral palsy, the same but much worse – it had hydrocephalus, died when she was four days old. And then my mother decided they’d adopt a child, so 12 months later [banging sound in distance] they adopted my sister, Catherine. But I’ve always felt that they adopted ’er for totally the wrong reasons. One was to replace the child they’d lost, secondly I think they felt that somebody to look after me in my old age, and thirdly to ’ave a perfect baby. And, while she was a youngster it worked OK, but as she got into ’er teens, things went really badly wrong. My mum and dad used to do quite a lot of ramblin’, and it got to a stage where they weren’t able to leave me in the house with her, because she wouldn’t do anythin’ for me. And... I think I’d better tell you a bit about what happened later on, [laughing] cos it’s forward on in the story. So there was Catherine who was 11 years younger than meself, and although, yes she was adopted – we had her when she was 10 days old – we never looked on ’er as any different. But I think she was quite a culture shock to my parents because a lot of the things they’d been able to – I didn’t want to have parties and things like that and go out as much as she did. I probably wanted to but I knew it was impossible. I think that they found it all a bit difficult with her. I found my teenage years especially difficult, I’d got loads and loads of friends until boys came on the scene, and once my friends got boyfriends then they didn’t really want to know me, so I found that a very sad time.  
Yes, that must have been very painful. And how did you feel about your adopted sister? Did you get on with her?

I got on with ’er up to till she got to be about 13. But when she was 13 I left home then to be married, so...
You never played with her? Well she was a bit young.

I was allowed to feed ’er and things like that, you know, there was no... my mother was quite open about that and I’d feed ’er and do things with ’er, but I think there was too big an age gap.

It’s working. [Whispers something inaudible.] So, and your mother, (I’m going back again a bit); your mother wanted you to go into mainstream education. Can you remember the discussions about that at the time? Or, was it - ?
No. It was just taken that I would go, and it didn’t seem to be a big hassle like it is now. And, I mean, I’m a big supporter of inclusive education, but there wasn’t a big, you know... there’s a lot of talk about ‘mainstream education is not inclusive because there’s only one child in there that’s disabled and that’s not the right thing,’ but I was the only disabled child in all the schools that I was at, and I didn’t personally find it a problem, but that could be something to do with my personality per’aps, I don’t know.

Do you remember anything about the attitudes towards you?

No, I always found it quite good and the children were really good, and when I was 13 and I was supposed to wear callipers, I used to go into school with them on and as soon as me mother ’ad gone I’d take them off, and then they would carry them from one classroom to the other and then I’d put them on before she came back. [Interviewer laughs.] No, I didn’t find it a problem and I’ve found the teachers were OK. There’s a bit of a problem over things like sport, because obviously I couldn’t do them, and I seem to remember that my school days were really happy.
And what were your strengths, in terms of subjects? What did you enjoy?

Art and Literature.

And difficult ones? Or the - 
... missed about three years’ schoolin’ altogether so I missed my 11-plus. So I went to secondary modern school, as you did in those days, and I’d always seem to be tryin’ to catch up.  

And was there any schooling in the hospital, when you were there?

There was a bit, but nothin’ very special really, no.

What about attitudes [rustling noise] towards you in general? I mean, you talked about your gran having a sweet shop: that was when you were a lot younger I know, but do you remember anything about the attitudes of neighbours, of people you met?

No, I don’t really remember any bad attitudes, but I’m not sure whether that’s because there weren’t any, or because I’ve forgotten [laughing] because it’s a long time ago.  

And, at that stage you said you were walking until - ?

I walked – I never walked on my own – but I was able to walk with somebody’s arm till about 15 years ago.

Mm. [Rattling noise.] That was coming to an end just then, was it? We’ve talked quite a lot about your parents. I mean, do you remember discipline or being told off or?

Oh yes, I do remember discipline. I remember one particular occasion, I must ’ave been very young, when I’d obviously been cheeky and I was put to bed in my cot. And I don’t know how I did it, but I managed to climb out of this cot, and I was like crawlin’ on the top of the stairs, and my mother was so delighted that I’d managed to get out of the cot, that all discipline was out the window. [Interviewer laughs.] I remember bein’ disciplined at school, like everybody else – I remember bein’ caned, and clipped over the head with a plimsoll, as they did in those days. And I think a lot of the problems I had with discipline was the frustration of not bein’ able to do what I felt that I should ‘ave been able to do, not because they were disciplinin’ me, but because of the disability.  
And how would you react in those days?

Mm. I’m not a moody person, I probably would have just had a bit of an argument word-wise. [Laughs.]

And what about friends? Did you play at home, or did you go out with friends?

I remember one winter when I was very little and we’d had a particularly hard winter, and because I couldn’t play out in the streets in the snow, I remember my mother bringin’ me in a big washin’ bowl full of snow, and playin’ with that. Toys and things were quite difficult to get hold of. I remember havin’ a doll with a celluloid face, and it bein’ put too near the fire and it meltin’, and I remember that any toy that I had that was actually broken always had to be got rid of: it was the way I dealt with things and I still feel like that now. As far as friends are concerned, yes I had lots of friends, they came in my house and played – I don’t remember very much playin’ in anybody else’s house though. I remember playin’ marbles on the streets with friends and playin’ in the garden, but it was mostly about them comin’ to me rather than the other way round. And when I was in my teens, my best friend – ’er name was Adelina – we used to go to the local park, which was quite a long walk away, and on one particular occasion I was on my three-wheeler bike, cos I used to have a very big three-wheeler bike, and we used to tale this big wigwam and play artists. And anyway, it obviously had been rainin’ quite a lot and my three-wheeler bike back wheel went over the edge of this, I call it a ‘river’. (It sounds very grand. It probably wasn’t a river but it was quite deep.)
[End of Tape 1,Side A.]
[Side B.]
Yeah, you were just talking about when you were playing on your,

Mm hmm.

three-wheeler.

So the wheel went over the edge and I went in, and of course everybody on the bank was sayin’, ‘Oh,’ you know, ‘get out,’ and obviously I couldn’t get out, so my friend was shouting, ‘She can’t get out, she can’t get out’. I don’t know what word she used, probably ‘handicapped’, I don’t know, and anyway some woman obviously realised there was something wrong, and I remember seein’ all these things like fish and weeds passin’ pass me face, and she came in and dragged me out. And the next thing was, I was goin’ home in a police car with my three-wheeler bike on the top, and my mother was out on that particular occasion so me dad felt the best thing to do was to stick my feet in a mustard bath – which seemingly this is what they did in those days so you didn’t get a cold – and my mother came home to all the children in the street sayin’, ‘Your Anne’s just come ’ome in a police car, she’s nearly drowned’. Anyway, I didn’t get a cold, my friend did get a cold who’d been nowhere near this river, [interviewer laughs] and she was banned from playin’ with me for two weeks. And on one of my father’s routine calls to one of his clients, as ’e was an insurance agent, this lady ’ad got all ’er legs bandaged up, and he said, ‘Oh, what have you done to your legs?’ She said, ‘Well, soon as I rescued a girl out of  Bramhall River,’ she said, ‘my phlebitis has come again.’ And it was me, and she was tellin’ him ’ow lucky I was, because nobody was takin’ any notice of me. So I did get up to some escapades. [Both laugh.]
You were born just at the beginning of the war, and you’ve told us a bit about the war: can you remember anything about things that were difficult, during that period?

Well one of the things that was very difficult was keepin’ me in shoes because, as I say, I was walkin’ then and I dragged me toes and they soon wore out, so it was a  search tryin’ to get enough coupons together. And when me dad came home on leave, he used to put them on a last and put segs in to make them last a bit (they’re like little silver things on the tip of the sole). And I used to hate these segs because they made such a noise when you walked: so yes, shoes were very difficult. I don’t really remember much about [rustling in background] any difficulty in gettin’ clothes, but I do remember the shoes were very difficult.
And food?

Food was very difficult. We used to keep hens, from day-old chicks, for their eggs, and we used to ’ave these. I don’t know why we’ve got them indoors, but for some reason we’ve got them all in these cages. And I remember me mother had this really loud sneeze, and if she sneezed, they’d all stop dead in their tracks, whatever they were doin’ they like stopped. And they were quite easy to die these chicks, so we used to put them in a little Dairy chocolate box in cotton wool, and we’d got a back to back oven and we’d put them in there and the warmth would revive them. I think it’s possibly why I hate eggs now because we ate so many eggs, and when my dad came home his job was to wring one of the chicken’s necks so we could eat it, and he hated it, and he never was very successful with it. We also used to have this thing called ‘yellow peril’ which was like a dried egg powder, and you reconstituted it and made it into fried eggs, or you could use it in cakes. We used to get our groceries once a week and my job was – we used to have a minute amount of butter, and this had to be mashed into the margarine to make it more flavoursome, and we used to cut all the rind off the bacon for some reason, I don’t quite know why we did that; that was another of my jobs. So, yes, I don’t really remember ever feelin’ hungry, but the choice of course was very limited.

And did you, you know, have pocket money?

I remember havin’ pocket money when I went to college, I’m sure I must have had it before that. I don’t really remember it, but I remember then because I had half a crown, and on a Friday (I think we finished early on a Friday) we all went to the local theatre, which was called ‘The Davenport’ and we had a coffee, with this half a crown. I could do that, and I could go to the theatre, the cinema, once a week and buy some sweets. And it seemed to go on forever really, but that’s the only real... I don’t remember much else about pocket money. I know when I started work I wanted this portable radio which I mean in today’s eyes it was more like a suitcase, but my father didn’t believe in HP [hire purchase], ’e was very much against it, so my granny said that she would buy it and I would pay ’er back. And I had to pay her back till it was all paid up, you know, there was no lettin’ me off. I didn’t get any special favours, basically.
Mm. And the secondary school is... It sounds as if you had quite an outside life by then – you were going off to the theatre and things.
Mm.

What kind of activities did you do in your adolescence, did you enjoy?

I went to youth clubs as a teenager, and I went to the cinema. I don’t remember an awful lot else really.

Can you remember friends then, or - ?

In my teens?

Mm.

Yeah, there one or two, but as I say they did drop off as they began to get boyfriends, or girlfriends, come to that.  

And then you met your husband,

Mm hmm.

or your husband-to-be. 
Mm.

Can you tell me a bit about the circumstances: where you met him and got to know him?

[Sound of movement in background.] I was workin’ at a chemical pharmaceutical place at the time: I started my work in an engineering [dog barks] place, and I was there about two and half years, and then I got fed up with that so I decided to move to this pharmaceutical place. I hadn’t been there long, when they decided to make me redundant (I can’t quite remember why) [rustling in background] so I went to, it wasn’t called ‘The Job Centre’ then but whatever it was called, and they didn’t really know what to do with me basically, so they said, ‘Oh we’ll send you to St Loyes for trainin’, which is a college for disabled people, and [talking together] I went there - 
This, sorry, can I interrupt?  
Yeah.

Whereabouts was this?

This was in Devon, just outside Exeter. I remember it very well cos it was a different sort of life for me: I was 21 at the time, and I remember sittin’ in the corridor before everybody ’ad to ’ave a medical, and somebody sayin’ to me, ‘Have you got a boyfriend?’ and I said, ‘No.’ ‘Oh well, you soon will be when you’ve been ’ere a bit.’  Anyway, every month they used to have a dance, disco, and they opened it up to the general public. And on this Topsham Road, I think it’s still like it today, there’s an [rustling in background] Army camp and a Navy camp, so they all used to come in as well, and this was the highlight of the month because this was when you could stay up till midnight – every other night you could be in bed by half past 10. And I met two people at this dance, and they both said they would take me out, and I agreed to both of them because I thought neither will turn up. [Interviewer laughs.] So I went out with one, and was told that the other one had turned up as well, and it was like, well, it was just, I can’t describe it. It was like a different world to me, and I ’ad quite a few boyfriends. One particular one was a watch and clock repairer – he’d trained there and he used to go back for the dances I think. And I started there doing comptometer operating (it’s before the accounting machines), but I [rustling movement in background] was only allowed to do it for six weeks when they decided that it wasn’t the course for me. I was handlin’ it perfectly OK, I might not have been usin’ the right figures but I was doin’ it. But they said, ‘No it wasn’t the right course’, so they decided to send me home. Well I was goin’ out with this watch and clock [repairer] and I was absolutely devastated because I could see what was goin’ on there, and I knew that once I’d gone he’d be with somebody else. So I can remember goin’ home and cryin’ me eyes out. I used to go home on the train on me own. And I remember durin’ the time that I was home, knittin’ this Big Ben jumper which was all the go then, and it had seagulls over the back: it sounds dreadful but it was the fashion then, [interviewer laughs] and of course, when I went back, yes, he was with somebody else. And durin’ that time, my ex-husband had started the college, and I went because I didn’t think they would send for me again, I thought, ‘Oh that’s it, I won’t be goin’ back there.’ Anyway, they then put me on the PAYE [Pay As You Earn], an accounting course, which he’d been on some weeks (I think) previous to me, but ’e was goin’ out with somebody then, who ironically they kept gettin’ locked out, so she used to climb through my bedroom window. Whenever I went out and got locked out, I was always up before the matron because I couldn’t climb through the window. And they had some really odd rules because no married women could be part of the college but there was quite a lot of married men, so there was a lot of goin’s on between the married men and the single women, and it was ’ard cake really, I mean, when you think of it, you know. This would be in the early sixties. And so then I met my ex-husband and I remember ’im comin’ back for Christmas with me – we ’ad to pick ’im up from the railway station because he lived in Market Harborough, I lived in Stockport, that’s how I came to live here. And I can’t quite remember why ’e was still there, my course finished before his, now I don’t know why that was really cos I thought ’e was on it when I got there, but p’raps, he was on a longer course, I can’t remember. So ’e wanted me to become engaged to ’im, but I wouldn’t become engaged while I was there; I ’adn’t known him that long, and I just thought, ‘Well when I’m gone, that’ll be it, he’ll be with somebody else,’ so I wouldn’t get engaged and I came home then I got a job more or less right away. And he used to travel from Market Harborough to Stockport in his three-wheeler invalid carriage, and in two and half years he went through two engines, [rustling noise] doin’ the distance backwards and forwards. [Interviewer laughs.] That was it really.

[Laughing.] Yes. Can you tell me a bit more about the college? You went there when you were 21?
Mm.

And it was a college?
It was called St Loyes College for Disabled.
And people went there for, short periods, long periods, or how did it work?

The shortest periods was six weeks, or you could be there up to two years, dependin’ on what... it was a bit like an apprentice scheme really,
Right.

dependin’ on what you were doin’. I mean there were all types of disabled people, I mean it wasn’t the best settin’ because the women’s quarters was down a big hill, and I remember once I could never push meself, and somebody lettin’ go of me, and me goin’ down this hill and comin’ out the wheelchair. It was quite a frightenin’ place really because there was no care, as such, and you ’ad to basically look after yourself, which I’d never really done. And I was in a room, with (I now know, I didn’t realise at the time) someone with learnin’ difficulties, and they were really quite happy to do my ironin’ so that was great. [Interviewer laughs.] And it was, you’d go to the loo, somebody’d help you, but you’d often be left there because people’d forget you were there: it wasn’t ideal by any chance. I remember, I was really quite well off there because we got I think it was £2.80 spendin’ money, which was probably not much different than the wages I’d had when I was in work in those days, and which I used to give my mother half. So, havin’ that to spend on meself  was like Utopia. And we used to go into Exeter on the bus, and every month we’d have our hair done at, ooh I can’t remember the name, it was ‘something Henry’s’, it was really popular at the time, and looked round the shops and get ourselves dolled up for the disco at the night. [Interviewer laughs.] And people used to have their three-wheeled in, I took my three-wheeler invalid car there, and it was nothin’ to see more than one person in those cars goin’ down the road, and the police didn’t seem to bother – we would stick people in with us and nobody’d really bother. And then I remember there bein’ a young man come from Sark, and he asked me if I’d go up a ride round the grounds of St Loyes with ’im in this invalid car, and I got caught bein’ in this car with ’im and I was about to be expelled, which I found most annoyin’ because nobody thought of expellin’ him for invitin’ me in there. Anyway I didn’t get expelled, but I was always gettin’ told off for one thing or another.

How long were you there, do you remember?

I was there nine months.

It sounds quite a liberating time.

Oh it was a liberatin’ experience, by Jove it was. [Laughs.]

And did you cook for yourselves as well?

No. All the meals were terrible, we used to call them ‘weevils’ [interviewer laughs] but I’m sure they weren’t. But we used to ’ave these awful fish cakes and there were these dead things in them, [interviewer laughs] I don’t know what they were, they were absolutely dreaded, but when we got a roast dinner, which was usually some sort of awful fatty lamb, because it was much better than anything else we thought it was wonderful. And then my mother used to send me cakes in a big cake tin, and we’d share those sort of things out, and we used to buy quite a lot of things to eat out of our pocket money. We used to go to the local pub in our invalid cars – I mean there was nothin’ to do with drinkin’ and drivin’ then, didn’t come into it. [Both laugh.]

So can you tell me a bit more about the invalid car? When did you have to take a test [talking together] and so on?
Mm. Yeah, I took a test.
When did you get one?

When I was 16,
Right.

and when I was at home, which was a similar test to a motor bike test. Mine was an electric one so it went quite slow, and it was a terrible day, and because the side windows were plastic you could ’ardly see out of ’em. And I remember goin’ up a one-way street the wrong way, and the poor man waitin’ on the street corner askin’ me where I’d been cos I was so long. Then you had to do an emergency brake with the person in the car and I pulled the brakes on so hard, he nearly shot through the window. He passed me – I think ’e was so glad to get rid of me really.

And how long did you have the invalid car for?

Well the first one I had, well I can remember it was really awful, a black thing, and when I was 16 my parents moved house to Bramhall from Stockport, which is quite a posh place. I don’t know why me mum decided to buy this bungalow cos it was most unsuitable for my needs because it was up a really steep drive, and we used to take the invalid car up to the garage at night, and I used to leave the motor on forward so the next day, when you came back, that helped it goin’ backwards too quick. Anyway, for some reason one particular day, I don’t know whether someone had moved it or not, the gear stick was in reverse, so the more I pushed on the tiller, the faster I was goin’ down the drive. And I came down the drive backwards, [laughing] about 90 miles an hour, spun it round in the road and ended up with the back end over the [interviewer laughs] garden wall. I was on my way to work, but I was so insistent that I would go to work, that I would definitely go, (which was in Stockport, quite a long way from there). Anyway off I went, but I when I got to the office, when I came to get out my legs just went to jelly, and then I proceeded. And I got a better one, as they more modernised them, but when I came to Market Harborough to live, my ex-husband wanted a car, because in those days you got a Mini – if you gave up both your invalid cars, you could ’ave a Mini, if you were a married couple. Well I wasn’t too keen on this because I felt that this was my independence, so I was workin’ at the time at a construction company that made golf buggies, so I approached them and they bought a chasse: is that right? Anyway, the body, and made me a three-wheeler car out of it, which was really good, but it tied me to the firm. I never got any increments because of this, and when I left there was only one person who could actually repair it and I always felt quite beholden on ’im, so it was a good move in some respects but not in others.  
You’ve mentioned various jobs: can you just go through some of the jobs, the work, you’ve done, cos there was some before you went down to St Loyes,
Mm hmm.

and then you’ve worked since then, of course.

Mm hmm.

Can you just remind me a bit?
Mm. Well I started when I was 15 in an engineerin’ works, and I was an invoice typist, with about 50 girls in an office, and you had to reach a certain number of invoices that you could type in a day – it was over a hundred – and they had, like, a woman manager who walked up and down all day, and there was no talkin’, I mean it was just so strict. And you had specific times to go to the toilet, and I always remember at this stage that I always ’ad terrible periods and I was mortified that I’d got to go in... I can’t quite remember the mechanics of it, I think I could sort myself out but, I remember my granny makin’ me this, it sounds ’orrendous but it was a purply-blue, it was like a taffeta sort of skirt that I always wore when I was on my periods because if anything came through, it didn’t show on it. And then after that, I went to the pharmaceutical works where I was on an accountin’ machine, and there I remember we ’ad to wear these white overalls, and they’d got these rubber buttons on that you put in when they’d been to the laundry, and there again I was absolutely always mortified when I was on my period that some of it would come through on this white overall. Periods seemed to play a really big part in my life, I don’t quite know why this was. So then I went to St Loyes after that, and when I came home, I ’ad a job to get a job, but I got a job within three weeks, and [engine noise in background] I worked for Bamfords, which was a ship building company, which was quite a long way from where I lived. I went in me invalid car, [interviewer laughs] and I did wages there, and then from Bamfords I went to Tates Electronics that made TVs and I went back to audio typin’. And it’s from there that I got married, and then I came to Market Harborough, and I was only out of work again about three weeks, and [rustling noise] I got a job again on an accountin’ machine at the place where they made my buggy, my three-wheeler invalid car. And then from there, basically I got fed up with jobs. I think it was because they were borin’, because they weren’t stretchin’ me, so I kept movin’ on, which did make it quite difficult cos it was a task gettin’ a job. And from there I went to Symington’s Corset Factory where I was in the accounts department, and then I went to E.T. Pearson’s; I really liked that job. That was as an audit clerk, but I had a terrible boss, who nearly made me ’ave a nervous breakdowns because ’is expectations of an audit clerk were so much that I was expected to be able to present the accounts to trial balance stage, which was not what I was employed to do. [Rustling noise.] And we had to do... oh, what d’you call it, when... Oh, I’ve forgotten... when people buy cars and they all that out each year.
Oh – depreciation?
That’s it; and I couldn’t get me head round this and I used to get really stressed out about it. And toilet came into it there because they’d got this toilet, it’s in Market Harborough, it was an old buildin’ and they’d got this toilet for men and women, I don’t think they’d get away with it now but, and if ’e knew I was in there, I couldn’t lock the door and he’d hammer on the door. Things like that, anyway, this drove me to... I had to leave basically. So then I went to Tungsten’s which is the battery firm in Market Harborough and I did audio typin’ then, and then I went to work at the mushroom farm, and I was asked if I’d be taught how to do the wages because Elsie, the one who did them, when she was on holiday they had nobody to do them. Well, my husband of then, he did wages and I wanted to do them the way he did them, but she wanted me to do them the way she did them, [interviewer laughs] so that didn’t go down too well, and basically it got me so worked up, one day I walked out. And then I didn’t go back to work. Well, our financial situation was such that I didn’t actually need to, and it was in the seventies when jobs were really difficult to get, so then I ’ad three years at home before then my husband left me.

[Sound of aeroplane in background.] And, I mean, all these jobs: you found it difficult sometimes to get a job, but do you remember, were you aware, of being discriminated against or people having attitudes towards you, or did you find that once you got the job it was...?

I think once I got the job it was OK. There was a lot of reliance on other members of staff to assist me to the toilet and things like that, but I always felt that I wasn’t really used to my potential. They were quite mundane jobs, I’m sure that lots of disabled people tha’ been able to do a lot more.

And accessibility? I mean, I guess some of these premises were not very
No.

well-adapted. Did you - ?
Well a couple of steps were up to the accountants, but I could walk in those days. I’m just tryin’ to remember. I don’t remember usin’ my wheelchair at work, cos I’d go in me invalid car and then someone would walk me in to the desk. I was able to walk then with somebody, so I never actually had to use the wheelchair at work.

And you could manage stairs, or steps?

Just a couple. If it was just two up, I could just about manage that.

Because it’s often those kind of things that defeat, you know: accessibility is often a huge problem with work.

Mm. I think it was people’s attitudes gettin’... once I’d got through the door and got the job, I could prove... in fact I probably gave a 150 percent. I didn’t have time off work, I was, you know, I’d go with a cold, whereas some people’d be off. So it was just actually gettin’ through the door, convincin’ them that I could actually do the job.

And, the first jobs? I mean, had you had any exams? Had you passed exams at school?

None. I got me RSA One, Two in shorthand and typin’ and bookkeepin’ at the college that me parents paid for me to go to, that’s the only qualifications I’d got.

And that’s where you started?

Mm.
Mm. Quite determined. [Laughs.]

Mm.  

[Laughing.] You were talking a bit about the problems about toileting, and problems about periods and so on. I mean, as a girl growing up, did you have any particular difficulties, or do you think you went through adolescence in the same way as [talking together] other people?
Well funnily enough, me mother was really odd about things to do with bodily functions and sex because I remember findin’ a sanitary towel and wantin’ to use it as a pillow in me pram, and me mother explainin’ to me why you couldn’t do that. And she’d explained to me, you know, about havin’ periods so I don’t think it came as a shock to me, and when she was pregnant with my sister that died, she would be quite open about that. I don’t know whether it was the times we lived in, but we didn’t seem to ask about the mechanics of how the thing, the seed, got there. We were quite content to learn that it did. We didn’t want to know much more than that. I’ve forgotten the question you asked me.
Well I suppose, really, about growing up and being a young woman growing up, particularly.

Well, I mean, as far as puberty and all that sort of thing was, I mean I was quite late, I was 16 before I started me periods and I was desperate to start them but once I’d started them, I wished I never had. [Interviewer laughs.] I’m sure most women feel like that. I don’t think I was encouraged to ’ave any sort of sexual feelin’s, because me mother didn’t see me in that way, until I went to St Loyes College. I mean I did have one boyfriend before that but I – [laughs] this sounds terrible to say this and it’s very un-PC [not politically correct] – but lookin’ back, think he probably wouldn’t ’ave found anybody else other than me, [both laugh] if I’m just bein’ truthful.

So you were never taught about... You never had sex education? [Talking together: inaudible.]

No, there was none of that in school in those days, no. Anything that I knew of, I learned from what my mother ’ad told me or what I’d ’eard other children tell you in the playground or whatever. But I don’t think that that did me any harm, and I feel that too much explanation goes on these days, personally.

And what about when you met your husband? Was that straightforward?

In what respect?

Well I suppose, you know, in the way you got on with each other and learned about each other and so on.

Yes, he’d been engaged before, but just before his 21st he found out he’d got multiple sclerosis and she left him basically. And he told me that one of the reasons that she left him was that she’d been to the doctor’s and he told ’er that they wouldn’t be able to ’ave any children, and I sort of accepted that as bein’ a bit farcical and possibly an excuse for ’er wantin’ to get out of the relationship. Well, what is there to [both laugh] tell, really?  
And you were together for, well you were married for - ?

Twenty years.

Twenty years.  

Mm.

Yeah. Mm.
And I found out that actually he couldn’t have any children, but he never told me that.

Was that something he was aware of, do you think?

Yes. Definitely. He must ’ave been aware of it.  
[End of recording.]
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