Gordon Taylor 

Tape 4

I’m interviewing Gordon Taylor at Kenilworth Grange nursing home and it’s Friday 9 December and my name’s Anne Austin and Mary Noon is voicing Gordon’s speech. 

Well, there’s lots to talk about today Gordon. I don’t know where you want to start. We’ve just seen lots of rosettes and awards you got when you were growing chrysanthemums with Kath. And this was in Birmingham, in Yardley. Do you want to tell me a bit more about growing chrysanthemums?

Oh, I started in Worthing? It was in Worthing. My parents took me down there for a week. They were trying to find out what I could do and what I couldn’t do. It wasn’t very exciting because they kept doing the same things over.

Was it a centre or a training centre to look at your skills?

That was the idea but unfortunately it didn’t work. They wanted to know what my abilities were and they didn’t like what they saw. 

This was in Worthing?

In Southend, sorry it wasn’t Worthing; it was in Southend. It wasn’t at Worthing at all, my mistake. They started to ask me, they got me on the… Oh, it was on a mechanical… drill [?]. [Both talking together.] They told me afterwards that I was the best one there.

How old were you then, roughly? How old were you?

Over 40. Just about 40. About 1964. About that time. I hadn’t got much idea of getting a job at all. I wanted a job because I’d got no money coming in and the sort of job they would give me wasn’t what I wanted. All they would give me was a workshop job in Birmingham.

Was that how you came to go to the Meadway Centre?

Yes.

Can you tell me a bit more about the centre?

I got on all right with some people but not all of them. In fact, I didn’t get on with the foreman at all. He thought everyone was the same and he wouldn’t let anybody do anything for themselves, no. It was just a waste of my time. One day he made a mistake and left the work for me to do on my own. Well of course I’d got him then. [Laughter.]

What was the kind of work? What kind of work were you doing?

[Voices in background.]

Mostly labouring.

Sorry.

[Break in recording.]

You were talking about the kind of work you were doing at the Meadway.

Just little jobs on a machine. I’d been doing it for years.

How many years were you there? How many years at the Meadway Centre?

About 15. Quite long enough. [Laughter.]

You were saying they couldn’t give you the kind of work you wanted to do, this was down in Southend, what would you liked to have done Gordon?

I’d have liked to have gone in the office and used my brain a bit more, which they didn’t allow for. Eventually they gave me the job of packing everything. This suited me a bit better. Not all that much but a little better. It was quite hard work because I was on my feet the whole day and not very interesting.

A lot of the things you learned were self-taught weren’t they? You learned and you read a lot when you were younger. You said to me you were going to talk about how you came to be so clever.

That’s going back a long time. Started when I was five, when they started coming round and the authorities said, ‘We can’t educate you; you’ve got no brain. Don’t bother; don’t waste your money on him. Have him certified and forget him.’ That’s what they said.

Yeah? Really?

My parents were horrified and so was my doctor. ‘Don’t let them do that at all.’ That’s how I came to be home all the time. I was very frustrated; it was very boring. Yes, my mum tried everything, she even tried to get hold of the schoolbooks but they wouldn’t let her have them. So she started to get me to read. I don’t think it was a hard job. I used to read comics. In the comics they split the words up and that’s what got me started to read and then I did that all day. And at the time I listened to the radio, oh Radio for Schools. I listened to Radio for Schools.

Can you remember anything about the programmes you heard on the radio?

Every term they issued books and my mother sent for the books every year. And from then on I started to learn. I wish I’d taken French and German but I didn’t. I didn’t see much point in those days but when I got older I realised I’d made a big mistake.

What were the subjects you liked reading and learning about?

Mostly geography and English and nature too and science, up to a point. I didn’t get on too well with that; I found I couldn’t understand it. I’d like to have taken that further.

And have you gone on reading and studying all your life, when you were an adult as well?

Yes. I like to read high class books which my mother… she sent for them but she couldn’t understand why I wanted these books but my father understood.

And then when you were with Kath, you were doing a lot more, you were learning more about music and the chrysanthemums, yeah?

I suppose so.

Tell me a bit more about that.

[Fourth person speaks for Gordon, ‘Not yet.’]

You’re getting too far advanced.

So tell me what came before that then.

My father tried to get me jobs but every time he was turned down and he couldn’t work out why. He ought to have done really but he couldn’t work out why.

Can you tell me about the kind of jobs he tried to get you into?

Mostly office jobs. He thought I could work a bit better but he got turned down on medical grounds. They thought I was mentally defective therefore they weren’t allowed to employ me.

Was this when you were a young man was this?

In my twenties. They used to come round every six months to make sure I was still alive.

Who came round?

It must have been the Department of Health I suppose. I used to hate them coming. My mother used to say, ‘Get off my step.’ [Laughter.]

And did you get any benefits or were there any benefits or any money coming in for you then?

Nothing at all. They thought I didn’t need it ‘cos my father was working. 

When you were a young man how did you spend your days? If you couldn’t work and your father was working, what kind of things did you do when you were in your twenties?

Just walk about.

Where did you go? 

Anywhere.

Long walks or…?

Quite long.

In the countryside.

Five or six miles.

On your own?

Completely on my own.

Did you have many friends at that time?

No. Oh I did have one friend. He was quite good, we used to play chess together, quite a lot and he took me out once or twice. He would be about three years younger than me and he used to come round quite often. He lived in the same road as I did. I used to go and meet him from school every day and we got on quite well.

And did you meet any girls?

Good God, no! It wasn’t allowed. I wasn’t allowed to, not in those days.

But there’s a photograph here of a family at the seaside, this is when you were younger I suppose, about 10 or 12. Were they friends or family? Can you tell me about this?

I can’t really remember. They were just on the East Coast. I met them on holiday. Holiday bungalows; I expect it’s still a dump.

It looks quite a happy photograph.

Yes, I expect it does. They’re much younger.

[End of Tape 4 Side A.]

[Side B.]

So, did you go in the water much?

No, I hate cold water. I still do today.

Did you learn to swim at any time?

Oh, years later they tried to get me in the swimming bath at Heathcote, a rehabilitation centre [Warwickshire] but I didn’t like it. I couldn’t get on with it at all; I couldn’t be bothered.

Preferred walking?

Yes. I was too old to start.

I was wondering also about this picture, this is you, can you see?

That was a summer holiday. That’s my mother.

Your mother?

Yes.

Family group?

Yes. Horrible family. I don’t remember much about it.

Why do you say ‘horrible’, Gordon? Why do you say ‘a horrible family’?

Yes, that was before the War about 1935. I could just about walk a few steps.

You learnt to walk at about 10 or 12 were you?

A little bit younger than that. I started walking let me see, about six. Just a few steps round the table and then I got to walk more. I had difficulty holding my head up, so I bumped into everything. It’s a wonder I’ve got any knees left. [Laughs.]

Tell me about how the people you met… what was their attitude?

I was just ignored by most people; they couldn’t be bothered.

Even the people who were your neighbours or in the area, who knew you?

Yes but the close neighbours they got to know me and what I could do. [‘I’ll go and get some coffee’, whispered.]

I went up to Spastics headquarters to see what they could do for me and they offered me a job up in Birmingham, when the centre opened. It wasn’t open then, it was going to open.

And your father had died and Kath also was thinking about coming to Birmingham. Can you tell me a bit about that?

Kath decided that we would move up to Birmingham. [Inaudible whispering.] 

Right.

The job came along and when I got there it was terrible, it was absolutely a shambles. Half the equipment wasn’t there and it took three or four months to get the job sorted out. And I didn’t get on with the people very well. They didn’t know what I was capable of.

What made you think of going to see the people at the Spastics Society? Was that your idea?

It was the only thing I could think of doing but they didn’t offer me very much. They gave me part-time employment at home. They gave me a lot of stones, oh to fit into a brooch? I got a few bob for that but not much.

And that was Spastics Society, who organised that?

Yes, they used to come back every three months or I used to send them back every three months. It gave me something to do, I suppose.
And what did you feel about the move to Birmingham? Did you want to move? What were your thoughts about that?

I wasn’t sure. I thought it would be something different. I expect it was all I got. I expected more than I got.

You mean at the Meadway Centre?

Yes.

And what about moving to Yardley and – ‘cos you had always lived, you’d nearly always lived in Beckway [ph] Road, in Norbury – so what did it feel… about moving to a different place?

You thought the more I did, I would feel much different, the more I did.

Were people different in Birmingham? Did you have different…?

Oh, quite different.

Tell me.

They were more down to earth in Birmingham; they were a bit snobby in Norbury.

And what was their attitude to you in Birmingham?

Indifferent.

Did you find it difficult to settle down here?

Not really, I just got on with the job.

And tell me about some of the things you did with Kath in those years, in the Seventies and Eighties.

What shall I start with?

Mmm, tell me about some of the places you visited.

Mostly Scotland

[Fourth person, ‘Also Germany.’]. 

We used to go up to Scotland every year.

How did you travel?

By coach.

And where did you stay?

All over the place. Quite nice hotels and one was very damp, a bit of a dump. [Laughs.] Some places were awful but mostly quite good.

And back at home what was your day like? What were your days like with Kath? Back in Yardley? What kind of…?

We were quite close.

And she enjoyed cooking?

Yes. [Whispering.] 

[Break in recording.]

[Mary [?], ‘You tried to talk about religion you didn’t succeed. [Laughs.] He tried to talk to you and you’re not religious at all are you? He doesn’t believe in anything [?].’]

Was this a student?

[Mary, ‘Was this one of the students was it? Who tried to talk religion to you? Who was it that you talked to about religion? Oh I don’t know perhaps I got the wrong end of the stick.’]

[Fourth person, ‘There was one lad that was there for quite a while that they got quite friendly with.’]

A priest or a vicar? No, a brother, what a monk? 

[Fourth person, ‘Oh yeah. One of the brothers of an organisation obviously. And he tried to talk to you about religion and you weren’t interested. You told him you weren’t interested.’] 

[Mary, ‘Well, where was he from? Where was he from? The Plymouth Brethren?’] 

Yes. 

[Mary, ‘Oh, the Plymouth Brethren, they got hold of you did they? I suppose they thought they’d got an easy person and that you’d go along with everything and you didn’t?’] 

Yeah.

What did you tell him? What did you think?

I told him to keep quiet about religion.

And what do you think about religion?

I’m not going to tell you.

Is it private?

Definitely.

What about politics? Is that private too? Sorry.

[Mary, ‘What about politics?’]

I vote Conservative every time.

And are you interested in things that come on the television?

Yes but I’m not interested when they start lecturing, I turn it off.

Now, you said you weren’t going to tell me about your chrysanthemums but I’d like you to if you can? When did that start, that interest in growing flowers, growing chrysanthemums?

It started when my dad, when we were on holiday. My father bought half a… oh after the War, my father and I started off with some cuttings. We got quite a collection. In fact we brought them up to Birmingham on the van. All in their pots. [Inaudible whispering.] And then, believe it or not, we only broke one and it was a very good one, [laughs] it was a nice one. Used to get them out, bring them on for November.

And every year you went to the local shows and…?

Yeah. I had the best ones at home. Oh yes, I had to join right away because I had such good blooms and then the first year [fourth person, ‘Walked away.’] walked away with three cups. That was 1970. And then we grew them for about 10 years and then I had to give up. Kath decided that it was too much, yes it was too much. We had to give up.

And during that period you used to go to concerts and so on, did you? Music concerts, yeah? Where did you go?
The Albert Hall. 

[Mary asks, ‘You went to the Albert Hall did you, with Kath?’]

Yes. The Fairfield Hall in Croydon and the Festival Hall and then in Birmingham the Symphony Hall, the Town Hall and there was a new hall and we used to go there quite a lot.

What kind of music did you go to listen to?

I liked most of it. 

[Fourth person, ‘Rachmaninoff.’] 

Oh Brahms, I liked Brahms too and Mahler too, my favourite. A lot of people don’t like Mahler but I do.

Did you hear Simon Rattle conducting?

Yes.

Oh, the orchestra’s gone [down] quite a bit since he left, in my opinion anyway. 

And so, you were with Kath quite a while and did quite a lot in the Seventies and Eighties. Are there other things you want to talk about from that time? Did you meet people more then?

I’m not sure what you mean.

Did you belong to any groups or societies? None? No? Sorry.

Well, none. I was too tired by the time I got home after being on my feet all day.

Did you meet other people at all, apart from Kath and your work of course?

I used to meet the Toc H [UK Charity] people and The Chrysanth people [Chrysanthemum Society].

[Mary, ‘And you went to the Brind [ph] club.’]

And I’m wondering how people’s attitudes to you and how you like them?

Not very much. I couldn’t really be bothered. Not interested.

[End of Tape 4.]
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