Gordon Taylor 

Tape 5

I can go back a long way now.

Yes?

Over the main road there was a very big bridge in Norbury. There was a bridge over the road, a railway bridge over the road. Every time I went under the bridge I screamed my head off and I couldn’t stop. My mother used to give me a good old smack, which made it worse.

Was it because it was frightening or…?

She tried to stop it but there was a particular shop on the other side that she liked, it was a draper’s shop. I think it was a bit cheaper than the others. [Laughs.] Opposite there was the police station. She could never get me inside. You were outside; you were left outside screaming your head off.

You must have been then about four, five?

About three or four years old. I couldn’t walk then. I was just about sitting up. They stopped taking me to hospital when we moved house and it used to be… It was terribly difficult to get out because the pavements were not made up or the roads. Neither the pavements or the roads were made up, so it was very difficult. They used to put pieces of wood to make the roads. It cost about £150 to make up the road.

Was this because it was a… sorry?

It was a lot of money in those days. Of course it would be much more today but in those days £150 was a lot of money.

Was this because it was a private road or… Norbury Terrace, Norbury?

Yes. Oh no, it wasn’t a private road but they didn’t bother in those days, they just got the houses up and left the roads. After a number of years they then had to build the road up before they built any more houses. I don’t expect many people knew that.

I don’t think they do.

I don’t expect many people remember that.

Do you remember the roads being improved?

Very noisy when they built up the road, it was very noisy. They did it at all hours of the day. And then, after about six months, they started to lay the pavements. We got the beggars. People had got more money than the beggars because they were working. They’d stand in the middle of the road and then knock on the door. 

[Break in recording.]

I’m wondering what other things have changed since you were a youngster?

I can remember a lot about the streets and about going back to when there were horses and carts. They used to come round the streets every two days selling vegetables and the baker came round every day and it was very fresh bread; all with horses and carts. And the dustman used to come round and the coalman, all with horses and carts. Lovely big horses. About 1935 they went off the road. And lots of people in the streets begging. 

War disabled?

They were mostly War disabled. Even if they had a pension it wasn’t very much. They’d just stand in the street all day begging. 

[Mary, ‘Gordon thinks there’s no need for that.’] 

They didn’t get much out of me.

I was going to ask what people’s attitude was towards them?

Some people gave. I think they got a good bit out of it actually. They still get away with it sometimes today.

Were there more beggars at that time, than there are today do you think?

There were quite a lot of them. They get caught today but they didn’t bother in those days. There was a lot less traffic in those days, so they could walk up the middle of the road. They weren’t allowed to stand still; they had to keep walking. It would be a bit difficult because some of them were blind. Oh and some people made out that they were blinded in the War. And they got double money for that, if they were really blind but they still had to keep walking in the street.

I’m wondering perhaps today there’s more help from the welfare state perhaps? And I’m wondering how you feel about that? Whether you feel you have more or have had more help than when you were a little child? ‘Cos you said at one stage there was no help for you, no financial help.

No, no help. I haven’t had any help at all apart from the doctor; he tried to help. He was a very good man but even he couldn’t do much. They said they would help me if my father would move about three miles up the road. They said they would help but my father couldn’t bear the thought of moving. He was still worried about the War. The house that we would have gone to was very inconvenient, most inconvenient. Everything had to come through the kitchen: the coal, the dustman, window cleaner, everything. Most inconvenient. I myself would not have stopped there because it 

wasn’t fair on my mother. He couldn’t see it. He was a bit of a stubborn old fool. [Laughter.]

And I mean over the years have you had any help from social services? Have you had any assistance?

Good God, no! They wouldn’t help me.

Not at any time? Any sort of help with well, with wheelchairs or living?

Good God, no! Nothing. 

Is that because – I don’t want to pry too much – but is that because you didn’t want help or because they didn’t offer?

I would have accepted help, if they’d given it to me but they wouldn’t. They said I didn’t qualify?

When was this?

Before the War.

And later, as you’ve grown older?

About 1931 my father was very ill from the War. We’d got no money coming in at all, so he applied for help from the people at… oh, the board for help for disabled people/War disabled [both talking together]. They came down, ‘Oh, you’ve got too good a home; you’ll have to get rid of it all.’ And my father said, ‘Get stuffed.’ That was the only help we had, nothing. Oh, that’s why my father never bought a poppy.

He had strong views. What would you say to somebody, a young person today, Gordon, who had cerebral palsy? What advice would you give them from all your experience?

Make the best of life that you can.

You feel that you’ve done that?

Not really. I could have done much more if they’d have let me, especially with education. I had a good brain but I couldn’t get anybody to give me a push. I told you there was a man who used to come every six months just to see if I was alive.

I think probably education would be better, I hope education would be better now?

It’s problematical. Oh, I don’t think much of the education today.

Do you think that a young person with cerebral palsy wouldn’t be any better off than you were, today then?

No because people with cerebral palsy are classed as abnormal. They still are regarded as ‘mental’, even today.

So you feel attitudes towards people with cp haven’t changed?

Not much. You get a bit more help and you can get about a bit but as regards education, not a bit.

Have you had a chance to try any new technology: computers or communication?

No, they did offer it to me when I went to Helen Lay [Centre] but it was a bit late for me to start messing about with that lot.

People think that there are possibilities there for disabled people possibly.

It’s difficult.

[Break in recording.]

[Mary asks, ‘And what was the worst time in your life? Which was the best time in your life?’]

About when you were [I was] about 50, when you were [I was] with Kath. She used to take me out a lot, much more.

Tell me a bit about that? That early time with Kath, what kind of things did you do?

Mostly it was quite difficult but mostly it was difficult getting used to living with Kath but I had to in the end.

[End of Tape 5 Side A.]

[Side B.]

You were just talking about your time with Kath.

I did find it quite difficult because my family had no time for me or for Kath. They were afraid that she would leave me. I don’t know what put that idea into their heads but that’s what they thought. They thought that she had just married Bill to get the house and they thought she would dump me somewhere else. Oh, they were quite tight with money and worried about money, they were quite worried. In fact, they took it into their heads that I’d got money. They thought that Kath had taken all my money. Why they thought that, I don’t know. It was quite a difficult time.

But then you were saying that one of the best times was when you were with Kath.

Yes because she did take me out a lot. She used to take me out most weeks. I wasn’t quite, I wasn’t left on my own; that made a difference. I didn’t have to walk the streets on my own, not quite so much. I still got very lonely at times. When she started taking me on holidays and it got better and better.

Tell me about the holidays.

Mostly coach trips to Scotland; we toured all over. I used to think Scotland was my home. [Laughs.] I think it was probably something to do with my grandparents but I used to think of it as home. I used to go up to London quite a bit, to the Albert Hall, to the Proms. Nobody else did. Oh when Kath and Bill were together, Kath wasn’t very well one day and my father had to take me and he got bored stiff. [Laughs.]

Kath was a very important person for you wasn’t she? In your life.

Yes. I was very lucky to have her. I was very lucky to find Kath, except for the last couple of years.

Do you want to talk about that?

[Mary, ‘Probably not.’]

The last couple of years, do you want to talk about that or not?

I’d rather not.

No.

It’s not very pleasant, as you know.

So good times and bad times. What do you think is your greatest achievement, Gordon? What’s the thing you’re most proud of?

Probably getting your [my] little car and my gardening. I’m most proud of being able to drive and my gardening. Getting the prizes for my chrysanths, which I grew from… I had to give up growing chrysanths in 1980, after about 30 years, about 15 years. My father brought some cuttings home and that’s what started it. At one time I had about 150 in the garden. 

What ones you were most proud of? Did you like the pom-pom ones or?

The single chrysanths, you probably don’t know?

I don’t.

I didn’t think you would.

Tell me about them.

They’re grown, they grow like daisies – just the one in the pot. They’re quite difficult to grow actually. It’s just the timing.

Timing of what? Of chopping them back or...

[Mary, ‘Take us through the process of growing your chrysanths, from seeds or from cuttings. Were they from cuttings you grew them?’] 

Yes, take the cuttings about this time of year. January start them in little pots and then pot them on, pot them on until eventually, in about June or July, they go in the very big pots and then you start growing them properly. [Laughter.] It’s jolly hard work.

But that was something you enjoyed? 

I got them bit mixed up but I got… Oh you got mixed up with the national society. You got one in the big show in London. After a time they developed a flower with my name on, a plant with my name on. I don’t know whether it’s still about.

What colour was it?

It was red. A red single. 

[Mary, ‘That was Jack Walman’s catalogue wasn’t it?’]

And was the Chrysanthemum Society a place where you could actually make friends with people on an equal level, on the same level?

Yes, I did. And one day I surprised them all. I got the more advanced certificates and won the best in the show. That surprised everybody.

And are there any other friends you made, as an adult from your interests or…?

[Mary whispers, ‘Your stamps, what about your stamps?’]

[Break in recording.]

I had quite a good stamp collection. Kath made me get rid of them. 

[Mary speaks, ‘Yes but Kath made you get rid of them in the end but you spent quite a few years collecting, both of you collecting.’] 

About 14 years.

[Mary speaks, ‘And you had friends from Bristol coming up to see yer stamps and everything. Had a lot of friends in the stamp world.] 

I should have kept mine.

Did you go to stamp meetings or did you meet people?

Yes, I went to stamp fairs quite a bit. You get the odd good ones and according to the stamp book rubbish… In books they fake a lot of stamps, so you have to… and put the odd good one but mostly junk.

[Mary speaks, ‘But you were quite a discerning collector.’]

Did you collect a particular country or a particular type?

I had a lot of Queen Victoria. I collected that era from the jubilee. A lot of them.

I don’t know how it works. Do you buy stamps or find them or [laughs] swap them?

You used to sell quite a number to get a good one.

[Mary asks, ‘From the catalogues?’]

No, from the dealers. In the shop, yes. [Both talking together.] The dealer that we dealt with had a shop in Weston, he used to come and see us. We don’t know what happened to him.

So that was quite a sociable activity?

Oh yes.

[Mary, ‘I think you got Kath involved as well because she started to collect, didn’t she? But she didn’t collect the same as you, did she? What did she collect?’]

Australian, why I don’t know.

Perhaps they were pretty? [Laughs.]

[Break in recording.]

I could go back into a lot of detail? 

[Mary, ‘But I think we’ve covered it pretty well. The thing is do you want to say.’]

[End of Tape 5.]
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