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 ‘How We Got Here’ Transcript
Episode 2: Tanni Grey-Thompson
[Start of recording]

00:00:00 Tanni
I think I generally get treated better than most. I was at one station recently, and I’d sort of gone to request assistance and I overheard one member of staff say to the other, “She’s the one who tweets!” [Katie laughs] Brilliant.

[UPBEAT MUSIC PLAYS WITH STRONG BASELINE, CYMBAL HITS, HANDCLAPS AND THEN HORNS 00:00:12—00:00:19]

00:00:19 Katie
[music bed continues] Welcome back. I’m Katie, and this is How We Got Here, the podcast where I interview a famous disabled person as we make a journey together on public transport. En route, they’ll share with me stories from their life and I’ll learn how far disability rights have come in the UK, and just how far there is to go. This is a podcast about movement, progression and change, and is brought to you for Transport For All, a leading disability rights organisation fighting for accessible streets and transport systems. 
[UPBEAT MUSIC CONTINUES 00:00:52—00:00:55]

00:00:55 Katie
[music bed continues] In this episode, it’s Tanni Grey-Thompson’s turn to take me on a trip to her place of work, which is of course, the House of Lords. Now, this episode was recorded back in early September, so cast your minds back to the morning that Parliament was prorogued, and given the speed at which politics move, there are quite a few things we say in this episode which aren’t as relevant now. Also we recorded this on the Jubilee line, which isn’t exactly known for its quiet ambiance. There is quite a bit of background noise, so remember you can find full transcripts of this and all the other episodes on our website. Just go to http://www.transportforall.org.uk/podcast. Let’s go!

[DESCENDING SYNTH HORN SCALE THEN DRUMS 00:01:38—00:01:42]

[CLARINET JAZZ 00:01:44—00:01:51]

00:01:50 Katie
It’s a beautiful September morning and I’m here sat outside Bond Street station [clarinet music continues] and today I’m meeting up with Baroness Tanni Grey-Thompson. She is of course a Paralympic athlete in wheelchair racing. She’s won sixteen medals, and eleven of them were gold. But to me, Tanni was one of the first wheelchair users I saw on TV, and so by extension, one of the first wheelchair users I knew of, other than myself. She’s always been someone that I hugely looked up to and admired, and she’s been sort of an example of someone who speaks out about things that matter and advocates for change. Tanni sits as a crossbench peer in the House of Lords, and that’s where we’re off to today. So I’m meeting her here at Bond Street station and I’m going to tag along with her on her route to work. 

[CLARINET JAZZ 00:02:44—00:02:54]

00:02:54 Tanni
Hello, hi!

00:02:55 Katie
Hello, hi! How are you?

00:02:56 Tanni
I’m good! I figured it was you because you were the only person in a wheelchair waiting for me.

00:02:59 Katie
[laughs]

00:03:00 Tanni
Well, waiting by the accessible lift at Bond Street tube station. So hi!

00:03:03 Katie
I know. I didn’t even need to hold up a sign, ‘Tanni’. 

00:03:06 Tanni
That’s good. Ah. 
00:03:07 Katie
How are you?

00:03:08 Tanni
Good. 

00:03:08 Katie
Good! 

00:03:08 Tanni
Ready for a journey—hopefully it’s all going to be perfectly smooth. 

00:03:12 Katie
Yes. So where are we—

00:03:13 Tanni
Actually most of the time it is, but….

00:03:14 Katie
Where are we off to today?

00:03:15 Tanni
So from Bond Street we’re going to Westminster because I’m going into work. 

00:03:21 Katie
Yes. 

00:03:20 Tanni
Which is fun times in Parliament at the moment. 

00:03:23 Katie
It is. It is incredibly fun times. We’re just heading into the lift now. I woke up this morning to the news that Parliament had been prorogued, and thought, “Oh no. My podcast. What does this mean for me?!”

00:03:35 Tanni
We can still go. No we’re fine. We still….

00:03:38 Katie
Oh that’s good. They don’t lock you out then? They don’t lock the doors?

00:03:40 Tanni
No, so peers never get locked out because we always know we’re coming back. 

00:03:46 Katie
Ahh. 

00:03:46 Tanni
But if there’s an election, MPs aren’t allowed in the building because they’re no longer MPs, they’re prospective candidates. So, anyway, that’s very boring. But we’re fine. But yeah. 

00:03:53 Katie
No, no, no, that makes sense. Yeah, okay. 

00:03:55 Tanni
So, but for me, Bond Street being made step-free was really exciting because I have a lot of meetings not that far from here, and suddenly it opens up a whole new part of London. 
00:04:08 Katie
Yeah. 

[Audio fades, returns]

00:04:11 Tanni
So I’m just hunting round for my Oyster card. 

00:04:12 Katie
Yeah that’s okay.

00:04:13 Tanni
Which would be quite useful. 

00:04:14 Katie
We’re just approaching the turnstiles now, so just going to bleep in. 

00:04:17 Tanni
I can never find my Oyster card. I’m always scrabbling around at the bottom of my bag for it. 

[LOUD TURNSTILE BEEP]

00:04:26 Katie
We were talking about how I find it really difficult going up a step, if there’s a step, and I just look at it and think, “I can’t do that at all,” but you’re completely fine with that?

00:04:34 Tanni
I think it’s a generational thing whether you can jump a kerb or not, because when I was growing up—I’ve been in the chair since I was six—there were no dropped kerbs anywhere. There were no accessible toilets. So it forced a different level of independence. So I don’t really have to jump up and down many kerbs at all these days, but I can do it. So I can jump down quite a decent sized kerb, because I had to learn to do it as a kid. 

00:04:58 Katie
That’s really—I’d never, I really never considered that before. I mean, you know, I’m just sort of trying to think about where I go out in London. I know that Soho for example there are no dropped kerbs there, and I just end up… I just go on the road. Because I come to a dropped kerb and I’m like, “Well, there’s the end of my route.” 

00:05:16 Tanni
I mean what happens is you only fall out a couple of times and you learn to do it, but it is, it’s….

00:05:21 Katie
It’s just practice.

00:05:22 Tanni
Yeah but it’s definitely a generational thing. [Train pulls into platform] So I see lots of young people in chairs who struggle to jump a kerb, or struggle to bounce down a kerb. 

00:05:31 Katie
Yeah. 

00:05:33 Tanni
Or, you know, I learned at quite a young age to bounce down a flight of stairs. 

00:05:37 Katie
That’s—a flight of stairs!

00:05:38 Tanni
You need quite strong arms, but you know. 

00:05:40 Katie
My God! [Tube doors open] So we’re getting onto the tube now. Thankfully there’s only… actually there’s a bit of a gap, but… just about make that. 

00:05:52 Tanni
You see that’s a bit different. Because for me—and that’s why it’s useful where lots of people in electric wheelchairs, you know, get in touch, will say, you know, that’s a huge barrier for people. For me that’s… that’s okay. 

00:06:03 Katie
Don’t even notice it. 

00:06:04 Tanni
But it’s good to recognise all the other differences that, and difficulties people have. 

00:06:09 Katie
Yeah. So what you’re saying is I should take out my wheelchair to Soho and fall over several times, three times, four times [laughs].

00:06:16 Tanni
Start with some little ones. No it’s probably—

00:06:18 Katie
End up in the gutter, rolling around! [laughs]
00:06:21 Tanni
No definitely don’t do that, no, no. That’s… I don’t want to be responsible for injuring you, but….

00:06:25 Katie
[laughs] It is, it is a very good point though. I mean, I think… you know, I was born in ’95, same year the DDA came into practice. 

00:06:33 Tanni
Oh wow, okay, right. 

00:06:35 Katie
I’ve always had a sort of baseline level of access and I think in some ways I expect things to be accessible and therefore I see more problems than perhaps someone who… saw a time when there were, as you say, no accessible stations. 

00:06:53 Tanni
So I still get slightly surprised when I go out and, you know, a restaurant will have an accessible toilet. And… maybe I shouldn’t be. But then I get frustrated when I go places where the access is bad, because there is so much more knowledge and understanding of disability now. 

00:07:10 Katie
It’s not just the physical barriers that are frustrating and exhausting. Once you’re dealing with people and you’re getting negativity from that as well, it becomes just quite emotionally gruelling. 

00:07:22 Tanni
And I’ve noticed a big difference in about the last year. My daughter is now seventeen, and she always looked very young for her age. She kind of now does look like she’s sort of seventeen. And people now speak to her not me. 

00:07:35 Katie
Oh no!
00:07:36 Tanni
And it’s like, it’s suddenly, it’s like—

00:07:38 Katie
Oh that’s… yeah. 

00:07:39 Tanni
And you kind of… and I haven’t had that for years. And….

00:07:43 Katie
Because they understood that she was your daughter? 

00:07:46 Tanni
Yeah. Or… we’ve been asked over the years, you know, “Where’s your mum?” I’m like, “I’m here!” And it’s like, “Well, but, oh… but, but… so….” And my husband was always very good. So he walks with crutches. When people tried to speak to him and not me, he’d just ignore them. 

00:08:01 Katie
Yeah. 

00:08:02 Tanni
And, you know, that’s a lot of pressure on Carys. But, I mean she’s great. She—oh we’re at Westminster, so that’s gone quick. 

[TUBE DOORS OPEN]

00:08:09 Katie
Speedy!

00:08:11 Tanni
You know, with Carys, she just sort of copes with it really well. And she’ll say things like, “Mum you’ve got your invisibility cloak on again.”

00:08:18 Katie
[laughs]

00:08:19 Tanni
But you know that’s a lot of pressure for a child. She’s still, I still think of her as my baby, you know?

00:08:23 Katie
Yeah. 

00:08:23 Tanni
That’s a lot of pressure for her to deal with which she shouldn’t have to. 

00:08:26 Katie
What are some of the, I mean, like, ridiculous stereotypes and prejudices you’ve come up with, I mean especially considering when you were pregnant as well?

00:08:37 Tanni
Oh so, my first scan, to kind of show that I was pregnant, the first thing I was offered was a termination, because obviously being disabled I hadn’t been thinking—it must have been a mistake. And I remember saying, “No I was planning on getting pregnant.” You know, I was thirty-two, and she was like, “Really?!” Yeah. Yeah. So that’s, some of that’s… it’s funny, like, resilience. Some things like that I find much easier to deal with. So for that it was like, do you know what, I’m not tolerating this. I’m just… you know, I’m stepping back from this and ignoring it. Other things, where I was at a train station last week and I didn’t know what train I was going to travel on. I get to the station, ask for some assistance, and I got huffed at. And actually offering me a termination is far more rude than being huffed at, but actually that really upsets me. What hurts you on an emotional level is very different. So there’s loads of discrimination I can deal with and then other stuff I can’t. 

00:09:32 Katie
Do you think on the whole attitudes have improved?

00:09:39 Tanni
Uh… yes. But they’ve also changed, you know. There’s a lot of negative stuff in the press about disabled people or if you’re a GB athlete competing for the Paralympics. You know, it’s one of the other; you’re a Paralympian or you’re a scrounger. There’s a lot of intolerance at the moment that came through austerity, it’s come through Brexit. People are looking in on themselves, and I think that’s provided lots of challenges. It really has. I’m talking, you know, to colleagues who are wheelchair users in the Lords, and we think… I feel I’m experiencing more discrimination now than I have in a long time. 

00:10:19 Katie
Wow. 

00:10:21 Tanni
And that’s recognised. And I get treated three ways. You know, I get treated—if people recognise me as an ex-athlete, they’re generally quite nice to me. If they recognise me as a parliamentarian they either like me or don’t, so that… or I’m just a disabled woman. So I get treated three ways. But I feel like I’m experiencing more discrimination. And that’s… that kind of worries me because it’s quite hard for a younger generation to come through that, and to fight, because it’s… you’re trying to fight for so many different things. 

00:10:49 Katie
What I worry about is with sort of recent civil rights movements, with LGBT rights, with trans rights, and how sort of visible progress is, I worry that the large majority of people will come into a station, look round and see, oh well, there’s you know, an accessible sign there, a disabled sign there, this says step-free, therefore it’s all completely fine? And therefore we have this sort of inertia where people think that, “Well, we’ve solved that now so we don’t need to work on it anymore.” 

00:11:22 Tanni
Yeah we’ve got a few, we’ve got a few blue badge parking spaces, and we’ve got some blue signs, you know, and it’s all okay. 

00:11:28 Katie
There’s a few blue signs! [laughs]

00:11:29 Tanni
Yeah and disability, I think, constantly gets left at the bottom. And so, you know, the fact that there’s a disability pride, you kind of go, really? There’s a separate thing. You know, disability just feels like it’s forgotten. 

00:11:44 Katie
We’ve arrived at the turnstiles in Westminster. 

00:11:51 Tanni
So we’re two lifts down. Only one more lift. 

00:11:54 Katie
You have a special entrance?

00:11:57 Tanni
Yeah we have a separate entrance.

00:11:57 Katie
Because you’re a peer?

00:11:59 Tanni
Well and a passholder. Any full passholder—
00:12:02 Katie
Okay. 

00:12:02 Tanni
We… we have an entrance kind of pretty much out of the tube which is quite nice actually. 

00:12:08 Katie
And it takes you right into the House of Lords?

00:12:09 Tanni
Right into the heart of the building. 

00:12:12 Katie
Perfect. 

00:12:13 Tanni
When you come in in the morning and it’s dark and you leave at night and it’s dark—

00:12:16 Katie
My God! [laughs]

00:12:16 Tanni
It’s slightly depressing. 

00:12:18 Katie
No sunlight whatsoever. 

00:12:20 Tanni
But actually I mean the one thing around Westminster, it is always busy with tourists. Packed. And then there’s a lot of protestors at the moment, as well. So it probably saves everybody quite a bit of time in terms of being able to get in and out. But actually when there’s lots of protests I do tend to walk down the road because I think it’s quite important to look. 

00:12:39 Katie
Engage.

00:12:39 Tanni
And look at who’s made an effort. Because actually for a lot of people it’s not an easy place to get to. So it’s always good to go and see who is out there. 

00:12:47 Katie
Absolutely. 

00:12:48 Tanni
One more lift. Here we go. 

00:12:49 Katie
One more lift!

00:12:50 Tanni
I always get really excited when I see another wheelchair user on the Tube as well, and I just kind of think, I wonder what people are thinking watching us travelling together?

00:12:59 Katie
I—yes!

00:13:01 Tanni
Because you don’t often see two wheelchair users actually together, travelling.

00:13:04 Katie
No you don’t, you don’t at all! But there’s a reason for that. That’s because there’s only one [chuckles] there’s only ever one wheelchair space. I mean, until I started recording this podcast, obviously I went out yesterday and recorded another one, but before then I had never actually gone out and about with another wheelchair user. 

00:13:20 Tanni
So we, we should actually try and go on an Overground train because some of them, there’s only two wheelchair spaces.

00:13:26 Katie
Oh I see. 

00:13:25 Tanni
One in first, and one in standard. 

00:13:27 Katie
Oh so we’d be on opposite ends of the train?

00:13:30 Tanni
Yeah. 

00:13:30 Katie
[Laughs]

00:13:30 Tanni
And one of us would have to buy a first-class ticket. 

00:13:33 Katie
Right. And do you travel with other wheelchair users often?

00:13:37 Tanni
I do, I have done. My husband is an occasional wheelchair user. So he broke his back when he was twenty-one, so he kind of walks a bit, but he uses his chair more as he gets older. We’ve travelled a bit together. At 2012 games time, the games makers were great at packing the trains with loads of wheelchair users. Probably broke different guidelines, but…. Yeah, there’s a group of peers who are wheelchair users, and we’ve sort of joked that some of the less thoughtful companies, we were going to go and all travel together. We haven’t done that yet, but….

00:14:09 Katie
[laughs] All in one!

00:14:10 Tanni
One summer—yeah, about six of us were going to turn up together and say, “We want to go on that train,” and see what the reaction was. I probably shouldn’t warn the train companies that we’re going to do that. 

00:14:18 Katie
No. 

00:14:19 Tanni
But we will do that at some point. 

00:14:20 Katie
And then they’ll just be like, “Have you booked? Have you booked? Have you booked?”

00:14:22 Tanni
Oh no! I hate that! And I think there’s only once where somebody in an Assistance Desk was being a bit grumpy with me and said, “Why didn’t you book?” And it was like, blame Parliament. You know? Because….

00:14:34 Katie
Literally, blame Brexit. 

00:14:36 Tanni
Because I don’t know what time I’m leaving. So, you know….

00:14:40 Katie
Now we’re heading towards Westminster now, but I know I’m not allowed to record as we’re going through the doors, so we’ll pick up when we’re on the inside.

[UPBEAT MUSIC PLAYS WITH STRONG BASELINE, CYMBAL HITS, HANDCLAPS AND THEN HORNS 00:14:50—00:14:55]

00:14:55 Tanni
So we made it out of Westminster Tube Station, three lifts later, and we’re now in my office in the House of Lords. 

00:15:01 Katie
Which is beautiful. Love the carpet. 

00:15:04 Tanni
It’s, well… you never kind of take it for granted, actually, and not every peer has got a desk so I’m very lucky to have one. And mine kind of overlooks the back of Westminster Abbey, so if you’re in here late at night and struggling for inspiration, it’s quite nice just looking out. And also, I mean, because it’s always busy outside and there’s always people protesting something—I mean, a lot with Brexit at the moment—but it’s just really interesting. You get—you can sit and watch and listen to see what will bring people to Parliament. So you kind of feel, I guess, in contact with the people who come here to protest because you can hear them. Our windows aren’t great either, so they’re quite old. Like lots of bits of this building. 

00:15:39 Katie
[laughs] So you really can hear them. 

00:15:39 Tanni
So you can hear them, yeah. 

00:15:41 Katie
And are you often here late at night looking through these windows?

00:15:45 Tanni
I am quite a lot. So I live in the North-East of England. I work here. So, you know, I try and maximise the time that I’m here. We do work really odd hours, to be honest. Very strange hours. So yeah, there’s quite a lot of time when I’m speechwriting, you’re kind of looking out of the window looking for inspiration. 

00:16:01 Katie
So I mean you were created a Life Peer in 2010. Before then was it something you had been wanting to do?

00:16:07 Tanni
Yeah, so actually my degree is in Politics. I never intended to really go into politics, but while I was competing as an athlete, it was very interesting: duty of care, and athlete protection, and athlete rights, and obviously trying to develop the Paralympic movement. So the politics of sport always fascinated me. But as I was competing, and then, you know, travelling the world, and seeing what disabled people didn’t have in other countries, disability rights became important. And I think, you know, when I was competing, you know, there were a lot of disability rights campaigners who probably weren’t terribly fond of Paralympians because it… and I absolutely get it, because it sends out, you know, a very different message of disability and impairment. Being a Paralympian is open to a tiny percentage of disabled people. And it doesn’t show the reality of life for disabled people. So I was conscious when I was competing I didn’t have a political view on disability rights but as soon as I retired I did. And, you know, I kind of feel very much the same when I was competing as now, is the Paralympics are brilliant, and they’re great, and it’s a sporting event, but it can’t change the world. And I get a little bit frustrated, you know, when people say, “Oh well, 2012 changed the world for disabled people!” Well no it didn’t. It changed the world for some Paralympians.

00:17:14 Katie
Yeah. 

00:17:14 Tanni
And it moved the Paralympic Games on, which was what it was meant to do; it was brilliant. But the reality for most disabled people is that there’s a lot of inaccessibility, there’s a lot of challenges with benefits and support and, you know, buses and tubes and trains. And that’s what you have when you’re here, is you have a platform to do other stuff, which is what you try and do. 

00:17:35 Katie
And in terms of attitudes towards disability, what did you think about the coverage of the Paralympics and how that fed into people’s attitudes?

00:17:43 Tanni
In a way it has changed. A lot more people are watching the Paralympics and listening. There’s now a whole bunch of names that are known. But I think that we’ve got to be really careful. We… there’s sort of a fine line to tread in terms of showing it as sport, and there is a human interest story that goes with it, but not confusing that when somebody’s participating in field of play, you know?

00:18:05 Katie
‘Field of play’?
00:18:06 Tanni
When they’re in their sport competing at the highest level. That is not the point to start telling a human interest story about how they acquired their impairment. That can be before or afterwards. But actually when they’re competing it should be about the sport. And I know I have quite a, you know, a set view on this. Some disabled people have a very… dramatic, traumatic experience to become disabled; others like me, who was born with spina bifida? No. What I like to see is when people are competing, it’s sport. And you talk about the sport. And so we’ve got to be really careful it’s not seen as patronising and brave and marvellous and—you know, we kind of moved away, in the Nineties, from talking about “challenge over adversity” which I hate as a phrase, and we’re kind of slipping back into that a little bit. 

00:18:50 Katie
Right. 

00:18:50 Tanni
About, “They’re all brave and marvellous!” Well no, some of them are, absolutely, and some of them… aren’t, because they haven’t got anything to be brave and marvellous about. So it’s quite complicated, that view of, you know, not everybody who is disabled has a story to tell, or wants to tell their story, about it. 

00:19:06 Katie
And also not everyone who is disabled is a Paralympic athlete [chuckles]. 

00:19:09 Tanni
Yes, well the vast majority of disabled people aren’t, and you know, one of the challenges post-2012 is that, you know, a lot of young disabled children are approached, and people will say to them, “Oh do you want to be a Paralympian?” Well, we don’t say that to every nondisabled child, “Do you want to be an Olympian?” So don’t assume just because you’re disabled that’s what you want to do. 

00:19:27 Katie
I just happened to be, during the 2012 Olympics, passing through Stratford. I was not there for anything remotely to do with sport. I am not a sporty person at all. I think I was going to the theatre, maybe, in Stratford. And I remember getting off the—I suppose it would have been the Overground? And there were sort of the Games Makers stood in the Overground. And I kind of got off the train and they were ushering me and being like, “Okay, athletes this way! Athletes this way!” And I just thought... that’s not me! [laughs] I’m not going to sort of end up on a track completely inadvertently!
00:20:01 Tanni
[laughs]

00:20:01 Katie
And be like, “No, I’m not meant to be here!”

00:20:04 Tanni
I mean it’s kind of funny, isn’t it? It’s that sort of slight absurdity of being disabled. It’s like you wouldn’t—you know, same as you don’t say to every nondisabled child, “Are you going to be an Olympian?” you don’t say to every nondisabled child, “Are you going to be a lawyer then?” And then when you put it in that context?

00:20:18 Katie
Yeah!

00:20:18 Tanni
And I think sometimes it’s just people are trying to find something to say or to chat, or I don’t know what it is, but you look at the Jonnie Peacocks and the Ellie Simmonds and, you know… Jess Ennis and Mo Farah are different from the rest of the population in the same way Ellie and Jonnie are. So they’re a particular type of person. 

00:20:36 Katie
Do you think that the rights and interests of disabled people are adequately represented in politics?

00:20:43 Tanni
That’s a really interesting question. So I think in the House of Lords, yes. But they could always have more. I mean we have people with a huge range of impairments, in terms of, you know, we have two visually impaired peers who have guide dogs and we have people who are deaf and we have a lot of wheelchair users with varying conditions, you know, from, you know, acquired conditions, people who’ve got MS who, sort of, it’s happened to later in life. So we can always do with more diversity. I think in the Commons it’s harder because actually to put yourself in a position where you stand in an election for public life it’s difficult because things like campaigning, those sorts of things are really difficult to do. So I think, overall, not. I mean, I’d love to see more disabled people in the civil service who work in the government departments because actually they have a lot of input as well. And I do see more disabled people working in the civil service but not, not as much as I’d like to see, because I think that would actually make a huge difference. 

00:21:49 Katie
So I mean, sort of following on from that, what are the most effective channels for change? I mean, we’ve talked about the many different problems that still exist in the built environment for disabled people. How do we—and I’m sort of talking as a disabled person—how do we go about changing them? Is it, you know, standing in elections? Is it getting involved in politics? Is it campaigning? Is it speaking in the media? 

00:22:12 Tanni
It’s everything. I mean, in the same way in Parliament you can speak in a chamber, you know, you can speak in legislation, you can speak in a debate, you can, you know, go and meet a government minister, you can…. You know there’s—sometimes you can do more over a cup of tea than you can in the chamber. So you know one train company, I was discussing their fairly useless attitude towards disabled people and you know, took them for a cup of tea, and just very nicely explained why I just didn’t think they were doing very well. And so I think it’s just being mindful there’s loads of different ways. What’s interesting with social media, it’s given a platform for more disabled people to speak out and share bad experiences—and good experiences—but mostly bad. And that, that’s quite helpful. But I think a challenge is if you’re disabled, you don’t want to complain every time something bad happens to you.
00:23:03 Katie
Yeah.

00:23:03 Tanni
Because you spend your life complaining. So a lot of the stuff I’m doing around trains at the moment, it’s quite hard for a train operating company to reply to a complaint on Twitter, but they need to be, you know—and I don’t think that’s necessarily the right way through—but it shows the weight of experience which is then useful to then go and have a meeting with them. So unfortunately it’s got to be disabled people speaking out. And then, you know, growing up, Baroness Campbell of Surbiton, Jane Campbell, who now sits here, she chained herself to the gates outside. And I think over the last sort of ten, fifteen years, we’ve lost some of that group of disabled people who will come into the streets to protest.

00:23:40 Katie
Yeah. The real hands on, in the streets….

00:23:43 Tanni
But it’s hard to do that. 

00:23:44 Katie
Yeah. 

00:23:44 Tanni
Not least—I mean I guess it’s a bit easier to get into London now, but you know, if you’re coming from the North of England and you can only have two wheelchair users per train.

00:23:52 Katie
[laughs]

00:23:52 Tanni
It takes you a long time to get people to protest, you know? So it’s not easy to protest on the streets, and I don’t think that’s the right way to achieve everything, but to protest peacefully, I think it has a place as well. 

00:24:03 Katie
And just acts of defiance or acts that speak great volumes make a huge change as well. I mean, like, I always go back to that one time, I think—it might have been in 2012? It was a long… it feels like a really long time ago—when you were left on a train and no ramp was there to meet you, and I think, did you lift your wheelchair off the train?

00:24:24 Tanni
Oh that happens often. Oh, yeah….
00:24:27 Katie
[chuckles] Ah!

00:24:27 Tanni
Yeah, it’s not a one-off.

00:24:28 Katie
Not in any way an isolated event.

00:24:31 Tanni
No. 

00:24:31 Katie
But I just remember hearing about that in… I was, I was at school, and I just thought, this is like… it just gets me angry and riled up, but there’s someone out there speaking out about it and it kind of makes you feel at least a bit hopeful that things are being at least talked about?

00:24:50 Tanni
Yeah I mean, I think I generally get treated better than most. I was at one station recently and I had sort of gone to request assistance and I overheard one member of staff say to the other, “She’s the one who tweets!” Brilliant. 

00:25:02 Katie
[laughs] Like that’s your entire role in life!

00:25:06 Tanni
Yeah, thank you. That is my life! Yeah, so sometimes I get treated better; sometimes I don’t. And I think it’s just part of my job is to have the resilience to keep raising it and keeping going and going with it. So yeah, it would be brilliant to make, you know, the whole of the network accessible. But actually until we can get to that point, then it’s about staff training. It’s about treating people with respect. You know, I turned up at a station last week, didn’t know what time train I was going to be on because of Brexit because I didn’t know when the debate was going to finish. Got to the station and said, “This is the train I’d like to go on, any change I can get a ramp?” And the response back was I got huffed at and then one member of staff sort of touched the other one on the shoulder and went, “She hasn’t booked!” And I go, “I’m sitting right here.” So I walked away. I mean, I’m sitting right here in front of you. You know, that is just poor communication. There are just ways to speak to people. And so I think for me that kind of staff training needs to have a real focus as well. 

00:25:59 Katie
And it’s just wild, isn’t it, this expectation that disabled people just have all the time in the world. 

00:26:05 Tanni
Yeah, we don’t have jobs at all. 

00:26:07 Katie
No, not at all. Not doing anything remotely important or interesting, whether in the House of Lords or not [chuckles].

00:26:13 Tanni
I know. And booking doesn’t work a hundred percent of the time, booking assistance. I booked assistance the other week. It took me twenty-nine minutes to book two train journeys. And it’s like, I don’t know any people, really, who’ve got twenty-nine minutes. You know, when I meet people from Network Rail or from the train companies they want to do better. I mean I had one train company, it’s quite funny, they sent me a direct message and told me stop tweeting about their train company, and then a member of staff rang me and told me to stop tweeting. So I said, “You know, just so we’re really clear, you’re telling a member of the House of Lords that they can’t publicly communicate about the train service?” And they went, “[gasp].” So I think I included them in every tweet for about twenty-four hours.

00:26:47 Katie
[laughs]

00:26:47 Tanni
To the point my sister rang me and said, “Can you—Tanni, please.” 

00:26:50 Katie
Stop! Stop it! Stop tweeting!

00:26:51 Tanni
“Stop it, what are you doing?!” Yeah, I get frustrated, you know, trying to kind of put you in your box and making you feel like we should be grateful or, you know, we have nothing better to do with our lives. Just treat us with some respect. That’s it. Not treating us as if we’re there as a huge convenience which, you know, sadly that, too much of that still happens. 

00:27:10 Katie
And it’s like, negativity just breeds negativity as well. I mean, I completely agree with what you’re saying about how, you know, as a disabled person, you know, it’s important to speak out about these experiences you have, but you do just end up complaining, all the time. And I look at my Twitter feed and it’s just like, oh well, [chuckles] I wasn’t let on this bus and didn’t get on another bus, and oh it’s me again, here, not getting a bus!

00:27:33 Tanni
Yeah, and I can’t get into the toilet, and yeah, and I can’t—and it’s just….

00:27:37 Katie
And it’s like, my life is so much more interesting than that. I just feel the need to say that. But at the same time I don’t want to be, as I have been pointed out in public, the lady who couldn’t get on a bus. 

00:27:50 Tanni
It’s funny, isn’t it? I just want disabled people to have the same miserable experience of commuting as everyone else. 
00:27:54 Katie
[laughs] Exactly. Exactly!

00:27:57 Tanni
So, which is like, you know, if there are leaves on the line or something, or the signal fails, do you know what? That is fine. 

00:28:02 Katie
Yeah. 

00:28:04 Tanni
I mean it’s frustrating, don’t get me wrong, but it’s when it’s always a chore. 

00:28:08 Katie
Yeah. What would your advice be to other disabled people, younger disabled people who are just looking to make a change?

00:28:18 Tanni
Do you know what, it’s important to have an opinion. We need young people coming through who, who have high expectations for how they want to live their lives. So it’s, you know, connect with other people on social media, talk about it. You know, try and complain. It’s hard, it’s really hard. And it’s wearing and it knocks you back. But I think that’s the way some things will change. Or if it’s, if that side of it’s not for you, you know, partly what we’re here as politicians to do is to, to gather evidence. You know, as a peer we don’t have the ability to do case work because we don’t have staff, but you know, just write to your MP. I sometimes take it as a bit of a badge of honour—it’s not always very pleasant—but when they go, “Oh God, it’s her.” That’s not always easy to deal with, but then you know, most of the time it’s like, “Oh, okay.” So there are lots of people who are able to do that. So you know, just kind of connect with others. I think disabled people in some ways have become more isolated in different ways, and it’s harder to kind of join together. So that’s where social media is quite useful at finding other people with similar views. 

[UPBEAT MUSIC PLAYS WITH STRONG BASELINE, CYMBAL HITS, HANDCLAPS AND THEN HORNS 00:29:18—00:29:21]

00:29:21 Katie
[music bed continues] Well thank you so much for letting me tag along with you, coming to your office. 

00:29:24 Tanni
Thank you. Well, we got here in the end. That was okay.

00:29:26 Katie
Yes! [chuckles]

00:29:26 Tanni
It was a good—it was a good journey today. Very good. 

00:29:27 Katie
It was, it was. It was successful. Thank you. 

00:29:30 Tanni
Thank you.

[UPBEAT MUSIC CONTINUES 00:29:30—00:29:35]

00:29:35 Katie
[music bed continues] That was Tanni Grey-Thompson chatting to me in the House of Lords. In the next episode, I’ll be taking a trip on the DLR with Gwynneth Pedler, a ninety-four year old retired teacher, campaigner and trustee of Transport For All. I am so excited to talk to her about, among many other things, her own shifting attitudes towards disability, as she actually became disabled later in life in her seventies and immediately threw herself into disability rights activism. Subscribe now so you don’t miss that or any other episodes. Just search How We Got Here, wherever you get your podcasts, and hit subscribe. We would also love to hear from you so please leave us a review or a comment with your thoughts. If I’ve peaked your interest with any of the issues covered in this episode, transport, access, equality, politics, disabled people, and you’d like to find out more about the brilliant work that Transport For All does, just search for them online or on Twitter and get involved. You can sign up as a member and join a fantastic community of people campaigning for change. I’m Katie Pennick, and I’ll see you next time. 

[DESCENDING SYNTH HORN SCALE THEN DRUMS 00:30:48—00:30:55]

[End of recording]
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