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This year National Life Stories celebrates its thirtieth 
anniversary. Since 1987 NLS has achieved a great deal, 
contributing to the evolution of one of the world’s most 
significant oral history collections at the British Library, now 
numbering many tens of thousands of audio testimonies in 
frequent use by all kinds of users. We devote a major part 
of this year’s Review to looking back at our major projects, 
highlighting some of the over 2,800 interviews which mark 
out National Life Stories’ unique methodology.

Few people predicted back in 1987 that there would be a 
means of sharing and communicating personal experience 
through a globally-linked network, and that tiny hand-held 
devices would have the power of the mainframe computers of 
the 1980s. Technology has transformed not only how we now 
gather and archive our interviews, but also in how we share 
them. Back in 1987 a card catalogue was the only finding aid 
(and a poor one at that), now we can search online interview 
content summaries and transcripts, locate what we need and 
listen to the recording, all from a mobile phone anywhere in 
the world. This has liberated content to ever-growing numbers 
of users, but it has also perceptibly shifted the relationship 
with our interviewees and more now request embargoes or 
partial closure of their interviews. Our challenge is to ensure 
that we continue to collect life stories ethically and sensitively, 
and tailor our online access accordingly. 

Recent news of a major grant from the Heritage Lottery 
Fund for the British Library’s ‘Save Our Sounds’ initiative will 
ensure that all the remaining NLS analogue recordings are 
digitised for online access over the next five years, alongside 
many other oral history collections both from the BL’s archive 
and from ten regional centres around the UK. We expect the 
initiative to be transformative of the UK’s audio heritage and 

National Life Stories
When many people think about history, they think about 
books and documents, castles or stately homes. In fact history 
is all around us, in our own families and communities, in the 
living memories and experiences of older people. Everyone has 
a story to tell about their life which is unique to them. Whilst 
some people have been involved in momentous historical 
events, regardless of age or importance we all have interesting 
life stories to share. Unfortunately, because memories die 
when people do, if we don’t record what people tell us, that 
history can be lost forever. 

National Life Stories was established in 1987 and its mission 
is: ‘To record the first-hand experiences of as wide a cross 
section of society as possible, to preserve the recordings, to 
make them publicly available and encourage their use’. As an 
independent charitable trust within the Oral History Section 
of the British Library, NLS’s key focus and expertise has been 
oral history fieldwork. For nearly thirty years it has initiated a 

series of innovative interviewing programmes funded almost 
entirely from sponsorship, charitable and individual donations 
and voluntary effort. 

Each collection comprises recorded in-depth interviews of a 
high standard, plus content summaries and, in some cases, 
transcripts to assist users. Each individual life story interview 
is several hours long, covering family background, childhood, 
education, work, leisure and later life. Access is provided via 
the Sound and Moving Image Catalogue at http://sami.
bl.uk and a growing number of interviews are made available 
for remote web use through British Library Sounds at http://
sounds.bl.uk.  

Alongside the British Library’s other oral history holdings, 
which stretch back to the beginning of the twentieth century, 
NLS’s recordings form a unique and invaluable record of 
people’s lives in Britain today.
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Foreword

of people’s awareness of the richness of sound resources.
National Life Stories’ challenges ahead will focus again on our 
new collecting areas: Legal Lives and City Lives Revisited, for 
which we still seek significant start-up funding. Our electricity 
project came to a successful conclusion and we now turn to 
fundraising once more for An Oral History of British Science. 
The exhibition at Tate Britain, featuring audio clips from our 
Artists’ Lives collection, continues until 2018. We’re proud to 
be working in partnership with Tate, with the Henry Moore 
Institute, and with the generous support of the Rootstein 
Hopkins Foundation. 

Finally let me thank our donors, trustees and advisors for 
another successful year, and our staff for their hard work.

Dame Jenny Abramsky
Chair of Trustees
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Collections and projects

It has been an auspicious year for Artists’ Lives. Since 1990  
the project has been run in association with Tate and to 
celebrate its maturity, an exhibition – Artists’ Lives: Speaking of 
the Kasmin Gallery – opened at Tate Britain on 28 November 
2016 and will run until 2018, curated by Cathy Courtney 
and Elena Crippa, ably supported by Cai Parry-Jones. The 
centrepiece of the gallery is four touchscreens featuring over 
260 audio clips with accompanying images from private 
collections, encouraging visitors to consider the relationship 
between a dealer, artists and a national institution such as 
Tate. Extracts from recordings include Richard Smith, Gillian 
Ayres, Richard Burton (from Architects’ Lives), Anthony Caro, 
current and former Tate staff as well as Kasmin himself. Born 
in 1934, Kasmin established the Kasmin Gallery in 1963 and 
has been involved in London’s art scene for over fifty years. His 
life story interview was recorded between 2008 and 2017 by 
Monica Petzal and Cathy Courtney. Kasmin’s engaging recall of 
people, events and conversations is extraordinary. The extracts 
complement and relate to the works on display in the gallery by 
artists shown by Kasmin and now owned by Tate. There were 
two linked events: on 9 December Kasmin was in conversation 
with Nicholas Serota and Fiona MacCarthy at Tate Britain, 

and on 10 December there was a conference at the Courtauld 
Institute (jointly organised by NLS, Tate, the Courtauld and the 
Henry Moore Institute). These events and the display itself were 
generously supported by the Rootstein Hopkins Foundation. 
The exhibition was covered extensively by the Financial Times, 
Christie’s Magazine and the Twentieth Century Society Journal. 
To coincide with the exhibition opening we added a further 130 
interviews to the Artists’ Lives package on BL Sounds available 
online globally, making 211 in total. Cathy reflects on the Tate 
exhibition in more detail later in this Review. 

on relations between science and religion. He concluded 
interviews with evolutionary psychologist Nicholas Humphrey 
whose career includes work on blindsight in monkeys, the 
psychology of nuclear armament and the nature and function 
of consciousness; academic and broadcaster in the relatively 
new field of ‘religious studies’ (distinct from theology) John 
Bowker; statistician David Bartholomew; ‘radical theologian’ 
Don Cupitt, best-known for the controversial book Taking 
Leave of God (1980) and as writer and presenter of BBC 
television series ‘Sea of Faith’ (1984); biologist and writer on 
science and society Steven Rose; former members (Yorick 
Wilks, Fraser Watts, Chris and Isabel Clarke) of the Epiphany 
Philosophers – a group active in Cambridge between 1950 
and 1980 thought to have inspired Iris Murdoch’s The Bell 
(1958); atheist Hebrew Bible scholar Francesca Stavrakopoulou 
(writer and presenter of BBC 2’s ‘The Bible’s Buried Secrets’); 
BBC Radio science programme maker Martin Redfern; the 
astronomer and imam Usama Hasan who leads Islamic studies 
at the counter-extremism think tank ‘Quilliam’ and is an 
outspoken critic of creationism in Islam; theologian Sarah 
Coakley; science journalist Ehsan Masood; science writer and 
cultural critic Ziauddin Sardar; and pioneer in molecular biology 
and epigenetics Marilyn Monk. The interviews have been 
concluded and Paul has started to write up his findings.

One of the gaps identified in the evaluation report for an Oral 
History of British Science was around ‘big science’. To address 
this Tom Lean initiated a short series of interviews focusing 
on the Daresbury Laboratory near Warrington, which has 
been home to a community of scientists clustered around its 
large-scale particle accelerators since the 1960s. Daresbury 
was established as almost a mini-British CERN and developed 
particular expertise in synchrotrons, a type of circular particle 
accelerator that generates an intense light, mostly as x-rays, 

billions of times brighter than the sun. Synchrotrons have been 
used for everything from fundamental physics research to jet 
engine design, to examining the structure of the HIV virus. 
Interviewees so far include particle physicist John Dainton (son 
of another NLS interviewee, chemist Lord Frederick Dainton); 
and Ian Munro, a pioneer of using synchrotron radiation as a 
biophysics research tool. Tom has also been interviewing Lord 
Alec Broers, a pioneer in scanning electron microscopy and its 
use in fabricating tiny structures, later also Vice-Chancellor of 
Cambridge University and a member of the House of Lords 
Select Committee on Science and Technology. 

Emmeline Ledgerwood, our AHRC collaborative doctoral 
student in conjunction with the University of Leicester, has 
continued to research the history of government research 
establishments (GREs) since the 1970s. Some GREs were 
operated directly by government departments and the 
scientists within them were employed as civil servants in a 
separate scientific class. However there were few scientists 
in the upper tiers of the service in Whitehall, and little has 
been written about how the structure of the service may 
have affected the movement of scientists into its top ranks. 
She is also looking at what has been written about how these 
scientists engaged with trade unionism during the transition 
from being civil servants to employees in the private sector. 
Emmeline was awarded a three-month Research Councils 
UK (RCUK) policy fellowship at the Parliamentary Office of 
Science and Technology (POST), Parliament’s in-house source 
of scientific advice. She will complete a policy briefing that 
will inform MPs and Peers about a topical area of academic 
research. This opportunity will contribute to her understanding 
of how scientific expertise is used in government.

Review of 2016
Rob Perks
Director of National Life Stories

Painter John McLean looking at a work in progress at APT Studios in Deptford, October 2016. 

We continue to work closely with the Henry Moore Institute 
(HMI). HMI’s Jon Wood has recently concluded his recording 
with sculptor Garth Evans, and Ann Sproat’s recording with 
performance artist Shirley Cameron is nearing completion. 
New recordings by interviewers Cathy Courtney and Hester 
Westley for Artists’ Lives include the artists Alan Gouk,  
Paul Huxley, Stephen McKenna and Laetitia Yhap, the 
gallerists Anthony Reynolds and Karsten Schubert, and  
co-founder of the magazine, Art Monthly Jack Wendler. 
Recently completed recordings include Jane McAdam Freud, 
John McLean and Jane Kasmin. Life stories with Yinka 
Shonibare (supported by the Yale Center for British Art), 
pioneer of cybernetics Roy Ascott and art publisher Hansjorg 
Mayer are scheduled to begin shortly. Amongst continuing 
recordings are those with Phyllida Barlow (who represents 
Britain at the 2017 Venice Biennale), Nicholas Serota, David 
Tremlett and Richard Wentworth.

For an Oral History of British Science and in collaboration 
with the project ‘Science and Religion: Exploring the 
Spectrum’, led by Newman University, Birmingham and 
York University, Toronto, and funded by the Templeton 
Religion Trust, Paul Merchant continued the life stories of 
scientists and others who have written, spoken and broadcast 

Nicholas Humphrey with Dian Fossey in Rwanda, 1972.

Peter Webster (middle) and colleagues smartening up before the Sizewell B nuclear power 
station public inquiry, early 1980s.
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Our Oral History of the Electricity Supply Industry in the UK 
was concluded with a successful video shoot at Oldbury nuclear 
power station and some final interviews that have filled the 
gaps in its coverage. The project’s trade union perspective was 
enhanced through a recording with John Edmonds, former 
General Secretary of the General, Municipal, Boilermakers and 
Allied Trade Union (GMB) between 1986 and 2003. As GMB 
national officer for the energy industries in the 1970s Edmonds  
had insightful first-hand experiences of the sector’s industrial 
relations machinery. His memories from the trade union side 
of the negotiating table mesh well with recollections in other 
interviews from the industry’s managers. He and Tom Lean 
share their thoughts about the interview later in this Review. 
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Going some way to address the gender imbalance in the 
project, we were finally able to record a female engineer, 
Alison Simpson, formerly of the South of Scotland Electricity 
Board/Scottish Power. Simpson’s interview addresses wider 
issues of women in engineering, as well as exploring the 
daily work required to keep the system running in Scotland 
and the post-privatisation changes of the 1990s as the 
industry searched for efficiency savings. Manager Phil Luxton 
further expands the project’s coverage by describing life in 
the numerous smaller power stations that were once dotted 
around the country, before later industry development and 
rationalisation closed them. Tom also completed a short 
interview with Good Energy CEO Juliet Davenport that 
addresses the origins of the renewable energy business. His 
recording with economist Stephen Littlechild, an advisor on 
privatisation and the first regulator of the privatised electricity 
supply industry, gives a good sense of the practical impact 
of economics on industry and how ‘denationalisation’ went 
from being a radical idea to mainstream political orthodoxy. 
Completing the project, Tom recorded a session with a group 
of retired NORWEB (North West Electricity Board) craftsmen 
and linesmen, including Paul Booth, Stephen Booth, Wayne 
Sidderley and David Williamson, greatly adding to our 
coverage of industrial staff. 

This has been a successful project expertly delivered by Project 
Interviewer Tom Lean and Senior Academic Advisor Sally 
Horrocks, and guided by a distinguished advisory committee 
chaired by Sir John Baker and including David Jefferies, 
who sadly died last year and whom we feature later in this 
Review. The final total for the project will be forty-seven life 
story interviews, seven topic-focused interviews, two group 
interviews, and sets of three location videos. Altogether over 
530 hours of recordings. We are grateful to Hodson and 
Ludmila Thornber for their generous support.

Our long-running Architects’ Lives added a recording with 
architectural historian Joseph Rykwert (born 1926), who came 
to England from Poland in 1939 and studied architecture 
at the Bartlett and the Architectural Association. A radical 
writer and teacher, he created a new course at the University 
of Essex before moving to posts at Cambridge and at the 
University of Pennsylvania; he was awarded the RIBA Gold 
Medal in 2014. Niamh Dillon completed her recording with 
the Scottish architect and former Professor of Architecture at 
Heriot-Watt University, Edinburgh, Sir James Dunbar-Nasmith, 

in Cumbria. Eden started his career running a local pottery 
making tableware and commissioned pieces in traditional 
slipware before changing course in his fifties and deciding to 
study at the Royal College of Art (RCA), where he started 
experimenting with additive manufacture, also known as 3-d 
printing. This resulted in 3-d printed vases which propelled his 
work into the fine art market. Michael explained how his skills 
as a potter had transferred to the digital world. Frances also 
completed her recording with Julia Manheim, who made her 
name as a jeweller but moved into larger body-worn pieces, 
cardboard and newspaper sculptures, architecture, public art 
and now video. 

Edmund de Waal’s long interview was finished in which he 
talked about the breakthrough in his work while he was on a 
Fellowship in Japan and the subsequent success of his gestural 
porcelain pieces when he returned and set up a workshop in 

Joseph Rykwert is interviewed by Cathy Courtney.
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who documents the practice’s work in Scotland, particularly 
the groundbreaking theatres at Pitlochry and Eden Court in 
Inverness. The practice also combined new housing with the 
restoration of ancient buildings. Dunbar-Nasmith’s father was 
Commander-in-Chief Western Approaches during the Second 
World War and as a young Scots Guard one of his duties was 
guarding the Attlee family at Chequers.  

Niamh finished a lengthy recording with Sir Terry Farrell, 
detailing his time in the United States studying with Robert 
Venturi and Denise Scott Brown, who wrote the seminal 
Learning from Las Vegas, considered a key text of post-
modernism. It also documents the fifteen years working 
in practice with Sir Nicholas Grimshaw in which the firm 
developed new forms and materials particularly for industrial 
buildings. Starting his own practice in 1980, Farrell became 
known for his work on the TV-AM building, and large projects 
which shaped the London skyline such as the headquarters 
for MI6 and the redevelopment of Charing Cross station 
at Embankment Place on the Thames. Since the 1990s the 
practice has expanded overseas, particularly notably with 
the Peak Tower in Hong Kong and Beijing South railway 
station in China. With an interest in master-planning as well 
as architecture, Sir Terry was commissioned by government 
minister Ed Vaizey to review the built environment in the 
Farrell Review.  

Tony Hunt, a pioneering engineer who worked creatively with 
Norman Foster, Eldred Evans, Neave Brown and with Nicholas 
Grimshaw on the Eden Project and Waterloo International, 
has been the focus of a recent recording. He talks about the 
construction of Norman Foster and Richard Rogers’ early 
work: particularly Reliance Controls and Willis Faber and 
Dumas by Foster, Creak Vean by Team Four, the Sainsbury 
Centre for Visual Arts by Foster, and the Rogers’ family house 
in Wimbledon. Finally, Geraint Franklin recently completed a 
recording with Kate Macintosh (born 1937), who designed the 
south London housing development, Dawson’s Heights, at the 
age of twenty-eight, and whose career has been mainly for 
local authorities. Her sheltered housing for Lambeth has now 
been listed. 

A large number of interviews were added to Crafts Lives in 
2016. Frances Cornford completed her interview with furniture 
designer maker Ashley Cartwright, who talked about his 
approach to making commissions in native timbers, and his 
place as one of a group of furniture designers who become 
prominent in the 1970s and 1980s promoted by the Prescote 
Gallery. She also interviewed Oliver and Pope (Penelope) 
Makower, who set up Bishopsland, an independent training 
course for young silversmiths, aiming to equip those coming 
out of college with the technical and commercial skills they 
will need to set up a successful business. The ‘gang’ live in the 
grounds of the Makowers’ Oxfordshire farmhouse for a year 
while they improve their craft skills with the aid of masterclasses 
from leading practitioners such as Rod Kelly (recorded by Crafts 
Lives in 2011–12). The interview also explored the Makowers’ 
previous careers, Oliver as director of a dress fabric company 
and Pope as a graphic and industrial designer. 

Frances interviewed ceramicist Michael Eden at his home 
Michael Eden, ‘Imari I’ (2014). 30cm x 24cm x 22 cm, nylon, by additive layer manufacture.
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International Terminal, Waterloo. Engineer Anthony Hunt Associates, architect Grimshaw Architects.
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London. He described how he moved into the world of fine 
art with large scale installations of porcelain vessels made 
in response to architectural settings including the Geffrye 
Museum, Kettle’s Yard and Chatsworth House and how he 
combines his work as a potter and a writer since the huge and 
unexpected success of his memoir The Hare with Amber Eyes. 

Frances also completed recordings with calligrapher Ewan 
Clayton in which he talked about his book on the history of 
writing The Golden Thread and his thoughts on the future of 
documents; and with two furniture designers Jane Dillon and 
David Colwell, who were exact contemporaries at the RCA and 
the stars of that intake, but took diverging paths. Jane went to 
Italy to work with Ettore Sottsass at Olivetti and then set up 
a design company with her husband Charles which produced 
a range of ingenious designs for lighting and office furniture, 
mostly produced by European manufacturers. David eventually 
moved to Wales to concentrate on making sustainable batch 
production chairs out of steam bent ash. Both tell the same 
tale of conservative and unimaginative British manufacturers 
and the decimation of the manufacturing base in the 1980s, 
which they believe has hampered innovative design in this 
country. Jane and David are both dyslexic and give thoughtful 
accounts of their struggles to read but also of their ability to 
appreciate spaces, volume and movement, which suggests that 
dyslexia may be an asset in design.

Elizabeth Wright’s interview with furniture designer Luke 
Hughes has continued, covering the period when Luke 
Hughes and Company began to create architectural interiors 
for large organisations. He describes the methods he uses 
for understanding corporate cultures and translating this 
knowledge into furniture and fittings. This sensitivity towards 
people and the spaces they inhabit is also apparent in his 
description of designing the halls of residence at St Hugh’s 
College, Oxford and Pembroke College, Cambridge. Liz also 
interviewed the weaver Stella Benjamin at her loft studio in St 
Ives. The recording covers Stella’s childhood in Kent, her first 
job in insurance and her decision to study art at the Regent 
Street Polytechnic. Stella describes the process of dyeing 
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Omani sheep and goats’ hair yarn and the technique that she 
uses to weave rugs on a specially constructed Navaho frame 
loom. Recently, Liz has started a recording with silversmith and 
metal practioner Simone ten Hompel.

A scoping study for our proposed City Lives Revisited project 
was commissioned in late 2016, kindly sponsored by Nicholas 
Goodison. We expect to use this as the basis for taking this 
programme area are forward over the next year.

Public profile and access

The sound post at the Henry Moore Institute in Leeds, funded 
by the Rootstein Hopkins Foundation and supplied by Black 
Box, has, to date, carried edited Artists’ Lives extracts from 
John Latham, Stuart Brisley, Bryan Kneale and Liliane Lijn’s 
recordings to accompany exhibitions. 

Thanks to generous support from the Rootstein Hopkins 
Foundation, this year we were able to award two National  
Life Story Goodison Fellowships researching Artists’ Lives, 
one offered to staff, students and alumni of the Courtauld 
Institute of Art. Hester Westley and Isabel Sutton were 
awarded the Courtauld fellowship to explore a history 
of Corsham Court, the Bath School of Art and Design, in 
Wiltshire. The second fellowship, awarded to Michael Bird,  
will result in a book about the post-war developments of art  
in Britain, linking social, political and art world themes, and  
an exhibition at The Lightbox, Woking using audio extracts 
from Artists’ Lives. The three Fellows report in more detail 
later in this Review.

The team have again been busy with public talks, training 
and publications over the past year. In May Paul Merchant 
gave a paper entitled ‘The composed self of the scientist and 
Christian’, drawing on his interviews, at the conference ‘Public 
Perceptions of Science and Religion’ at the University of 
California, San Diego. I chaired and spoke at an event entitled 
‘What happens when oral history goes public? Oral history 
online’, as part of the International Oral History Association 
conference in Bengaluru, India, in June; and I also gave the 
Annual Godrej Archives Lecture on business and corporate oral 
history at the Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Vastu Sangrahalaya 
(CSMVS) Museum, formerly the Prince of Wales Museum of 
Western India, in Mumbai in July. Also in July Cathy Courtney 
made a presentation at a Getty-funded seminar in London 
for architects and historians who are working on conservation 
management plans for major twentieth century buildings 
around the world; and she and architectural historian Joseph 
Rykwert were in conversation at the Barbican during a one-
day event organised by Ellis Woodman on the subject of 
refugees. Cathy and the BL’s Richard Price were speakers at an 
event to celebrate the BL’s purchase of the complete works of 
book artist, Ken Campbell. Paul Merchant presented a paper 
on the science and religion interviews at a conference ‘Science 
in Public: Past, Present and Future’ at the University of Kent 
in July. Tom Lean presented a public talk about our ‘Voices 
of Science’ web resource at the British Science Association 
Festival of Science in September, and also did an interview for 
BBC Radio Wales about the project. Sally Horrocks gave papers 
at the Three Societies Conference in Edmonton, Canada in 
June, entitled ‘From metallurgy to materials science: exploring 
disciplinary transitions through scientist’s life stories’; and 
another, ‘Making oral histories of science accessible to diverse 
audiences: challenges, opportunities, lessons’, at the European 
Molecular Biology Laboratory in November. 

Continuing from previous years, Cathy and Niamh Dillon 
hosted a group of Year Five architectural students from the 
Architectural Association. Oral history has now become an 
established methodology for students looking to research 
creative practice. The AA’s Ed Bottoms commented: ‘the 
seminar is always one of the most important sessions for our 
students’ who are encouraged to use or make oral history 
recordings as part of their final year dissertation. The Survey 
of London is a research project to produce a comprehensive 
architectural survey of the former County of London, founded 
in 1894 by Charles Robert Ashbee, an Arts-and-Crafts 
architect and social thinker, and motivated by a desire to 
record and preserve London’s ancient monuments. The first 
volume was published in 1900, but the completion of the 
series remains far in the future. It was initially a volunteer 
effort, but later became a government-sponsored project, 
administered since 2013 by The Bartlett School of Architecture, 
University College London. To date the Survey has focused on 
documentary evidence to record London’s architectural history, 
but their latest focus on Whitechapel will use oral history for 
the first time. As Survey staff start interviewing, trainer Rib 
Davies and Niamh spent a day introducing oral history as a 
tool to add to the historical record. 

In terms of publications, Tom Lean and Sally Horrocks have 
written an article entitled ‘Good nuclear neighbours: The British 
electricity industry and the communication of nuclear power to 
the public, 1950s – 1980s’ due for publication in  
the Journal of Science Communication. It uses several electricity 
interviews alongside other sources including newspapers and 
archival material from The National Archives and the Electricity 
Council archive at the Museum of Science and Industry in 
Manchester. Sally and Tom also have a chapter discussing 
interviews with government scientists in the recently-published 
book edited by Don Leggett and Charlotte Sleigh, Scientific 
Governance in Britain 1914–1979 (Manchester University 
Press). Paul Merchant has a chapter drawing on an earlier 
interview with the atmospheric scientist who discovered the 
ozone hole – Joseph Farman – in the book The Silences of 
Science: Gaps and Pauses in the Communication of Science 
published recently by Routledge. Cathy Courtney contributed 
an essay on the recordings of William Maclean and Simon Lewty 
for a publication accompanying their 2016 joint exhibition at Art 
First. Extracts from Artists’ Lives recordings were also included 
in an exhibition about David Bomberg and his pupils at London 
South Bank University. Members of the team again led seminars 
for students on the Archives and Records Management MA 
course at UCL and to History BA students at Royal Holloway, 
focusing on the archival management of oral history and how 
we provide access to collections. The joint training programme 
with the Oral History Society continues to be popular. In 2016 
we ran eighty-three courses for 772 participants.

People

David Govier, joined us as Archivist in January 2017 from 
Manchester Archives+ where he most recently successfully 
oversaw the transfer of the collections of the now-defunct 
North West Sound Archive. Jenny Marsden, who had 
already been working with us as last year’s placement from 
the University College London MA in Archives and Records 

Management, took on the role as Oral History Cataloguer 
working on the Artists’ Lives collection in readiness for the 
Tate exhibition opening. Authors’ Lives interviewer Sarah 
O’Reilly left on maternity leave and had her second child, 
Edward, in May. Mary Stewart returned to work in January 
2017 following her maternity leave, which was very effectively 
covered by Cai Parry-Jones. Emily Hewitt, our Assistant 
Archivist left the team in July to take up a new post at 
Swansea University. We thank them both for their hard-work 
and dedication. We also thank our longstanding and valued 
interviewer Louise Brodie, who has decided to retire. Over many 
years Louise has interviewed on a wide variety of projects, 
including Horticulture, 
Legal Lives and 
Pioneers of Charity  
and Social Welfare. In 
June we were very sad 
to hear of the sudden 
and untimely death 
of Matt Casswell, our 
video cameraman, 
with whom we have 
been working over 
many years, notably 
on the science and  
electricity projects.

We were deeply saddened to learn, shortly before going to 
press, of the death of Audrie Mundy, who has been a supporter 
of NLS since its inception, when she was one of the volunteer 
interviewers working on the Living Memory of the Jewish 
Community. She continued to interview and to summarise 
recordings for us, always with commitment and not a little dry 
wit. In her retirement she proof-read our Annual Review, and  

if there are mistakes in 
this one it may well be 
because we lack her 
acute eye. Her unfailing 
belief in the value of  
our work gave us 
steady encouragement, 
and we were relieved 
when, after much 
persuasion, she at last 
agreed to be recorded 
herself. She is greatly 
missed.

Our Trustees and Advisors are invaluable in supporting and 
guiding our main collecting activities and there have been 
several changes this year. After many years as Trustee, Advisor 
and Chair of our Authors’ Lives Advisory Committee, Dame 
Penelope Lively has stepped down. Also leaving after a long 
term as a Trustee is Dorothy Sheridan. We thank them both 
warmly for all their dedicated support and enthusiasm for  
NLS. Lesley Knox has also indicated that, due to increased 
work commitments, she has to withdraw as a Trustee. We  
are delighted that she and Dorothy have both agreed to 
continue as Advisors. 

Liz has continued to interview costume designer Deirdre 
Clancy for The Legacy of the English Stage Company, 
covering the beginning of her work in opera, as well as her 
collaborations with set designers including John Gunter and 
Hayden Griffin – both interviewed for the Oral History of 
British Theatre Design. Clancy reflects on her costume designs 
for A Midsummer Night’s Dream directed by Bill Bryden at 
the National Theatre in 1983 and on working in Japan on a 
production of Macbeth for the Shoshiku Company in 1987.

Partnerships

Our Legal Lives joint project with the London School of 
Economics Department of Law’s Legal Biography Project 
supported by the Arts and Humanities Research Council 
(AHRC), ‘Exploring the social world of Crown Court clerks 
from the 1970s onwards’, has moved into its final stage as 
collaborative doctoral student Dvora Liberman writes up her 
findings. We continue to fundraise for the main Legal Lives 
interview programme. 

For An Oral History of Women in Publishing (WiP), our joint 
project with the campaigning organisation established in 1979 
to promote the status of women in the book business through 
networking and training, Sarah O’Reilly completed new 
recordings with former WiP members Linda Schwartz, Sarah 
Jane Evans and Sally MacEachern. 

Projects in development 

In autumn 2016 Sasha Roseneil, our project partner for An 
Oral History of Talking Therapists in the UK, moved from 
Birkbeck College to take a new post as Executive Dean, 
Faculty of Social Sciences at the University of Essex. Due to 
the demands of settling into her new post, she decided to 
postpone the start of the development phase of the Talking 
Therapists project (funded by a Wellcome Trust Seed Award  
in Humanities and Social Science) until October 2017.

Simone ten Hompel, ‘Spoon Pot #2’, 2017, precious white metal and brass.
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photography and having a professional 
camera gave her a confidence she 
hadn’t had before. As a result of this she 
joined the professional photographers at 
a Yes concert at the Rainbow Theatre, 
was offered a job that evening and 
became a rock photographer while still 
at college studying textile design. She 
talked also of what it meant to be a 
woman in a predominantly male world 
and of photographing Stevie Wonder, 
the Who and Pink Floyd.

Max Kandhola grew up in Birmingham 
with a family background in the Punjab. 
He discussed Sikhism and the changing 
attitudes of both his own and the 
broader community, reflecting on his 
approach to showing and collecting 
photographs. The autobiographical 
aspects of his work were explored; 
in particular his documentation of 
his father’s death from cancer and 
the resulting book and exhibition 
Illustration of Life, and how this led him 
to make a further work, Flatland, about 
the landscape of the Punjab as seen 
through European eyes. He talked too 
of the way The Aura of Boxing grew 
out of his family’s interest in boxing 
and his own and his brother’s need to 
defend themselves while growing up. 
He reflected on his pride and pleasure 
in his work as course leader of the 
BA in photography at Nottingham 
Trent University, one of the oldest 
photography degrees in the country, of 
his documentation of the university, the 
course itself, of his teaching methods 
and of what students teach him.

Tom Stoddart talked of a childhood 
in Northumberland and the influence 
on him of the working ethos of local 
fishermen. Starting work on a local 
newspaper on his sixteenth birthday, he 
knew he had found what he wanted to 
do and later moved to London to work 
in Fleet Street before going freelance 
when he could no longer tolerate the 
sorts of stories he was being given. He 
spoke in detail of the many international 

For An Oral History of British Photography this year Shirley Read interviewed 
collector and curator Eric Franck who talked of growing up in London before being 
evacuated to America during the Second World War. He discussed his work as a 
collector and dealer in fine art photography, the need to keep the two activities 
separate, the time it can take to recognise a great artist, his friendships with  
the artists he exhibits including Richard Hamilton and Josef Koudelka, the impact 
of the internet on the gallery world, auctions and gallery sales and working at 
international art fairs and festivals such as Frieze London and Paris Photo. He talked 
also of his sister, the Magnum photographer Martine Franck, and her husband Henri 
Cartier Bresson and of organising his sister’s first major one-person show for the 
first Paris Photo Fair in 1996. He mentioned the Tate’s photography policy, their 
photography collection and the donation of his and his wife, Louise’s, collection of 
photographs of London to Tate, where they made a popular exhibition during  
the 2012 Olympics.

Rock photographer Jill Furmanovsky recalled her childhood in Bulawayo,  
in what was then Rhodesia, the daughter of refugees from Hitler’s Germany and 
earlier pogroms in Lithuania. She described her architect father’s hobbies of music 
and photography and the magic of watching him work in the darkroom when she 
was a child. She talked of her difficulty in adjusting when the family moved to 
London, of spending time outside Abbey Road studios as a teenager waiting for  
the Beatles and of her first photograph, an instamatic image of Paul McCartney  
with two of her school friends. She described how a two-week course in 

Oral history at the British Library:  
what else has been happening?

news stories he has covered since, including being aboard the Greenpeace ship The 
Rainbow Warrior protesting against a cull of baby seals, and of the way he and 
the late Marie Colvin managed to enter the Palestinian camp of Borj el Barajneh 
and cover conditions there when it was under siege. He reflected on his decision to 
return to Berlin in 1989, and being the only photographer present during the first 
moments when the wall came down. He talked of the time he spent in Sarajevo 
during the siege of the city, especially in ‘snipers’ alley’, his admiration for the way 
the women of Sarajevo dealt with it, of being seriously wounded, and of tracking 
down some of the people he had photographed some twenty years later. He also 
spoke of photographing famine and the HIV/AIDs crisis in Africa and of his recent 
return to live in Northumberland again after his many years away. 

Louise Brodie recorded her final interviews before her retirement for the Pioneers in 
Charity and Social Welfare collection. Dr Margherita Rendel trained as a lawyer and 
spent her professional life as an educationalist, guiding many young people in the 
field of human rights. She did much in-depth research, producing copious reports 
for the government and other organisations on behalf of the Institute of Education. 
At the age of eighty-eight she is still campaigning for an increase in rural transport. 
Dame Clare Tickell had a first job working with young offenders, and after she 
had completed a social work degree she became Deputy Director of Centrepoint, 
followed by other chief executive posts with housing associations for vulnerable 
people. Later she moved to become chief executive for National Children’s Homes, 
which became Action for Children. During this time she chaired a Review for the 
government on the Early Years Foundation Stage. Clare now runs Hanover Housing 
Association. Baroness Helena Kennedy has fought for justice all her adult life. She 
left her home in Glasgow to become a barrister in London and conducted many 
cases during the Troubles in Northern Ireland and then those in the Middle East. 
Helena’s many other interests have concerned women’s rights and led to extensive 
broadcasting and published work. Much time has been spent on arts boards, 
including in America, at Brookes University, and she is now Principal of Mansfield 
College, Oxford, where her Institute of Human Rights has been established. 

There are now nearly seventy interviews 
in the British Library Staff Oral History 
collection and the latest batch was 
particularly strong on special collections 
with Katharine Haydon interviewing 
Frances Wood (Lead Curator of Chinese 
Collections), David Beech (Head of 
Philatelic Collections), John Goldfinch 
(Head of Incunabula), Christopher 
Wright (Head of Manuscripts), Geoff 
West (Head of Hispanic Collections) 
and Peter Barber (Head of Maps 
and Topographical Material). From 
these came detailed accounts of 
how specialist curators maintain 
and develop the collections through 
the behind-the-scenes activities of 
acquiring, cataloguing and conserving, 
whilst at the same time managing 
the public-facing roles of making the 
collections available to the widest 
possible audience. Katharine was 
also able to interview Brian Lang, the 
Chief Executive on whose watch the 
protracted and often painful process 
of completing the St Pancras building 
was undertaken and who oversaw the 
successful move of the British Library to 
its present-day home. Andy Stephens 
(Secretary to the Board of the British 
Library and Head of International 
Engagement) and Harry Wanless 
(Property and Construction Manager) 
both had important roles in the 
development at St Pancras, and gave 
insights into some of the non-curatorial 
functions involved in running the 
Library. The British Library is, of course, 
not confined to London and Gillian Riley 
(Document Supply Manager) spent her 
entire career at Boston Spa. Through her 
recording Gillian told the story of how 
the National Lending Library for Science 
and Technology became the British 
Library Document Supply Centre and 
how the various functions undertaken 
at Boston Spa evolved and adapted 
in response to changes in demand for 
material and technological advances. 

8 9
Heath Town Portraits 1989.

M
ax

 K
an

dh
ol

a

Sudan famine, 1998.

 P
ho

to
gr

ap
h 

co
ur

te
sy

 o
f 

To
m

 S
to

dd
ar

t



10 1111

National Life Stories at thirty: 
1987–2017 
Rob Perks, Director of National Life Stories

National Life Stories (NLS) celebrates its thirtieth 
anniversary in 2017. In the year that Paul 
Thompson and Asa Briggs launched National 
Life Story Collection (NLSC) Margaret Thatcher 
was re-elected for a third term in government, 
Everton topped the first division of the football 
league, channel tunnel construction began, and 
one person a day was dying from AIDS in the 
UK. 1987 was marked by a number of disasters: 
the sinking of the ferry Herald of Free Enterprise, 
the Hungerford massacre, the ‘Great Storm’, 
and the King’s Cross underground fire. On ‘Black 
Monday’ in October the Wall Street crash wiped 
£50 billion off the value of shares on the London 
stock exchange. Inflation was 4.2%, economic 
growth 5.5%. Penelope Lively’s Moon Tiger and 
Ian McEwan’s The Child in Time were published, 
and a record-breaking 26 million people tuned 
into the Christmas edition of Coronation Street. 
The first ‘house’ music track went to number one 
in the singles chart, Rick Astley’s ‘Never Gonna 
Give You Up’ was 1987’s best-selling single, 
and Whitney Houston’s ‘I Wanna Dance With 
Somebody’ was the first single to be released on 
CD (compact disc), though it was to be another 
two years before NLS recorded all its interviews 
on analogue cassette (rather than open-reel) and 
another thirteen years before it recorded digitally, 
only becoming fully digital in 2005.

From its modest beginnings NLS has grown 
significantly in ambition and scope. Working  
as an integral part of the British Library’s Oral 
History Department, it has raised more than  
£5m of funding and helped to create one of the 
largest oral history collections in the world, some 
70,000 recordings, of which, at the end of 2016, 
2,822 are long in-depth biographical interviews 
created by NLS. NLS has enriched the huge 
breadth of subject coverage across the British 
Library’s oral history collections: encompassing the 
oil and steel industries, the food sector, Royal Mail, 
the utilities, science and technology, computing, 
aerospace, the crafts, art and photography, 
architecture and design, horticulture, charitable 
activity, banking and finance, Jewish Holocaust 
experience, publishing and authorship, theatre 

and fashion design, and the press. All of these are 
accessioned and catalogued, and where funding 
has allowed there are full transcripts. All have 
detailed content summaries and growing numbers 
of full interviews are available online via the web. 

A dedicated team of interviewers, archivists, 
cataloguers and other staff have expanded the 
collections and maintained NLS’s high standards, 
supported by NLS’s unpaid trustees and advisors. 
There have been many challenges along the way, 
not least fundraising for everything we do, but 
I believe we have created something of lasting 
historical value which reflects how Britain has 
changed within living memory. After thirty years 
NLS interviews remain different in depth, length 
and scope to the way oral history is commonly 
practiced elsewhere in Britain. The long life story 
interview is NLS’s raison d’etre, and alongside 
other oral history interviews in the British 
Library’s collections – indeed alongside paper-
based archives at the British Library – ensures 
that personal memory is valued and celebrated 
as a critical and indispensable resource for all 
kinds of questers into the recent past. In the 
following pages we celebrate our achievement by 
highlighting a single interview from each of our 
main fieldwork projects, introduced by someone 
connected to that project.

would rise: “It was quite likely that clerks would stay doing 
the same work all their lives. ‘Upstairs’, where I went after 
about two years, was marginally more interesting”. In 1948, 
returning following courageous service in the Second World 
War, he was made a partner. 

“ Either at lunch or dinner one saw a lot of people from Eton 
or Cambridge who had come into the City. At all the leading 
firms there was someone, more or less a contemporary, 
that I knew and liked. As they grew up in their firms and 
I grew up in mine we remained friends, so it was a good 
relationship later on.” 

Surprisingly, Michael was an enthusiastic player in ripping a 
hole in this seemingly impermeable network, during what 
came to be known as the British Aluminum War – effectively 
the City’s first hostile takeover bid – instigated by a relative 
outsider, Siegmund Warburg of the investment bank, S G 
Warburg & Company: 

“ I wouldn’t have worked for Siggy Warburg… He was 
frightfully concerned about change and getting things 
properly organised, and most of us didn’t give a damn 
about that. We took a bit of change in our stride but we 
certainly didn’t want too much. He was an upsetter of the 
Establishment. He wasn’t a member of it and he didn’t like 
it and was trying to get rid of it... the Establishment was 
dismissive and he was regarded as a squirt, an upstart. Very 
few people would have regarded him as a personal friend. 
People took off his foreign accent.”

Helbert, Wagg sided with Warburg in the 1958/9 Battle: 

“ The difference was that until then there weren’t really any 
unfriendly takeovers. You went along to the merchant 
banker, say Barings, to say ‘We have plans and intend to 
make a takeover bid for your customer.’…All very polite 
and gentlemanly. After the British Aluminium business, 
takeover bids were made by letter slammed on a table at 
eight o’clock in the morning without so much as a by-your-
leave… So there was a deterioration in manners.”

The die was cast. Ironically, in a move Michael passionately 
opposed, Helbert, Wagg was effectively taken over (though 
it was described as a merger) by J Henry Schroeder & Co in 
1960. Michael became Chairman of J Henry Schroder Wagg 
& Co in 1972. He retired in 1977. 

Living Memory of the Jewish Community  
(1988–2000)

Cai Parry-Jones

Recorded between 1988 and 2000, the Living Memory of 
the Jewish Community (C410) is one of several oral history 
collections held by the British Library relating to Jewish 
Holocaust experience and Jewish life in Britain. Comprising 
188 recordings, the interviews explore the life stories of 
Jewish refugees who came to Britain before and during the 
Second World War to escape Nazism, Holocaust survivors 

City Lives (1987–1997)

Cathy Courtney 

Since City Lives was active, the dramatic events which have 
avalanched the financial sector emphasise the value of oral 
history. Many of the recordings represent inherited values  
and assumptions that would be impossible for individuals 
to hold with confidence today; the very vocabulary sirens 
a subtext beyond the overt subject matter. Yet only twenty 
years have passed since the project ended. As Brexit casts a 
further shadow, City Lives gives the listener direct access to  
a vanished mind-set.

Michael Verey.
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Michael Verey (1912–2000, C409/98) was celebrated 
as a leading merchant banker, described in his Telegraph 
obituary as ‘a persuasive behind-the-scenes operator at 
the highest levels of the City’. After Eton and Cambridge, 
in 1934, through family connections, Michael took a job 
at the merchant bank, Helbert, Wagg. He joined a world 
concentrated in the Square Mile of London, where bowler 
hats were uniform, the Bank of England wielded enormous 
power, regulations kept foreign firms at bay, the most  
alluring opportunities for women were secretarial, where 
it was usual to stay with one firm throughout a career, 
and where hierarchy reigned. It was long before computer 
technology, much business was done face-to-face, and the 
exchange floors remained open outcry. Big Bang was not 
even on the horizon and the Yuppie had not been born. 

Joining the bank at a junior level, it was assumed that Michael 
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for their trauma. Having published a novel on the subject, Edith 
also felt the need to express her psychological and emotional 
feelings visually and this resulted in a series of moving and 
unsettling paintings, one of which (above) was used as the 
cover of the teaching resource pack which emerged from the 
Living Memory of the Jewish Community collection in 1994:

“ I wrote a book about my experiences. And people didn’t 
want to know anymore because too much was written...I 
suddenly thought why not, you know, put those experiences 
into pictures… Because it was such a strong subject. It was 
such an impossible thing. The only way to do it was sort of 
in a modern idiom, expressionist idiom. Where you can do 
what you like, express it in your own way.”

Following the main programme of interviews NLS initiated 
a series with the second generation of Holocaust survivors 
and as part of this Edith’s daughter, Amanda, was recorded 
by NLS in 1991 (C410/111), two years after Edith’s original 
interview. Born in London, she details her experiences as 
a child of a Holocaust survivor and her attempts to gain a 
deeper understanding of the traumas her mother endured. 
Both Edith and Amanda Birkin’s interviews are available to 
listen to online via the BL Sounds website. 

Artists’ Lives (1990– )

Cathy Courtney

“If it will do, it won’t do.” 
(The text, a spur to rigour, that Jon Thompson had on 
his studio wall, a quotation from his grandfather, an 
ecclesiastical woodcarver)

Jon Thompson’s contribution to Artists’ Lives (1936 – 2016, 
C466/312) embodies the complexity of his character, the story 
of his achievement as an artist (primarily as a painter but also 
using a variety of other mediums, including photography, text 
and installations) and the considerable influence of his role 

as a teacher, curator and writer. The high public profile of his 
Goldsmiths students – including Damien Hirst, Steve McQueen, 
Sarah Lucas and Yinka Shonibare – has tended to displace focus 
on his own work. His recording helps reset the balance, detailing 
what he made from the earliest stages to the evolution of his 
last three shows at the Anthony Reynolds gallery. (Anthony 
Reynolds’ own NLS recording, C466/374, is in progress). 

Jon’s childhood was rooted in Derbyshire, to which he 
returned at times of crises. There were several of these, 
related to the continuous interrogation to which he subjected 
the act of painting and to a deep questioning of himself 
(during his time on the staff at Goldsmiths he nearly became 
a Catholic, taking instruction at the Jesuit Church in Farm 
Street, London, though eventually felt he couldn’t honour 
this). There were long periods when he didn’t paint and he 
was criticised when, after early success with shows at the 
Rowan Gallery, he changed style, a response which inhibited 
his progress initially. He speaks of undergoing psychoanalysis 
and of the various intellectual and emotional struggles that he 
faced. He knew from the age of twelve he was homosexual; 
it was a topic he could never discuss with his father, and 
Jon later taking a stand as a conscientious objector created 
a further breach (his father had been reported missing in 
action in the Second World War and on his return his young 
son didn’t recognise him). Jon moved to London, becoming 
a student at St Martin’s School of Art in 1955, and his 
memories of the years prior to the 1967 Sexual Offences  
Act and its aftermath add a vivid layer to his testimony. 

Here is Jon speaking about the National Gallery’s Landscape 
with a Man killed by a Snake (c 1648) by Nicolas Poussin 
(which can be viewed online) in relation to his own 2013 
work, Simple Painting (Thinking About Poussin):

“ The Man Killed by a Snake, I’ve been totally fascinated by. 
There’s something about the way the light works, it’s almost 
like heaven and hell in the same painting so you’ve got this 
beautiful sunlight bathed landscape and then you’ve got this 
dark Stygian hole and then you’ve got this strange character 

who’s attempting to mediate between the two, running 
across the painting.

“And your ‘Simple Painting (Thinking About Poussin)’?

“ That painting is quite complex. It is in the kind of proportion 
of the Poussin and it’s got slabs of colour moving from left 
to right, interlocking sometimes, sometimes pushing. I’m 
fascinated by the way Poussin organises two levels of space, 
one is like an opera set, where everything is given its place, 
the other side to it is the way there’s a kind of abstract space 
which is to do with things pushing and pulling at the surface 
of the painting. They way those two things interlock is what 
I was trying to get at. 

“How much did you go back to the actual Poussin?

“ I went back to the National Gallery and looked at it quite  
a lot but then I’ve been looking at that quite a lot over  
the years. Every time I go to the National Gallery, I go to  
look at it.” 

Edith Birkin, ‘The last goodbye’. 
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Jon Thompson aged nineteen in Rome.

C
ol

le
ct

io
n 

K
en

ne
th

 T
ho

m
ps

on

Jon Thompson, ‘Simple Painting: Thinking About Poussin’ (2013), 150cm x 170cm.
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who migrated to Britain after 1945, and their children. Many 
of the interviews were conducted by volunteers in London, 
Manchester and Glasgow, recruited and trained by Jennifer 
Wingate and Bill Williams, who led the project.

As well as conducting my own oral history interviews as part 
of my doctoral research into the history of Jews in Wales 
(now archived at St Fagans National History Museum, 
Cardiff), NLS’s Living Memory of the Jewish Community 
proved to be an invaluable resource. Perhaps one of the most 
moving recordings I encountered in the collection was Edith 
Birkin’s interview with Katherine Thompson (C410/030). 
Born in Prague in 1927, Birkin was sent by the Nazis to live 
in a Jewish ghetto in Lodz in 1941 and was deported to 
Auschwitz-Birkenau extermination camp in 1944, before 
being forced to participate in a death march to Flossenbürg 
concentration camp (approximately 400 miles). Birkin was 
eventually liberated from Bergen Belsen concentration camp 
by the British in 1945 and settled in England in 1946. 

What is remarkable about this interview is the multitude 
of journeys that Birkin was forced to undertake during the 
Holocaust, and her testimony sheds light on both the victims’ 
and survivors’ experiences at each stage of forced relocation. 
In one part of the interview Birkin recalls her first impressions 
of the Lodz Ghetto:

“ I remember that first day… [a] cart where they picked up 
the dead people, you know, when people died they came 
and collected all the dead people from the rooms or out in 
the street, just shoved them onto this sort of, like a cart, 
took them away. And people standing outside wailing, you 
know, if a relative died. And get these people to collect them 
and then they stood out there wailing. It was very, very 
frightening because people didn’t do that in Czechoslovakia, 
all this wailing and moaning and shouting and crying and 
screaming and all that.” 

For some survivors, writing about their Holocaust experiences 
has proved to be extremely beneficial as a coping mechanism 

Architects’ Lives (1995– )

Niamh Dillon
 
“ For me architecture is about inspiration, interpretation, 

imagination and instinct.” 

Architects’ Lives focuses on the built environment but 
also considers the social context in which buildings are 
commissioned and constructed. Eva Jiricna’s recording 
(C467/127) captures the range of her work as well as 
highlighting shifts in the landscape of Europe, the wars  
and ideological divisions which shaped the continent,  
and both the impact which foreign architects have had  
on British architecture and the influence British architects  
have had internationally. 

Eva was born in Czechoslovakia in 1939. It was a newly 
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Food: From Source to Salespoint (1995–2006)

Niamh Dillon 

Staircase at Somerset House, West Wing by Eva Jiricna Architects. 
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Michel and Albert Roux. 

Albert (centre) and Michel (right) Roux in the kitchen.

created state, formed from the dismantling of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire in a period marked by a shift from  
dynastic empires to nation states founded on ethnic and 
linguistic ties. Eva was born in Zlin, a modernist town 
established by the Czech industrialist Tomas Bata. Her 
architectural education was influenced by the Communist 
Party, which introduced Socialist Realism as the state style  
and restricted access to foreign publications. Her father,  
an architect and exhibition designer, smuggled back 
architectural magazines from trips abroad. Eva was on 
secondment to Britain when the Soviet Army invaded  
Prague in 1968 to suppress dissent, thus preventing her 
return. Like many young architects of her generation, her 
first job was working in the architects department of the 
Greater London Council, at one time the largest employer of 
architects in the country. This was during a period in which 
the state was engaged in a programme of building mass 
housing, educational facilities and hospitals. In the 1970s Eva 
moved to the private firm of Louis de Soissons, to become 
project architect of a major infrastructure project at Brighton 
Marina, at a time when foreign women working on such 
projects were a rarity in British construction.

In 1980, she established her own practice and specialised 
in retail interiors for clothing designers such as Kenzo and 
Joseph. In the 1980s designer brands were appealing to a 
wider market as consumer spending increased, and the design 
of the stores helped consolidate the brand. Eva’s use of glass 
and steel made these stores a destination for the design as 
much as the clothing. 

“ My favourite materials are glass and metal. Glass because I 
love light, and glass allows you to do lots of fantastic things 
with light. You can perforate it, mesh it... metal is entirely 
flexible so it allows you, structurally if you use it in tension, 
you can minimise it. I worked with Ove Arup on Brighton 
Marina... and he said it is the duty of us all to save materials, 
so instead of five kilos you use one kilo because this planet 
can only provide a certain amount. So I am driven by using 
what is needed, and not using the materials for decoration.”

Eva’s work also illustrates the move from the commercial to 
the cultural, and in particular the impact that lottery funding 
had on large-scale millennium projects. Her commissions 

that sold it, otherwise you went to the chemist and bought 
a little bottle to put in your ears. I remember going in to a 
chemist shop and asking for all that they had, twelve bottles. 
He looked at me as though I was an elephant!”

However, tastes were changing. As more people were able 
to enjoy foreign travel, they were exposed to a variety of 
new tastes and textures, and were becoming increasingly 
adventurous in what they ate. In the same period, increased 
migration, particularly from the Commonwealth, meant wider 
availability of food from across the globe. When Albert and his 
brother Michel established Le Gavroche restaurant in central 
London in 1967 they were aware of changing attitudes both 
inside and outside the kitchen. 

   “ Nobody knew the name of the chef. They stayed at the stove 
and they cooked. The maitre d’s were luminaries. They were 
well known, you went to see John of The Connaught, or Paul 
of the... the idea of the chef plating the food was unknown. 
That would have been scandalous to get food plated from 
the kitchen, cheap! There was a ceremony when the food 
came out, presented; put on the gueridon (trolley) there was 
a lot of flambé, of carving…”

The Roux brothers were at the forefront of turning chefs into 
national figures through their cookbooks and particularly their 
television series, which received several million views in the 
1980s. They also influenced a generation of young chefs who 
passed through the kitchens of Le Gavroche: Marcus Wareing, 
Marco Pierre White, Pierre Koffmann, Gordon Ramsay and 
others. Training was hard, Albert commented, “the kitchen is 
the SAS of catering. It is painful. It is hard, precision work.” 
Despite this comment – or perhaps because of it – during 
Albert’s lifetime, Britain has transformed itself from a ‘culinary 
desert’ and can now boast of some of the most diverse and 
adventurous cuisine in the world. 

Food: From Source to Salespoint documents those changes  
at every level of the UK sector through interviews with some 
300 people involved in the production, distribution and 
retailing of food, including ready meals, poultry, sugar, meat 
and fish, the UK wine trade, cookery writers, restaurateurs and 
chefs, and employees of Tesco, Sainsbury’s, Safeway, Northern 
Foods and Nestlé.

included galleries at the Victoria and Albert Museum, a  
zone at the Millennium Dome and new staircase at Somerset 
House. The latter combines high performance concrete and 
glass, opening up new areas of the historic building. 

Oral history allows an individual to chart and narrate their 
own history. Eva’s story comes full circle when she returned 
to the Czech Republic after the fall of communism at the 
invitation of Czech President Vaclav Havel to work on the 
restoration of the fourteenth century St. Anne’s Church in 
Prague, and most recently she has completed a cultural  
centre in her home town of Zlin. 

Eva Jiricna.
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Food production and consumption in Britain has altered 
fundamentally during the working life of Albert Roux  
(born 1935, C821/201). As a young man, his classmates 
dismissed his desire to become a chef as ‘woman’s work’.  
Now eating out is a regular social activity for many people 
and chefs and cooking programmes feature frequently on 
primetime television. When he arrived in the 1950s food 
choices were limited; now the range has expanded markedly 
and we have embraced dishes from across the globe. Albert 
has been not just a witness but also a protagonist in these 
changes. His knowledge of food began early, as both his father 
and grandfather were charcutiers in rural France. After training  
as a chef, Albert arrived in Britain in 1953. This was before  
the European Union and the Eurotunnel linked us with Europe 
so emphatically. Albert had to apply for a travel permit and 
have a medical before being allowed entry. Imported goods 
such as oranges and bananas were considered exotic fruits.  
A greater proportion of the weekly budget was spent on food 
and shopping was done several times a week as domestic 
refrigeration was limited. Albert worked for the wealthy Astor 
family at their estate in Cliveden. He noted how class played 
into diet: 

“ On the day off, I would go into town... it didn’t take  
me too long to realise… there was a very strong division;  
there was the super rich, who I was working for, who lived 
like kings. Then you had the middle class, who lived nicely 
but the food was not an important subject for them. And 
then you had the majority who were not rich, making  
ends meet.”

He was also struck by the limited availability of items he 
assumed were kitchen essentials. 

“ There were commodities that we could not get in this 
country. If you wanted olive oil there was one or two places 
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Book Trade Lives (1997–2007)

Mary Stewart

I joined National Life Stories in 2006 just as Sue Bradley neared 
the end of the recording phase of Book Trade Lives and was 
starting to embark on the painstaking editing of her book The 
British Book Trade: An Oral History. As a newcomer to oral 
history, I found it fascinating how the personal tales managed 
to get under the skin of publishing in the twentieth century. 
They revealed the mechanics of the business of making and 
selling books, including the formal and informal networks 
which underpinned the trade in this era – most famously 
the lunches, but also the webs of personal friendship and 
competition, and myriad company mergers, foundations and 
acquisitions. The timeliness of Book Trade Lives was also clear 
because the vibrant ecosystem of twentieth century publishing 
has disappeared, as the trade is now dominated by the large 
booksellers and supermarkets and the number of publishing 
companies has consolidated into fewer, larger entities. 

From a collection so vast, I’ve picked an interview where I  
have a particular interest: children’s books. One voice stood 
out to me as it demonstrated not only some of the benefits 
that the NLS long life story approach can yield, but also as 
a case where the voice sings out from the tape and on the 
page. In 1939 American-born Marni Hodgkin (1917–2015, 
C872/75) was due to start postgraduate study at Cambridge 
University, but as the Second World War intervened she began 
to look for work in New York instead: 

“ I… submitted to Viking [Press] a manuscript called Mushroom 
Hat, about a little boy who always had to wear a big sun 
hat because he got badly sunburned. So I was summoned to 
Viking by Miss [May] Massee (1883–1966), then the leading 
children’s editor in New York. I always called her ‘the Queen’. 
She came from the Midwest and was very upright, with white 
hair, bright blue eyes and pink cheeks. She had a tremor, so 
she always had to hold her wrist when signing her name. At 
that interview I thought, this lady’s going to be dead within a 
month. Not a bit of it. She was wonderful. 

“ May didn’t really have a job for me at all. However, when  
I revealed that I was crazy about children’s books and had 
read a great many, she gave me a book by an author called 
Peggy Bacon to take home and review as though it was a 
manuscript coming in. When I read it, I realised that the 
theme was exactly that of the manuscript I had submitted 
to her; it was about a boy who sunburned easily and was 
derided by his peers. I wrote a précis and critique of this 
book – it was a very good book – and when I handed it in, I 
said, ‘Miss Massee, I had not read this book before.’ She said, 
‘Don’t worry. It’s not plagiarism; this happens all the time. 
Books for young children are about simple subjects, therefore 
they recur.’ And she took me on.”

In a publishing world dominated by men, even this taste of 
the lengthy discussion with May Massee is wonderfully vivid, 
and bears witness to a generation of women who otherwise 
may not feature prominently in wider histories of publishing. 
After working at Viking Press for four years Marni moved to 
England and spent the next fifteen years raising her family, and 
it was only through a British-based acquaintance from her time 
at Viking that she kept her foot in the door of the publishing 
world, reading manuscripts and completing ad hoc editing. 
She returned to work first at Hart-Davis (1960–66) and ended 
her career at Macmillan (1966–78). Here Marni reflects on the 
various parties a children’s editor must consider, and gives her 
thoughts into two of the iconic children’s titles of the 1960s (a 
view with which I have some sympathy!):

“ As the world has got nastier, people are more and more 
apprehensive about frightening children. Particularly the 
Americans, I may say. I don’t know what it is. A sort of  
self-protective guilt, if you will, on the part of adults. I  
think children are very tough. The thing that’s so fascinating 
about children’s books is that you have to balance the  
child’s enjoyment, the parents’ feelings about what the  
child should or should not read, and the bookseller’s view  
of what the parents are going to feel about the book. Not  
to mention the critics. Between the child and the book 
there are a number of adults – parents, teachers, librarians, 
booksellers – all of whom have their own view of what is 
proper for the child or not. 

“ Do you remember deciding not to publish any books  
because you thought they were unsuitable for children? 

“ Indeed I did. I turned down two Roald Dahls: Charlie  
and the Chocolate Factory and James and the Giant  
Peach – not once, but twice: once at Hart-Davis and  
again at Macmillan. You may be amazed to hear they  
were at liberty for publishers to snap them up. But I  
thought there was a latent nastiness in both that I didn’t 
care for. A kind of malicious quality. People say, ‘It’s the 
subversiveness that children love’, and Charlie and the 
Chocolate Factory is frequently cited as the most popular 
English children’s book on earth. But there was something 
about them that I did not want to publish. It was as simple 
as that. I did not want to put my name to them. In that, I 
showed my very deficient business sense, but I have never 
regretted it.” 

Crafts Lives (1999– )

Frances Cornford

This collection of over 150 interviews covers British studio 
craftspeople working in a range of disciplines including glass, 
ceramics, furniture, textiles, metalwork and book arts. It 
traces the development of craft in this country from the artist 
craftsmen of the 1930s, through the crafts boom of the 1970s 
to today’s experiments with digital manufacture. 

a different thing, it’s got a handle and your nose isn’t in it. 
When you come to drink your coffee having dunked your 
bread in it, it envelopes your face. It’s a fabulous thing. So 
you can begin to unpick what makes you but you know deep 
down that it’s all those little things, little things that people 
never think about, which constitute the person you become. 
The crockery that my grandmother would have had which 
would have been so different to the crockery at home so all 
the time you’re being offered a different culture in a very 
different way. What’s interesting now is that you might have 
to talk to someone much more foreign to get the feeling of 
difference whereas when I was growing up, having Belgian 
relatives was very foreign.”

Of her English grandparents, who lived with their grown-up 
children in a tight-knit London working class family:

“ And they started to do things which we knew were very 
daring, like painting doors orange, which is something  
which would come into my life with art college. So I knew 
they had an eye and I knew it was the aunts who had an  
eye for what was modern, which was very nice. And their 
taste wasn’t the taste that I was brought up with at home. 
I think one of the wonderful things about looking back on 
your life is seeing these – what I think of as presents – of 
people giving you presents and giving you a choice. Every 
stage in your life, everybody you meet, every home you  
go to is a little choice you’re being given – like/ don’t like, 
nice/ not nice, what are the repercussions? Even if I didn’t 
like my [English] grandmother’s food, at some point even 
that, you’re being told about something different and a 
different way of thinking.”

Jacqui Poncelet. 
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Balance by Jacqui Poncelet uses a pattern of stacked books digitally printed onto laminated 
glass panels. Commissioned by Wilkinson Eyre architects for the Humanities Building, 
Queen Mary University of London.
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Jacqui Poncelet (born 1947, C960/116) was at the heart of the 
reinvention of crafts in the 1970s, when art school graduates 
of the late sixties and early seventies questioned everything 
that had gone before. She is one of a group of female ceramic 
artists who graduated from the Royal College of Art in the 
early 1970s and took ceramics in new and exciting directions 
with the encouragement of the newly-formed Crafts Council. 
In the 1980s her experimental approach led her to start 
working in different materials and exhibiting in the fine art 
world, one of a number of applied artists who wished to break 
down the barriers between what is considered craft and what 
art. More recently she has worked on architectural and public 
art commissions including ‘Wrapper’ at Edgware Road Tube 
Station for Art on the Underground.

Jacqui’s is a long and thoughtful interview, rich in particularities 
but also illustrating topics that recur across the Crafts Lives 
collection. One strong theme in the interview with Jacqui is 
the importance of choice. As well as having a sensitivity to 
atmosphere from an early age, several of the craftspeople I’ve 
interviewed have talked about an awareness from childhood 
of people living in different ways due to one or both parents 
coming from another country, or knowing people whose 
houses and ways of life contrasted with theirs. Jacqui reflects 
on how the contrast between the households of her Belgian 
grandmother and her English grandparents gave her different 
experiences that acted as points of comparison and paved 
the way for creative decisions. Of staying with her Belgian 
grandmother, she says:

“ Those things that you experienced when you went abroad 
– when you had coffee in the morning or when you had hot 
milk in a bowl and you think that’s about sensuality. A cup’s 

Lives in the Oil Industry (2000–2005)

Mary Stewart

Lives in the Oil Industry was a collaborative project between 
NLS and the University of Aberdeen, where Hugo Manson 
recorded 177 interviews between 2000 and 2005. The project 
documents accounts from men and women representing 
all sectors of the industry – management, offshore workers, 
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technical professionals and specialists and personnel from 
government and regulatory bodies – and also from the local 
communities whose stories are so entwined with the rigs that 
sit nearest to their shores. Together these voices record the 
major changes which have occurred in the UK oil and gas 
industry in the twentieth century, focusing particularly on 
North Sea exploration. Along with intrepid bravery displayed 
by the deep sea divers and engineers, the collection captures 
testimony from the voices of those workers, such as caterers 
and cleaners, who perform routine yet essential tasks that 
ensure the smooth running of oil rigs. 

As the worst offshore oil accident in the history of the industry, 
it is unsurprising that the Piper Alpha disaster features 
prominently in the collection. On 6 July 1988 a massive 
explosion on the Piper Alpha North Sea oil rig killed 167 
people, and the collection features – amongst others – the 
powerful testimony of Bob Ballantyne (1942–2004, C963/53) 
who survived and vividly recalls how it felt to be alone in the 
water amidst the inferno:

suddenly the place was filled with people... So the relatives 
who were within let’s say 100 miles of Aberdeen, decided  
the best thing to do was to go to Aberdeen, so Aberdeen 
soon became a focus for people from all over the place… 
And the numbers of people who were now under the  
‘so-called’ care of the chaplain were now at forty, fifty,  
sixty, but they were coming in asking questions… I became 
a kind of shuttle, because I knew my way around quickly 
around the hospital and how get to various bits quickly.  
Most of the admissions who were injured had burns, so the 
burns unit was cleared to receive causalities... Their injuries 
were horrendous… 

“ The first list of survivors was not given to me until 11am 
on the 7th [July] and I pinned it up outside the chapel. 
That caused some hurt because of course it was a first list, 
it was a limited list. I remember one man from Kilmarnock 
coming up to the list and looking down the list and taking 
out his handkerchief and wiping his eyes and reading down 
the list again and I remember going up to him and putting 
my arm around him and saying, ‘He’s not there is he?’ and 
he said, ‘No’... Much of the rest of the time was waiting, 
waiting for another helicopter, trying to get the names from 
the helicopters. Every time a helicopter came in, everybody 
rushed to the window… Then word came, no more 
helicopters… I called everybody into the chapel and I said, 
‘Ladies and gentlemen, I have to say to you that there are  
no more helicopters.’ There was a kind of stunned silence. 
And then groups starting forming. Crying, crying, numb. 
‘What do we do now?’”

An Oral History Of Theatre Design (2005– )

Elizabeth Wright

Alison Chitty (born 1948, C1173/19) was born in Isleworth, 
London. She trained at St Martin’s School of Art and Central 
School of Art and Design, and has worked in theatre, opera 
and film. At the beginning of her career she won an Arts 
Council Bursary to the Victoria Theatre in Stoke-on-Trent, 
where she became resident designer for seven years. In 1979 
she returned to London to work at the Hampstead Theatre, 
Riverside Studios, Royal Shakespeare Company and in the 
West End. She was resident designer at the National Theatre 
for eight years, where she regularly collaborated with Sir Peter 
Hall. Equally active in the field of opera, she has designed 
productions for the Royal Opera House, English National 
Opera and international opera houses, and has also worked in 
film with Mike Leigh. She was awarded an OBE in 2004, is a 
Royal Designer for Industry and has an Honorary Fellowship 
from the University of the Arts London.

Alison was interviewed for An Oral History of British Theatre 
Design as part of my PhD, an AHRC-funded collaboration 
between NLS and Wimbledon College of Art, which examined 
the development of British theatre design in education and 
practice between 1945 and 2003. As part of this research, 
twenty-three new recordings were added to three existing 
ones to expand the collection. Collaborative doctoral awards 
have since emerged as an important strategy for developing 

NLS’s collections (currently for Legal Lives and An Oral History 
of British Science).

Within the context of An Oral History of British Theatre 
Design, Alison’s interview represents a wide range of the 
potential experiences and achievements possible for designers 
during the period of her career, recording her progression  
from regional to national and then international work. 
Furthermore, Alison’s training at Central School of Art and 
Design under Ralph Koltai and her role as Director of the 
Motley Theatre Design Course established by Margaret ‘Percy’ 
Harris, link her with two important influences on theatre 
design education during the second half of the twentieth 
century, both as a student and as a teacher passing on 
knowledge to future generations.

The interview, one of the longest in the collection, was 
carried out over three years, which allowed me to record the 
progression of some of Alison’s concurrent projects, especially 
The Minotaur, staged at the Royal Opera House in 2008. As 
a theatre designer myself, it was fascinating to hear detailed 
descriptions of Alison’s work on this design, see the scale 
model in progress and then finally watch the completed work 
onstage. My own subsequent work in theatre has involved 
some mentoring of emerging designers and I’ve found myself 
quoting Alison’s theories on the careful selection of objects 
onstage, excerpted below.

Alison credited the process of recording a life story interview 
with bringing memories of her childhood home and other 
places into ‘full glorious focus’ in descriptions that reveal her 
care for the ‘ordinary, simple, real things in life’ – a trait shared 
with her father: 

“ I’ve got my grandmother’s hand mirror from her dressing 

Alison Chitty. 
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“ I was afraid. I was terrified. And I thought ‘oh no, I cannae’. 
And I thought this was a bad dream that somehow, this was 
a nightmare. That somehow someone was going to turn this 
off. And I was gonnae wake up and back in the cabin and I 
was somewhere else. And it never happened. And also I had 
never been in the North Sea so far away from land. And I 
looked up at the size of this platform and it was absolutely 
huge; it was the biggest structure that I had ever seen in my 
life from that angle. And the noise was terrible and there 
were bangs, explosions, there were things clattering down 
and there were things falling off the platform. One of the 
seamen had told me that he could actually hear me above 
them. I was shouting, ‘You bastards come in and get me.’ 
And I never realised that anybody could hear me. But he 
said, ‘We heard somebody shouting’. And I told him it was 
me who was shouting for them to come in, because I wasn’t 
going to leave the platform, although I had the lifejacket on 

Alan Swinton, early 1990s taken outside Aberdeen Royal Infirmary. 
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and was in the water. And I must say that because of the 
intense heat I was throwing the water over myself to cool 
down and the water wisnae cold. And I was burning up 
as well with it. And Iain Letham was the Coxswain on the 
Zodiac [rigid inflatable rescue craft] that had come in  
to pick [people] up and then it [the Zodiac rescue craft]  
blew up and Iain was the only survivor. And Iain floated by 
me with his lifejacket and hat on. And I pulled him in beside 
me – and it wisnae a rescue or anything like that, it wisnae 
any hero thing. It was just, I just wanted someone to talk to, 
or somebody to be with me, that I wouldn’t be by myself. 
That there’s another human being here.”

The testimony of Alan Swinton (1926–2004, C963/134), 
Chaplain at Aberdeen Royal Infirmary at the time of the 
disaster, is equally compelling as it gives a different viewpoint 
on this harrowing day:

“What was your first notion that something was wrong?

Bob Ballantyne, early 1990s.
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“ I lived across from the helicopter pad. …I was in bed. The 
helicopter came in and then another came in one and then 
another one came in. And I said to my wife, ‘I’ll be needed’, 
so I got up and got dressed. And interestingly, which was a 
bit unusual, I put on my clerical collar which identified me 
as the chaplain. The telephone rang, ‘Mr Swinton there has 
been a major civil accident and you’re needed.’ I said, ‘I’m  
on my way, I’ll be five minutes.’

“ What time was that? 

“ Three something. 3.40 [in the morning]… I went up to 
the chapel. There were two women standing there… Now 
you must remember I knew nothing at all about what was 
happening. They expected me, of course, to have some 
information… I had none whatsoever… Two relatives 
became four, became six became ten, became twenty and 
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table, which is ebony and rather worn on the handle. 
My father in later life, when he stopped being a full-time 
clergyman, took up poetry – perhaps because he had spent 
his life trying to distil ideas in sermons and he no longer had 
to do that so he distilled his ideas into poems instead. One 
poem is about the mark on the handle of this mirror, which 
was obviously where his mother’s hand had held it – it was 
about that connection with her and the quality of her hand 
and what it had done to the piece of wood, and I think you 
can tell in a story like that about the sort of sensitivity my 
father had, something that would naturally be shared with 
me and then turns me into somebody who cares about 
similar things.”

The Victoria Theatre in Stoke-on-Trent is a theatre-in-the-
round, and working in this configuration helped Alison to 
develop an approach to design based on the careful selection 
and fine-tuning of objects onstage: 

“ I began to see how with very little you could express a lot 
and how that also meant it was possible to change from 
one scene to another in a very fluid way, and of course in 
Shakespeare that’s so crucial. Equally a lot of contemporary 
work is written with the influence of television where you 
can just change from the Atlantic Ocean, to the hairdressers, 
to Manchester United Football Club, to the garden, followed 
by a back street behind the Hackney Empire. As a designer 
you’ve got to keep up or be one step ahead and you’ve got 
to make it flow and you can’t say, ‘We’re sorry guys, we’re 
just moving in the back of the Hackney Empire, it’ll be about 
a week until we get that set’.”

Even when working on a much larger scale in opera, she 
describes how simple ideas can be the most effective, for 
example in helping to overcome a difficulty during the process 
of designing Michael Tippett’s ‘New Year’:

“ When we were dealing with the garden of remembrance I 
said to Michael Tippett, ‘I can’t seem to design this. I don’t 
know what it is and don’t know what it should be.’ And Authors’ Lives (2007– )

Sarah O’Reilly 

As readers we know what it is to live with – or should that be 
through? – a book. There is the pleasure of inhabiting another 
world, of seeing characters bought to life on the page, and of 
gaining access to new realities. But what do we know of the 
writer’s experience of creating that world, and what can we 
learn, though talking to them, about the sometimes mysterious 
process of composition? Because Authors’ Lives recordings are 
biographical in their approach, grounding creative work within 
the context of the speaker’s life and personal circumstances, as 
a collection it is well-placed to explore such questions. When 
it works, they illuminate something of the arcane process by 
which an artist’s intellect, emotions and experience may be 
placed in the service of their work.

And yet, after half a century of change in the way books 
are written, published and read, there is another side to 
the writer’s life that demands examination. Would writers 
from a previous age recognise the Janus-faced nature of 

contemporary authorship? What would they make of the  
fact that today, weeks, months, even years of solitary toil 
culminate in a frantic period of promotion and publicity to  
sell a book that has been produced far away from the public 
eye? The way in which books are now marketed and sold has 
had a profound effect on public understanding of the writer’s 
life, a phenomenon referred to by one interviewee when she 
spoke of the strange formulation with which fans talked to her 
about their desire not to be writing (which is, after all, the job 
of the writer) but to have written a book. The tense  
is important here: it is not the creative task that appeals, but 
the rewards and recognition that are perceived to follow. 

Perhaps this view is encouraged by our contemporary culture, 
where authors are the focus of considerable interest, as 
witnessed by the volume of reviews, profiles, and interviews 
with them that surround us in print, radio and television. 
But how does this situation strike individual writers who 
are, by their own admission, observers? Why are the people 
whose daily task is to sit in solitude before a blank page now 
expected to perform their books at literary festivals, readings 
and in the press? One of the many speakers who touch on  
this strange and relatively recent phenomenon is Hilary 
Mantel, recorded shortly before she won the Man Booker Prize 
for Wolf Hall in 2009. In the following extract she talks about 
the way in which the life story recording allows for a more 
frank kind of talk about the author’s life, unconstrained by 
others’ opinions, comments or misreadings, presenting us  
with a new story, or version, of the writing life:

“ It’s an interesting point, the layers of frankness one breaks 
through [in the life story interview]. I feel I’ve been able to 
talk very honestly... and it’s been a useful process. It can be 
good to have to formulate fairly intangible things into some 
kind of reasonably succinct formulation. I think. My memoir 
[Giving Up the Ghost] is true, but it’s not the whole truth. 
The wonderful thing about these interviews is one hasn’t felt 
that constraint … 

“ Can you tell me why you agreed to be interviewed?

“ I thought ‘It’s a chance to say how things look from my 
point of view’, because one thing that you have to get 
used to, as an author, is being commented upon. And even 
the friendliest interviewer, or even the friendliest reviewer, 
persistently misreads. I’m not talking about misreading 
what’s on the page, but sometimes you will read an interview 
in print and you think ‘Well I did say that, but didn’t she 
see my grin?’ And of course in cold print things you have 
said ironically come out as if meant with high seriousness, 
and trivial comments are framed, and you feel the whole 
process has gone awry. Therefore, I felt that it would be a 
good chance for me to make statements for myself in my 
own voice. And it’s just been a very interesting process. 
Sometimes, you know, you don’t know what you think until 
it pops out of your mouth. I always think that about writing 
as well: I don’t know what I think about my characters ’til I 
see things on the page, and I don’t know what’s to happen 
‘til it appears on the page. So these interviews have been 
much closer to the process of writing itself than the average 
press interview – or indeed anything else I’ve done.”

Hilary Mantel. 
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he said ‘Oh… It’s a place where roses are.’ And it totally 
released me. It was quite incredible. It was like one of those 
magic moments and as he said it I could imagine these roses 
blowing in the wind, floating across the space, just in the air. 
Almost like lovely Fifties wallpaper unravelled with great big 
cabbage red roses. And that’s actually what we did – they 
were on a gauze, these wonderful roses in the air – and we 
didn’t need have to have anything else.”

As Director of the Motley Theatre Design Course for over 
twenty years, Alison passed on her own knowledge but also 
worked within a philosophy that has been an important 
influence on British theatre, originating from the course’s 
founder, Margaret ‘Percy’ Harris, who was part of the Motley 
design trio, as well as the work of Jocelyn Herbert at the Royal 
Court Theatre:

“ The Motley approach comes from Percy’s ideas as much as 
it comes from how she actually worked – my understanding 
and interpretation is that the school is inspired by the work of 
the Royal Court where the priorities and passions are on the 
text and the performer and we go into the design of every 
production through the text and the performer. That doesn’t 
mean to say that we don’t design, or we don’t have scenery, 
but the absolutely crucial central element to any piece of 
theatre is what somebody’s got to say and who’s going to say 
it. My own philosophy is to be a designer not a decorator and 
it’s a fine line but it’s what I’ve become and what I believe 
and so I pass that on.”

Alison sums up the essential role of the theatre designer  
as follows:

“ The buzz of being a theatre designer is sorting it all out, 
making it an extraordinary experience for people to hear and 
see this story. You start with all this completely uncontrollable 
fluid material: text, words, people, casting, theatres, limitations, 
budgets, health and safety, you put it all together and you go, 
‘Ok, well if that’s the situation what about this?’”

Costume drawings for ‘Betrothal in a Monastery’, Theatre du Capitol Toulouse. Directed by Martin Duncan, 2011.
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An Oral History Of British Science (2009– )

Paul Merchant

In some ways, Sir Harry Bhadeshia FRS (born 1953, 
C1379/100) is an atypical interviewee in An Oral History 
of British Science (OHBS). He went to a co-educational 
secondary school, lived for part of his childhood in a flat 
above a London shop, didn’t take A Levels but worked as a 
technician and studied part time at college for an Ordinary 
National Certificate in Sciences, and took his first degree (in 
metallurgy) at a polytechnic. He was born in Africa to Indian 
parents and has memories of homes with pet parrots and 
‘trees on which mangoes were growing’. But in other ways, his 
life story could easily represent the collection in the way that it 
tracks so many features of the general culture of British science 
that OHBS has recorded. He read the Beano and the Dandy, 
‘lots and lots of Enid Blyton books’, was a Boy Scout and talks 
of childhood play in Nairobi in ways that echo many other 
accounts in the collection: 

“ We had lots and lots of toys, you know, Meccano sets [...] 
every so often we would graduate into a number 1, number 
2, number 3 where you got more and more complex, until 
I remember we built an aircraft carrier. [...] In later years, I 
had a chemistry set and my father, from his work, I could get 
acids [laughs] things like that. So, inside the bathroom I had 
a waxed shelf where I could do experiments. [...] We had 
a small skeleton which would fluoresce in the dark but we 
assembled that skeleton and so on, and also constructed a 
radio from the components from a set basically.”

In other ways too, his life story contains elements that 
could almost be used as an index to the collection: PhD at 
Cambridge leading to research career involving mathematical 
modelling, computer programming, international cooperation, 
industry funding, new technologies for investigating the 
internal structure of materials (including electron microscopy), 
applied outcomes (including the rails on which the channel 
tunnel trains run, tank gun barrels and the world’s strongest 
armour: Super Bainite), visits from Prince Philip, election as 
a Fellow of the Royal Society, a national honour, and so on. 
Harry’s best discovery story contains a representative mix of 
insight, luck, teamwork and strangeness:

“ And one day [a researcher in his group] came to me and 

An Oral History Of The Electricity Supply Industry 
(2012–2017)

Tom Lean 

Many interviewees for An Oral History of the Electricity 
Supply Industry spent their working lives in the sector, often 
starting with an apprenticeship, a common rite of passage 
for even the most senior figures. The industry took them 
as teenagers, trained them in the workshops, sent them 
to technical college, and mentored them with a certain 
paternalistic care, gradually moulding them into the craftsmen, 
engineers and managers it needed. Amongst them was 
Granville Camsey (born 1936, C1495/09), eventually a senior 
manager at the Central Electricity Generating Board (CEGB)  
in the 1980s and a Director of National Power in the 1990s, 
but in 1952 a craft apprentice from a working-class family 
living in a Lancashire mill town:

“ I was introduced to the power station because my mother 
had a weaving friend in the mill, Mrs Ashworth, and her son 
had got a student apprenticeship at the power station and 
she said: ‘You’ll never believe it May, they gave him two pairs 
of overalls.’ And I can remember my mother saying ‘you 
should go to the power station, they give you overalls...’ I 
was interviewed in the town hall, and there were three or 
four men there, but one of them was markedly different… 
he was the local trades unionist. Lord Citrine [first chairman 
of the nationalised electricity industry] institutionalised 
the process of consultation and negotiation with workers’ 
representatives. At its time, what a wonderful decision it 
was… it picked up the great value that state industries 
recognised as the need to care for, to educate, to promote 
discussions with the labour force. It was, after decades, its 
great failure and it frustrated me to death, but right at the 
beginning I was one of those given an apprenticeship partly 
because a trade union local rep must have said ‘yes he’ll be 
alright…’ And I entered this closed society… who were cared 
for, paid well, properly treated, and looked after, and who 
were trained…Gosh, what an opportunity!”

The thoroughness of apprenticeships shines through the 
interviews. For craft apprentices it might mean five years 
of practical training, but even those picked out for student 
apprenticeships, to be educated as professional engineers, 
would begin with the same practical basis working on  
the tools:

“ I’ve got my indentures upstairs… they are medieval in their 
content: the owner declares to look after, to ensure a moral 

Harry Bhadeshia in Kenya with his parents and sister. 
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Harry Bhadeshia FRS in his office in the Department of Materials Science and Metallurgy at 
the University of Cambridge. On the windowsill to the left is a sheet of Super Bainite armour 
with projectile damage.

Granville Camsey (second row, second from right) with apprentices and craftsmen-teachers at Stuart Street Power Station training school, Manchester, 1952. 

she said, that I’ve got a steel which sings. So we were trying 
to model the properties of this structure, and what she did 
was she made an alloy, which was the composition of one 
of the parent phases [...] and when she made the alloy she 
heated it up to 1000 degrees centigrade, and then put it 
onto a steel table to cool. And suddenly there were bells 
sounding [...] acoustic emissions coming from inside the 
steel. [...] So once you hear acoustic emissions you think 
maybe the transmission is happening incredibly fast. [...] So 
we investigated that further, and that’s how Super Bainite 
[was invented].”

And like many other scientists in the collection, Harry regards 
work as more fun than ‘fun’. Asked about ‘non-work life’ 
he replied ‘you’re going to be disappointed’, said that he 
occasionally watches Bruce Willis ‘action movies’, undertakes 
‘a limited amount of gardening’ and otherwise sticks to 
metallurgy: “I have another very, very big hobby since 1997: 
I believe that I have created the world’s largest freely available 
resource on metallurgy on the web!”

upbringing, to provide. The apprentice must, as it were, 
honour and obey, apply himself diligently, learn the crafts… 
having done training, you were then attached to a craftsman 
and you learned at the bench how to make, to mend, to take 
down… in essence you learned your craft, you learned to use 
the tools by watching the craftsman... and then at the age 
of twenty-one… if you’d been a capable young chap and 
willing you were offered a craftsman’s job… For a student 
apprenticeship, that required night school activity, and you 
were placed in various departments. So as a student it was 
the mechanical engineering department for so long, the 
electrical engineering department for so long, the efficiency 
department for so long, and occasionally you were moved 
between stations… One’s apprenticeship was very well 
planned and was subject to thoughtful design, with a lot of 
good content, and that was the CEGB at its best.” 

Whatever else they became as their careers developed, the 
influence of the apprenticeship and its grounding in practical 
engineering was a strong influence on many figures from the 
electricity industry. Career development may have turned them 
into managers or businessmen, but many would confess to 
never having stopped being engineers at heart: 

“ My apprenticeship was a sheer joy, a sheer excitement, a 
revelation of what engineering was all about. I’ve often 
wondered if I’d have gone into medicine or into some other 
activity, would I have had the same consuming enthusiasm 
about it all? I don’t really know, but what I do know is that 
even now, as a retired old trout of seventy-seven, I’m in my 
workshop and I thrill at making stuff.” 
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Celebrating Artists’ Lives at Tate Britain
Artists’ Lives: Speaking of the Kasmin Gallery
Cathy Courtney, Project Director, Artists’ Lives

As the twenty-fifth anniversary of Artists’ Lives approached, 
an idea arose that it might be celebrated in an exhibition at 
Tate Britain, reaching a wider public, where as well as gallery-
goers who sought it out, some would come upon it by chance. 
We at NLS were delighted (and not a little daunted) when 
Tate offered us a large gallery for a year. Working with Elena 
Crippa, Curator Modern and British Contemporary Art at Tate, 
we used this opportunity to experiment with an exhibition 
where the rationale was driven by the audio rather than,  
more usually, the sound being added in a supportive role to 
the artworks, almost as an afterthought.

There are now over 380 recordings in Artists’ Lives, with 
many cross-references tracking between them. I needed to 
find a narrative that would tell a story embracing some part of 
Tate’s collection. One of the themes still to be fully explored 
in the history of twentieth century art is that of the economics 
of being an artist, the role of the dealer in his or her life and 
the relationship of our national institutions to the art market. 
Thanks in part to a grant from the Gulbenkian Foundation, 
NLS has been able to make recordings with museum directors 
and curators and some representatives of commercial galleries, 
people whose lives and careers are strangely little documented 
yet whose influence has often been immense. Among these 
are three successive directors of the Tate Gallery, Norman Reid, 
Alan Bowness and Nicholas Serota, and with Richard Morphet, 
whose thirty-eight year career at Tate culminated in his role 

as Keeper of The Modern Collection. Gallerist John Kasmin’s 
recording is one of the longest in NLS’s collection, one of 
the liveliest and most frank. The Tate was a client of his and 
several of the artists he represented – including Anthony Caro, 
Robyn Denny, John Latham and Richard Smith – have been 
recorded for Artists’ Lives. I began to see how extracts from 
this group could weave together to make a conversation told 
from many viewpoints. 

Elena Crippa, Curator of Modern and British Contemporary Art, Tate, 
and co-curator, ‘Artists’ Lives: Speaking of the Kasmin Gallery’

I first learned about Artists’ Lives when I was a doctoral student. I 
attended an Oral History Society training day at the British Library, 
a wonderful introduction to the processes, pleasures and technical 
challenges of making history by granting posterity to the human voice. 
Later, I listened to various recordings, particularly by artists whose work 
I loved and yet remained mysterious and challenging, such as Eduardo 
Paolozzi or Victor Pasmore. Hearing their voices was a way of getting 
a better sense of the person and what mattered to them, seeking to 
follow their way of thinking and what propelled their imagination.

When in 2014 Penelope Curtis, Tate Britain’s then Director, asked me 
to meet Cathy Courtney to discuss the possibility of using Artists’ Lives 
recordings in the museum, I had no idea what we might achieve.  In 
preparation I mapped the artists interviewed and identified excerpts 
where they talked specifically about works in Tate’s collection, seeking 
a simple way of inserting the voices alongside Tate Britain’s displays of 
the permanent collection.

Cathy’s detailed knowledge of the recordings and the way they 
intersect meant that she proposed a much more interesting and 
complex way of using them. Not just fragments of artists’ voices, 
but extracts creating a constellation of interconnected narratives 
and weaving the socio-historical backdrop of a past time, its colours 
and moods. As soon as the extensive recording with Kasmin was 
mentioned and the particular subject of the gallery he opened in 
London in the 1960s, I recognised how this narrative could illuminate 
the display of many works in the Tate. It offered the framework for a 
presentation that powerfully rendered the visual awakening following 
the long post-Second World War period; did justice to the transatlantic 
nature of art exchanges of the time; and gave insight into the way in 
which canons evolve through the complex relationship between artists, 
art dealers, collectors and those forming public collections.

Hearing the extracts was a wonderful journey of discovery, enjoyment 
and not-infrequent laughter. Voices are always present and affecting. 
Yet, while remaining personal and honest to each individual’s trajectory, 
they address not only historical time and social change, but also the 
mundane aspects of life and work that rarely make it into print. It  
felt like time travelling, listening to Kasmin’s desolate voice, describing 
the painful return to London from New Zealand in the 1950s, ‘well 
before any colours in the streets or any sense of excitement’, only for 
his tone to become animated as he remembered that ‘it was also the 
beginning of espresso bars’, with people sitting around and talking 
more. I shan’t forget Anthony Caro describing the friendship and 
great antagonism between Kenneth Noland and Jules Olitski, played 
out when they expressed their competitiveness by trying to beat each 
other at table tennis.

The learning curve was steep, as we had never before realised a  
project of this kind and it proved technically challenging. It was  
definitely worth the effort. At Tate we are all extremely pleased with  
the result and with the new possibilities this project has opened up to  
the way we think of presenting our collection. It is a pleasure to see 
visitors in the gallery listening to the recordings as well as enjoying 
seeing the works. Many clearly appreciate accessing history in the first 
person, in a way less mediated and more accessible. The possibilities 
for future collaborations between art collections and Artists’ Lives are 
endless and remarkably stimulating. 

Kasmin’s story forms the backbone to the sound, 
beginning with his upbringing (he was born John Kaye 
in 1934, changing his name briefly to Count Kasmin 
when he ran away to New Zealand as a teenager and 
began to publish poetry, later dropping the Count), his 
experience of bohemian London in the 1950s, working 
in Victor Musgrave’s Gallery One where, at Musgrave’s 
request, his duties included sleeping with Victor’s wife, 
the photographer Ida Kar. There followed a brief period 
working for the Kaplan Gallery and, more importantly 
his year running Marlborough New London gallery, part 
of Marlborough Fine Art. It was at the latter that he met 
Sheridan Dufferin, Marquis of Dufferin and Ava, the 
future backer of his own gallery, which opened in 1963  
at 118 New Bond Street. 

The Kasmin Gallery was the first London commercial 
space to have an architect-designed interior (by Peter 
Ahrends and Richard Burton (1933–2017), extracts 
from Burton’s Architects’ Lives recording are included 
in the exhibition) planned for showing large works that 
could be evenly lit. It quickly became known as ‘the 
most beautiful room in London’ and as the place to see 
not only new and exciting British artists but also those 
from America, in particular the colour field painters 
whose work other galleries regarded as too big and too 
unlikely to draw sales. Kasmin’s recording details the 
running of the gallery, its international character and 
his relationships with his artists and clients; conversely 
the artists’ accounts include their perspectives on him, 
as do the memories of the Tate curators involved in 
acquisitions of work from him. 

Paintings and sculpture by Kasmin’s artists now in Tate’s 
collection make up the gallery display, with the sound 
delivered on four screens in a seating area. The British 
Library’s Tom Ruane edited the 260 extracts with me, 
and Michael Fisher designed the programme that delivers 
them alongside photographs to illustrate them on the 
screens. Two events marked the opening of the exhibition, 
an ‘in conversation’ between Kasmin and Nicholas Serota 
on 9 December 2016 chaired by Fiona MacCarthy, and 
a conference about Artists’ Lives, ‘The Voice of the 
Artist’, held at the Courtauld Institute on 10 December 
2016, organised by the Henry Moore Institute, Tate, 
NLS and the Courtauld. Speakers included William Boyd, 
Professor Lisa Tickner and Bruno Wollheim alongside the 
NLS’s Goodison Fellows (Dr Hester Westley, Isabel Sutton 
and Michael Bird) and panels representing curators (Dr 
Elena Crippa, Lisa Le Feuvre, Sam McGuire, chaired by 
Dr Sarah V Turner) and artists (Paul Huxley and Richard 
Wentworth, chaired by Dr Jon Wood). 

The support of the Rootstein Hopkins Foundation made 
both the exhibition and the conference possible and 
the Foundation also generously funded the staff costs 
that have enabled NLS to put over 200 Artists’ Lives 
recordings online at http://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Art 

‘Artists’ Lives: Speaking of the Kasmin Gallery’ runs until 
January 2018 at Tate Britain. 

Kasmin confronts his younger self on the screens at Tate Britain delivering extracts from 
Artists Lives. 
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‘Artists Lives: Speaking of the Kasmin Gallery’, which runs until January 2018 at Tate Britain. Artworks in this image are by Jules Olitski, Anthony Caro, Frank Stella and Richard Smith.  
The audio extracts and photographs are accessed via the four touchscreens in the seating area. 
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Michael Bird 
In among the bruisers: a year of Artists’ Lives

‘I suppose,’ Sandra Blow sighed, when I showed her the first 
layouts of the book I’d written about her – a book, I fondly 
imagined, that we had in a sense created together – ‘there 
do have to be words between the pictures.’ Blow’s late friend 
Roger Hilton was more uncompromising, insisting that ‘Words 
and paintings don’t go together.’ Bad news for a writer on art. 

But think again about Hilton’s testy aphorism. Art, like poetry, 
is often a business of putting together things that don’t 
obviously or usually fit – or, in Wordsworth’s phrase, the 
‘observation of affinities /In objects where no brotherhood 
exists / To passive minds’. This is probably why I like the way 
that artists – as distinct from, say, politicians or academics – 
talk. About art, yes, but just as often about ordinary things, 
noticing ‘affinities’ in mundane situations that even very 
perceptive non-artists tend not to pick up.

The 2016 Goodison Fellowship was a licence to indulge this 
tendency. I had previously used a few Artists’ Lives recordings 
in research for four books. Now I ranged at will, sampling and 
pursuing, following threads and taking detours through (at 
the last count) more than fifty interviews – still just a fraction 
of the total. The aim was to gather audio material for an 
exhibition at The Lightbox, Woking, drawn from the Ingram 
Collection (which will take place this summer), and a book, a 
‘history from below’ of post-war art in Britain.

What did I find? Relatively little factual art historical 
information that could not be found in more cogent and 
accurate form in books and paper archives. A lot about 
childhood, families, relationships – all kinds of life experiences 
that you can have full-blast, full-depth, without having been 
to art school or put on an exhibition. These are the common 
currency of oral history. The difference with Artists’ Lives 
is that the texture of the times – the experience of working 
with and living among particular objects and materials, 
existing within certain spaces and social relationships – is 
simultaneously animated by ideas. To hear an eel fisherman 
recall setting traps on the Somerset Levels is not unlike 
listening to Bernard Meadows explain lost-wax lead casting –  
a physical process at once practical and arcane – except that, 
for the artist, the object and the idea it began from or is 
somehow working towards are both present in the telling. 

I was listening last week to Cathy Courtney interviewing 
Derrick Greaves, after recently having interviewed the eminent 
art historian Ernst Gombrich for Artists’ Lives. What did 
Greaves think, she asked, about Gombrich’s curious lack of 
interest in seeing what went on in artists’ studios? He struck 
her, in fact, as ‘quite terrified of the idea of watching the artist 
doing anything’.‘Well,’ said Greaves, ‘I would in no way wish 

to put Gombrich down’; but ‘it’s different for painters.’

 “ You see, I think painters are rougher than that. They’re more... 
they’re bruisers, compared to most critics. And their, their 
impulse, their starting point, is in life, I think, most painters. 
And the work of the studio is also a rougher world – it’s a 
rough and tough world where it’s – you’re engaged with the 
most difficult thing, to translate that thing that attracts you, 
moves you in a life situation, with all its rough edges and all 
its subjectivity – to translate that and refine it in the studio, in 
your own terms so that it... it... holds that vital ingredient of 
the liveliness that you’ve been excited by in real life.”

 Visitors to The Lightbox this summer can listen to Greaves 
saying this while they look at his Portrait of Margaret; to Ralph 
Brown recalling his attempt, aged eight, to carve a snowman 
in the shape of a naked lady; to Rosemary Young reliving her 
terror of the nanny that she and Reg Butler employed for 
their children – and to forty other extracts from Artists’ Lives 
accompanying work by those artists. The artist probably won’t 
be explaining the work you’re actually looking at (as a curator 
or audio-guide voiceover would do), but their voice and the 
life-moment it conveys will put them in the room beside you. 
That’s the idea, anyway.

And the book? The oral history of art goes back at least as 
far as Vasari, whose tales of artists often begin ‘I have heard 
say …’. Modern art history, however, even popular history 
such as Gombrich’s Story of Art, is almost never ‘history from 
below’, informed primarily by the subject’s own sense of 
what constitutes their life and work. Is such a history even 
possible for modern art? I’m finding out. There are times 
when, listening to Artists’ Lives recordings, you have the 
sense of standing on a very specific historical stage: Terry 
Frost, for example, on his first paintings in a POW camp in 

Germany, or Mary Kelly on the Women’s Movement in early 
1970s’ London. But what comes across more consistently and 
variously is the changing texture of the times through which 
artists’ lives move and which, in their recollections, is not 
merely background or context but the air art breathes. 

Hester Westley and Isabel Sutton
Art education for the many, not the few

Art historian Hester Westley and radio and television  
producer Isabel Sutton have used their Goodison Fellowship 
to examine a long-overdue institutional history of The Bath 
Academy of Art at Corsham in the post-war decades between 
1946 and 1972. Overlooked by scholars in part because of  
the dearth of extant archival documentation, Corsham, as  
it became known, warrants a reconsideration through the 
wealth of material in Artists’ Lives. This reconsideration 
examines Corsham against the context of a shifting post-war 
landscape of higher art education. The reformulated avant 
garde of the 1960s was unthinkable without the changes  
that took place in art education; Corsham played an integral 
role in this redevelopment. 

The research gives voice to the players and problems of 
Corsham in the decades of the 1950s and 1960s: figuratively 
by charting the subterranean arguments, philosophies, and 
approaches that defined the ‘lived experience’ of an art student 
in this institution; and literally by ‘giving voice’ to these artists 
through their spoken experience, integrating a methodology 
that underscores the openness they espoused. Artists’ Lives 
holds interviews with over thirty artists who either studied or 
taught at Corsham. 

Through a multiplicity of perspectives we have uncovered 
the personal ambition and goals of the redoubtable Clifford 
Ellis, Corsham’s first Principal, and his equally formidable 
wife, Rosemary Ellis, as they gave shape to their artistic and 
pedagogical ideas. The Ellises’ stated intention was to establish 
at Corsham ‘a more liberal form of art education than had been 
possible previously’. Such a vision of curricular breadth proposed 
a different model of education informed by their unflagging 
intellectual and social belief in art’s role within a general 
education. 

From 1946, Corsham became the first residential college for 
the education of art teachers in the country. In the words of 
Howard Hodgkin, ‘it seemed as if [Clifford Ellis] was trying 
to correct the anomalous position of an artist in England by 
turning his students into passionate and creative teachers 
rather than professional painters or sculptors. In this way, 
the benefits of art would be spread through the teaching of 
children and the awakening of their responses rather than 
through the making of art in their own right’. Our research 
argues that Corsham was unique in its multifaceted approach 
to art pedagogy: at once giving space for practicing artists, 
and broadening the remit of a standard art teacher’s training 
– thus manifesting an ideological stance towards a model of 
‘education through art’.

We have situated the Ellises’ initiatives within the critical 
discourse of their time – specifically, the ideas articulated by 
contemporary theorists such as Herbert Read, whose insistence 

upon the centrality of an art education reinforced the Ellises’ 
own commitment to training art teachers. This position had 
been championed by Clifford Ellis’s own tutor, the child art 
pioneer, Marion Richardson, who was a regular visitor to Bath 
Academy in its early years. 

Our recent interviews with students of this era have shaped a 
new understanding of the Ellises’ prescient engagement with 
the educational model of the Bauhaus, long before the legacy 
of ‘Basic Design’ was assimilated into the mainstream of British 
art education. Former students recorded for Artists’ Lives 
articulate the innovative teaching exercises and the various 
tutors’ approaches.

Ellis was uncompromising in his ambition for Corsham. 
His involvement in the 1953 UNESCO Symposium on art 
education underscored his forward-thinking internationalism, 
and his keen enlisting of an impressive array of avant-garde 
artists (Kenneth Armitage, Howard Hodgkin, Gillian Ayres, 
Michael Craig-Martin among many others appear in the 
archive) highlighted both his ambition and his sensitivity to 
new movements within the art world. Our research argues that 
the very shape of the new national Diploma in Art and Design 
qualification that was introduced to art schools in the 1960s, 
in fact, owed much to the model syllabus offered by Corsham 
from 1946.

The outcome of our work will appear in a peer-reviewed article 
and on the BBC Arts Online website. This research will give a 
wide international audience the chance to sample the voices of 
Artists’ Lives, and revisit an art school which aspired to make 
the highest standards of art education available to many and 
not just a few.

Essential research: Michael Bird borrows Felicity Mara’s studio, Porthmeor Studios, St Ives
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Howard Hodgkin, ‘Miss Spackman’, c.1953. A portrait of the artist’s landlady during his 
tenure at Bath Academy of Art, Corsham. A student at Corsham for five years, Hodgkin went 
on to teach there for another eleven years.
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explain something. They’re always 
asked to justify something.” 

John Edmonds, former GMB trade union General Secretary, with Tom 
Lean, Project Interviewer, National Life Stories.

John Edmonds 
was born into a 
working-class family 
in Camberwell in 
1944. From a young 
age his ambition 
was to become a 
trade unionist. After 
winning scholarships 
to Christ’s Hospital 
School and Oriel 
College, Oxford, in 
1966 he became a 
Research Assistant 
at the National 
Union of General 

and Municipal Workers [NUGMW], later renamed the GMB, 
one of the largest unions in Britain. After working his way 
up through the organisation, working particularly with the 
electricity and gas industries and local government, he served 
as General Secretary between 1986 and 2003, from the 
height of Thatcherism through the early years of New Labour. 
In this role he steered the GMB through a period of great 
challenges and changes for trade unions, securing the GMB’s 
position through a series of amalgamations, supporting gender 
equality, the minimum wage, and the enshrining of workers’ 
rights in law. 

In 2016 John recorded a thirteen-hour life story interview 
with Tom Lean as part of NLS’s An Oral History of the 
Electricity Supply Industry. This touched not only on his 
memories of the role of unions in electricity supply, but 
many other topics: what it was like for trade unionists being 
interviewed by the, often hostile, media; what it was like for 
John interviewing female executives whilst researching his 
recent book on why so few women are in positions of power; 
and how NLS interviews are different, all subjects which John 
and Tom reflect on here. 

Tom: How did you feel about being asked to take part?

John: My first reaction was that the information and comment 
which I could deliver on electricity supply was fairly limited. It 
turned out to be rather less limited. But I thought that, if this 
was a focus, then you’re not getting the right trade unionist 
to do it. However we established that most of the other trade 
unionists were dead, so my qualification is that I am, for the 
time being at least, the last man standing. That was my first 
reaction. The second one was how wide was it going to go? 

Because of my reservations about what I could contribute on 
electricity supply. Was it intended to be wider than that? And 
you quickly told me, yes by all means, let’s range over your 
career, and at that point I was suitably flattered.

Was there anything that surprised you about interview process?

The main thing that surprised me was the length of it. Several 
times I assumed that I was getting more of your time than 
anybody else on the planet! The length of interview processes 
was a big surprise to me but I think actually of enormous 
value. There’s obviously duplication and repetition in anything 
that long, but it does give an opportunity to move away from 
the mainstream concerns and look at some of the side issues.

How do you think it differed from being interviewed in the 
media? 

The most important thing was that it was non-confrontational. 
When I was general secretary, when I was a senior trade 
unionist, almost all of the interviews I took part in were 
confrontational in one way or another. I was having to justify 
my actions, I was having to justify the actions of my union, 
I was having to actively justify sometimes the existence of 
the trade union movement, but all of those interviews were 
pushing me very much on the defensive. The interview that 
we took part in was none of that, and that encouraged 
considerable frankness. I think it’s a very sensible way of 
getting people to talk about what’s important to them and 
the real considerations that they took into account when they 
were making decisions and doing things, rather than dressing 
it all up for what you think the journalist wants. 

Do you think having been an interviewer yourself is any help 
when you’re being interviewed? 

The interviews I conducted for the book on women in power 
were typically one or two hours long. I was trying to get 
people to talk frankly and I began to understand some of the 
techniques. I found that the way to get people talking in a 
frank and intimate way is to start with their childhood. Most 
of us haven’t visited that for a long time and once you start 
talking frankly about your childhood and you’re recording 
things that you probably haven’t discussed with anybody, even 
in your family, then that I think makes you comfortable about 
what you might say later.

Does understanding memory, from interviewing people 
yourself, help with recalling your own memories? 

I was enormously conscious during the interview about just 
how fickle memory is. I could recall some incidents very clearly. 
Others I was not sure exactly when they took place, a few 
others I was not sure took place at all, they were in my head 
but whether they got in my head from the reality of everyday 
life or some other process I don’t know. You remember stories 
and the best stories you remember of course are those that 
you’ve told before. And you get out the beeswax and give 
them a bit of a polish and each time you tell the story the 
sheen is that much brighter and after you’ve told it a few 
times, but the connection between what you’re saying and 
what really happened can get less and less. I thought in 
many ways the things that were most valuable were things 
that I hadn’t talked about before and really had to try and 
remember. And it is amazingly difficult actually. And the things 
that I was remembering were not necessarily what I thought I 
had thought were important. 

Were there any subjects that you found difficult? 

My early period in the union, which I enjoyed enormously. 
But when I started to try and describe what it was like, I was 
really conscious that I was not giving an accurate impression 
of what it was like, because I hadn’t answered that question 
before. People were always asking me what it was like to be a 
trade union general secretary, so I had an answer for that, but 
being the local union official who is really the heavy lifter of 
the trade union movement and I really hadn’t talked about for 
quite a long time. The other thing I found difficult for entirely 
different reasons was talking about my parents: I couldn’t 
come up with an adequate description of my father at all, I 
said he was a typical man of the 1940s, 1950s, which, if you 
haven’t lived through the ‘40s and ‘50s tells you nothing at all. 
And because I was trying to sort out this dilemma of what my 
father was like, I tended to say little about my mother who in 
many ways was much more important. That was just difficult. 
What was painful in my family life was the extent to which I 
was the receiver of all the attention and my sister who is very 
able, got much less attention and that was terribly unjust and 
it’s still painful. 

I’m sometimes struck when interviewing how work and life 
outside work seem to exist in different compartments that 
can be hard to breach. 

When I was the General Secretary and it was 24/7 I 
deliberately carved out periods when I didn’t work. I tried 
not to work at home but sometimes it meant that I stayed 
at the office more than I should have done to finish things 
that I did not want to take home. Directly I stopped being 
General Secretary I integrated everything, there was none of 
that compartmentalising my life. As far as the interview was 
concerned I was very happy with the compartmentalisation 
because that was what I had been doing in my own head. 

Have you had much thought about what future users of your 
interview might make of it? 

I’ve been re-reading a biography of George Lansbury, at one 
time a leader of the Labour Party, but nobody’s heard of 
him now other than he’s the grandfather of actress Angela 
Lansbury. But he was an enormously important politician who 
did a lot of good. It’s interesting and I like reading about it, 
but I must be one of a very small number who will be reading 
about George Lansbury, and I think there’s something of that 
about my interview. People might say – ‘Oh is that what is 
was like then?’ But then they might be tempted to turn over a 
few pages, to find a bit about Tony Blair. So I’m not sure. This 
is easy to be modest about. You hope that someone will use it 
but the answer is I don’t know.

Do you have any questions for me?

What I was constantly amazed about was that you were 
showing a lively interest, about a whole host of things, about 
which you could not possibly know very much at all. And you 
seemed to keep your concentration going. We spread over 
all these different topics, and it was my life and I knew an 
enormous about it, and you seemed to be quite happy for me 
to talk at enormous length about it, but I’m not sure I could 
manage your patience and discretion. 

John Edmonds (right) and Labour Party leader John Smith, taking a break from the Labour Party conference, 1993. 
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David Jefferies was born in 1933 in London. He started 
work as an apprentice with Eastern Electricity Board in 
1949, a period when the rapid growth of the electricity 
industry presented many opportunities for ambitious 
and able young engineers to develop. ‘If I’m totally 
frank’, he recalled, ‘I think at that time in my career, 
all I had in mind was how on earth could I get the 
boss’s job.’ It was an ambition that would carry him to 
the very top of the industry, through a long career he 
recalled for An Oral History of the Electricity Supply 
Industry, a project for which he was also a member of 
the Advisory Committee. 

The breadth of David’s experience was unusual in an 
era when the electricity industry was divided between 
different autonomous fiefdoms. He worked as an 
engineer for Eastern, Southern and London Electricity 
Boards, as Personnel Director for the Central Electricity 
Generating Board (CEGB), as chairman of London 
Electricity Board, and as Electricity Council Deputy 
Chairman. In the 1980s as electricity privatisation 
loomed, his wide experience made him the perfect 
‘honest broker’ to chair the new National Grid 
company, the impartial marketplace for electricity as 
well as operator of the national electricity network: 

  “ [The Secretary State for Energy Cecil Parkinson] said 
to me when he appointed me, ‘I think you are one of 
the few people who can actually do this job, because 
you’re going to sit, in years to come, in what really is 
going to be the most important job that will be in the 
industry… You may not feel it at the moment, but 
in the vision that I think I have looking forward, you 
will be really in the centre of command of absolutely 
everything as it all moves forward… I need somebody 
who can actually work alongside and, if you like, 
carry people with you, so that we don’t have massive 
problems as we set the whole thing up, [the chairman 
of the CEGB has] been in this office personally on a 
number of times, telling me why the whole thing will 

fail… Against that background we need somebody 
who can have the support of both the regional 
companies… but also respect from the generators and 
new generators and so on, that they’re dealing with 
somebody who is an honest broker, so they feel… 
treated on a fair basis.’”

As privatisation was debated, some advocated keeping 
the unique and vital infrastructure of National Grid in 
public ownership. David strongly believed it should 
be privatised to create an independent company, free 
to make its own decisions and adopt private sector 
efficiencies:

“ There was a view of some people that perhaps the 
National Grid should stay in public ownership… I felt 
quite passionately and do to this day, that if we kept 
it as a separate organisation with a different kind 
of philosophy applying to it, the whole [electricity 
industry] would in fact be the loser… We needed to 
be able to adopt, if you like, new thinking, new ideas, 
and apply money in the way that we felt it should 
be applied, in an independent way, like a plc, just as 
much as the rest of the industry.  So hence, behind the 
scenes, quite a debate did take place, but in the end 
the idea of keeping it nationalised or in government 
hands was accepted as not being a good philosophy.”

David relished the challenge of setting up the National 
Grid Company and ‘felt extremely proud of what we 
had in place.’ As he reflected, the Grid was unique:

“ It’s the brain or head of the whole system… If 
I’m really being provocative I say look, I can find 
thousands of people who can make baked beans, as 
I’ll call those units of electricity, thousands of them.  
You’ve only got one company that can sit in the 
middle and manage those thousands of baked beans 
so that everybody gets the right share at the right time 
in a consistent manner and so on and so forth.  We are 
a totally different business.”

David left National Grid in 1999, to take up a series of 
chairmanships in the wider engineering industry. While 
retirement made more time for golf, he couldn’t let go 
of his interest in new technology. As he noted at the 
end of his interview:

“ Who on earth can give up an interest in engineering 
and technology with so much happening?  Do you 
ever question some of [my] colleagues who, people 
you interview, who say they don’t want to continue to 
understand? I mean, isn’t it odd, if you’ve spent your 
life around it?” 

C1495/23 (edited by Tom Lean)

David Jefferies (1933–2016)
Interviewed by Tom Lean, 2014–2015

Here Stanley Evans remembers the successful use of radio–
echo sounding equipment from an aircraft (it had previously 
been used by himself on sledges, tractors and other vehicles) 
to measure the change in depth of a glacier along its length. It 
was a technique that he invented following his discovery that 
equipment pointed at the sky in Antarctica to record features 
of the ionosphere (high atmosphere) could be turned upside 
down to record something else: the depth, structure and flow 
of glaciers. 

 “ We flew down the Gilman Glacier. I had a steady echo [...] 
and I saw the depth decreasing, just exactly as you would 
expect, as we flew down the glacier to the snout and I saw it 
peter out on the snout and then we just got the rocky ground 
below. And I think I can honestly say, that was the first time 
I really believed in my heart that what we were recording 
was the depth of the ice, wasn’t some complicated fault 
of the apparatus producing this sort of result. [...] And so I 
developed the films. [...] You could see everything clearly. 
And this was the first ever from the air. [...] So I started to 
write there and then [...] ‘Glacier Depth Sounding from the 
Air’. [...] And [...] it was less than two weeks between the 
time I dropped this paper addressed to [...] the editor of 
Nature [...] into a letterbox in Cambridge [...] that it appeared 
in Nature with a notice on the front cover [...] Plenty of other 
more distinguished people have had [laughs] many such 
moments, but I think that was my moment.” 

Throughout his career – which moved from Jodrell Bank, via 
the Royal Society’s Antarctic Expedition (1955–1957), the 
Scott Polar Research Institute, to University of Cambridge’s 
Department of Engineering – Evans was fascinated by the 
way in which instruments could be developed to record 
otherwise invisible features of the material world. In part, this 
fascination was hands-on and technical.  Speaking of his work 
at Jodrell Bank, he matches adult and childhood building with 
electronic bits and pieces: 

“ In thinking about it now – I don’t think I thought about it at 
the time – I realise I just loved the apparatus that was used, 

and building it, and the freedom we were given to sort out 
these vast piles of government war surplus equipment that 
was just sold off, of which [Bernard] Lovell bought huge 
quantities.  [...]  Literally piled up – they came in truckloads 
to Jodrell Bank. [...] As a schoolboy, before I went to Jodrell 
Bank, I can remember going to government war surplus 
dumps to look for equipment [...] and buying it at sixpence a 
pound or something [...]

“ For what reason – what were you doing with it at that stage?

“ Making radio apparatus of one kind or another, not very 
successfully. But certainly you could buy cathode ray 
tubes and their power supplies and I certainly was using 
microphones and cathode ray tubes and looking at audio 
wave forms in my own garden shed.”

It was, as I say, in part a technical fascination. But 
another strong memory – this time of a moment during 
his undergraduate studies of physics at the University of 
Cambridge – suggests that capturing direct traces of usually 
invisible phenomena also had emotional currency:  

  “ One particular thing absolutely caught my imagination [...] 
and it was a picture of how the radio-echo from a meteor 
trail [...] rises and falls over a space of a second or two, 
as the meteor is entering the atmosphere. And the point 
about this was, we had learnt [...] in fairly dry lectures on 
optics, about – if you could only see it – what the edge of 
a shadow would look like [...] And you had diagrams of 
this in optical textbooks and it could all be calculated. But 
then when it was transformed to the longer wavelength of 
radio-echo observations, you could see the whole thing in 
time. [...] I remember very clearly now seeing this picture in 
this little internal publication in the departmental library and 
I remember saying out loud to whoever was there around 
me, ‘That’s beautiful.’ [Laughs] ‘Cause suddenly I saw that 
all this theoretical work was true, you could actually see 
this pattern. I still think it’s beautiful.” [C1379/51 Track 1 
1:07:07 – 1:09:07]

These extracts and brief comments – I hope – give a sense of 
Stanley Evan’s scientific interests and career which he insisted 
was the background to the ‘family foreground’ of his life with 
his wife and children. 

C1379/51 (edited by Paul Merchant)

Stanley Evans (1929–2016)
Interviewed by Paul Merchant, 2011
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Statement of Financial Activities
Year Ended 31 December 2016

Notes Restricted Unrestricted

2016 2015

£ £ £ £

INCOMING RESOURCES

Donations and legacies 128,887 3,750 132,637 154,784

Investment income 9,610 17,582 27,192 28,675

Other incoming resources – 32,007 32,007 22,945

TOTAL INCOME 138,497 53,339 191,836 206,404

EXPENDITURE

Raising funds – 10,025 10,025 8,128

Charitable activities 243,712 17,070 260,782 237,599

TOTAL EXPENDITURE 243,712 27,095 270,807 245,727

Net gains/(losses) on investments 35,643 37,377 73,020 (5,238)

NET (OUTGOING)/INCOMING RESOURCES (69,572) 63,621 (5,951) (44,561)

Total funds:

Brought forward 587,770 617,837 1,205,607 1,250,168

Carried forward 518,198 681,458 1,199,656 1,205,607

Total

Creditors falling due within one year

2016 2015

Notes £ £ £ £

FIXED ASSETS 

Investments

7  

871,041

 

798,021

CURRENT ASSETS

Debtors 8 1,256 11,836

Cash at bank and in hand 346,442 404,712

347,698 416,548

LIABILITIES: (19,083) (8,962)

NET CURRENT ASSETS 328,615 407,586

TOTAL ASSETS LESS CURRENT LIABILITIES 1,199,656 1,205,607

THE FUNDS OF THE CHARITY

Founder’s donation 200,000 200,000

Unrestricted fund  481,458 417,837

Restricted fund 518,198 587,770

1,199,656 1,205,607

Balance Sheet at 31 December 2016

Restricted funds are limited to expenditure on specific projects; unrestricted funds are intended to provide sufficient resources to maintain the general activities of the Charity. The 
Founder’s donation is the establishing donation given to NLS to contribute to the support of general activities. The balance on restricted funds represents donations received, the 
expenditure of which has not yet been incurred.

The financial statements have been prepared in accordance with Accounting and Reporting by Charities: Statement of Recommended Practice applicable to charities preparing 
their accounts in accordance with the Financial Reporting Standard applicable in the UK and Republic of Ireland (FRS 102) (effective 1 January 2015) – (charities SORP (FRS 102)), 
the Financial Reporting Standard applicable in the UK and Republic of Ireland (FRS 102) and the Companies Act 2006. 

The Statement of Financial Activities and the Balance Sheet have been extracted from the full financial statements of the charity. The opinion of the auditors on the full financial 
statements is reproduced below. 

OPINION
In our opinion: 
•  the financial statements give a true and fair view of the state of the charitable company’s affairs as at 31 December 2016 and of its incoming resources and application of 

resources, including its result for the year then ended;
•  the financial statements have been properly prepared in accordance with United Kingdom Generally Accepted Accounting Practice;
• the financial statements have been prepared in accordance with the requirements of the Companies Act 2006.

R Rubenstein (Senior Statutory Auditor)
For and on behalf of Parker Cavendish 
Chartered Accountants & Statutory 
Auditors 28 Church Road
Stanmore
Middlesex HA7 4XR

Approved by the Board of Directors and Trustees and 
signed on its behalf.

Dame Jenny Abramsky
Chair of Trustees
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Leaders of National Life
(C408) [30 interviews]

Leaders of National Life is one of NLS’s founding collections. 
Its scope is wide, and includes politics, industry, the arts, 
sports, religion, the professions, administration and 
communications. Priority is given to those whose life stories 
have not been previously recorded or published.

City Lives
(C409) [150 interviews]

City Lives explores the inner world of Britain’s financial 
capital. Support from the City enabled NLS to make detailed 
recordings between 1987 and 1997 with representatives from 
the Stock Exchange, the merchant and clearing banks, the 
commodities and futures markets, law and accounting firms, 
financial regulators, insurance companies and Lloyd’s of 
London. The project is a unique record of the complex 
interrelationships and dramatic changes which defined  
the Square Mile in the twentieth century. City Lives: The 
Changing Voices of British Finance by Cathy Courtney  
and Paul Thompson (Methuen, 1996) was edited from  
the interviews.

Living Memory of the Jewish Community
(C410) [188 interviews]

Recorded between 1987 and 2000 this major collection was 
developed with the specialist advice of leading Jewish 
historians and complements a number of collections held by 
the British Library on Jewish life. The primary focus has been 
on pre-Second World War Jewish refugees to Britain, those 
fleeing from Nazi persecution during the Second World War, 
Holocaust survivors and their children. An online educational 
resource based on the collection is accessible at www.bl.uk/
services/learning/histcitizen/voices/holocaust.html NLS has 
also worked with the Holocaust Survivors’ Centre to archive 
and provide access to their collection of over 150 recordings 
(C830). Full interviews from both collections are available 
online via British Library Sounds.
 
General Interviews
(C464) [89 interviews]

This collection comprises diverse interviews additional to the 
main NLS projects. Interviewees are drawn from many fields 
including education, medicine, retail, dance and engineering, 
and embrace leading designers such as Terence Conran and 
members of Pentagram.

Artists’ Lives
(C466) [381 interviews]

Artists’ Lives was initiated in 1990 and is run in association 
with Tate Archive. Collectively the interviews form an 
extraordinary account of the rich context in which the visual 
arts have developed in Britain during the twentieth and now 
twenty-first centuries. Artists’ Lives provides visual artists with 
a forum in which their lives and work can be documented in 
their own words for posterity. We are grateful to all our 
sponsors but in particular to the steady support of The Henry 
Moore Institute, The Fleming Collection, The Rootstein 
Hopkins Foundation and The Yale Center for British Art. A 
double CD, Connecting Lines: Artists Talk about Drawing, 
was published in 2010 funded by the Rootstein Hopkins 

Foundation. The audio from the CD is available online  
in the ‘Oral History Curator’s Choice‘ collection at British  
Library Sounds.

Artists’ Lives Advisory Committee
Sir Alan Bowness, Dr Penelope Curtis, Caroline Cuthbert, 
Adrian Glew, Mel Gooding (chair), Lisa Le Feuvre, Cornelia 
Grassi, Lubaina Himid, Richard Morphet CBE, Clive Phillpot 
and Dr Andrew Wilson.

Architects’ Lives
(C467) [135 interviews]

Architects’ Lives documents architects working in Britain and 
those in associated professions. In addition to the main 
collection, and in association with the National Trust at 
Willow Road, NLS made a series of recordings documenting 
memories of Ernö Goldfinger which resulted in a co-published 
CD Passionate Rationalism (2004). NLS has also partnered 
English Heritage to document Eltham Palace and the 
Courtauld family (C1056).

Architects’ Lives Advisory Committee
Rab Bennetts, Catherine Croft, Dr Elain Harwood, Peter 
Murray, Dr Alan Powers, Barbara Weiss and Ellis Woodman.

Fawcett Collection
(C468) [14 interviews]

In connection with the Women’s Library (formerly known  
as the Fawcett Society) this collection of interviews recorded 
between 1990 and 1992 charts the lives of pioneering career 
women, each of whom made their mark in traditionally male 
dominated areas such as politics, the law and medicine. 
Woman in a Man’s World by Rebecca Abrams (Methuen, 
1993) was based on this collection.

Lives in Steel
(C532) [102 interviews]

Lives in Steel comprises personal histories recorded between 
1991 and 1992 with employees from one of Britain’s largest 
yet least understood industries. Interviewees range from top 
managers and trade unionists to technicians, furnacemen, 
shearers and many more. British Steel General Steels Division 
sponsored both the project and the Lives in Steel CD (BL, 
1993), is available online at BL Sounds.

Oral History of the British Press
(C638) [19 interviews]

This collection of interviews with key press and newspaper 
figures was extended with support from the British Library  
as part of the popular Front Page exhibition in 2006.

National Life Story Awards
(C642) [145 interviews]

This nationwide competition ran in 1993 to promote the 
value of life story recording and autobiographical writing.  
The judges, among them Lord Briggs and Dame Penelope 
Lively, chose winners from 1000 entries in three categories: 
young interviewer, taped entries and written entries. Melvyn 
Bragg presented the prizes. The Awards were supported by 
the Arts Council, the ITV Telethon Trust, and European Year 
of Older People.
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Listen online at British Library Sounds 
http://sounds.bl.uk/oral-history

Legal Lives
(C736) [12 interviews]

This collection documents changes in the legal profession in 
Britain, including interviews with both solicitors and barristers. 
Since 2008 further interviews have been added, including 
Lady Justice Hale and Lord Hoffmann. From 2012 we have 
been developing this area of our work in partnership with the 
Legal Biography Project in the Law Department at the 
London School of Economics. A scoping study was completed 
in 2014 to outline the scope of a wider project and inform 
fundraising efforts. 

Food: From Source to Salespoint
(C821) [217 interviews]

Between 1998 and 2006 Food: From Source to Salespoint 
charted the revolutionary technical and social changes which 
occurred within Britain’s food industry in the twentieth 
century and beyond. Production, distribution and retailing  
of food are explored through recordings with those working 
at every level of the sector, including life stories with those in 
the ready meal, poultry, sugar, meat and fish sectors; a series 
with employees of Northern Foods, Nestlé, Sainsbury’s and 
Safeway; and a series with key cookery writers and 
restaurateurs. Within Food: From Source to Salespoint a set  
of interviews with Chefs [12 interviews] explores the working 
lives of chefs over a period when their role has changed from 
being in charge of the kitchen, to being more high profile. 
The food programme of interviews also encompasses Tesco: 
An Oral History (C1087) [47 interviews recorded 2003–7] 
and An Oral History of the Wine Trade (C1088) [40 
interviews recorded 2003–2004]. 

Book Trade Lives
(C872) [120 interviews]

Book Trade Lives recorded the experiences of those who 
worked in publishing and bookselling between the early 
1920s and 2007. Interviews covered all levels of the trade, 
from invoice clerks and warehouse staff to wholesalers, 
editors, sales staff and executives. The Unwin Charitable Trust 
was lead funder for this project. The British Book Trade: An 
Oral History (British Library, 2008 and 2010) was edited by 
Sue Bradley from the collection.

Crafts Lives
(C960) [153 interviews]

Documenting the lives of Britain’s leading craftsmen and 
craftswomen, Crafts Lives complements Artists’ Lives and 
Architects’ Lives. Areas of activity include furniture making, 
embroidery, ceramics, jewellery, silversmithing, calligraphy, 
weaving and textiles, metalwork, glasswork and bookbinding.

Crafts Lives Advisory Committee
James Beighton, Annabelle Campbell, Amanda Game (chair), 
Sarah Griffin, Dr Tanya Harrod, Helen Joseph, John Keatley 
and Martina Margetts.

Lives in the Oil Industry
(C963) [178 interviews]

A joint National Life Stories/Aberdeen University project, 
which, between 2000 and 2005, recorded the major changes 
that occurred in the UK oil and gas industry in the twentieth 

century, focussing particularly on North Sea exploration and 
the impact of the industry on this country. The project 
received support from within the industry.

An Oral History of the Post Office
(C1007) [117 interviews]

From 2001–2003 this project, a partnership with Royal Mail, 
captured the memories and experiences of individuals from 
the postal services sector – from postmen and postwomen,  
to union officials, sorters, engineers and senior management.  
A CD, Speeding the mail: an oral history of the post from the 
1930s to the 1990s, was co-published by the British Postal 
Museum & Archive (BPMA) and the British Library (2005) 
and is available online at BL Sounds.

An Oral History of Wolff Olins
(C1015) [40 interviews]

This collection documented the development of design and 
corporate branding through a biographical project based 
around the growth and development of a single commercial 
company, Wolff Olins, and was completed 2001–2002.

An Oral History of British Fashion
(C1046) [18 interviews]

This collaborative initiative between London College of 
Fashion (University of the Arts London) and National Life 
Stories documents fashion and its related industries within 
living memory.

Pioneers in Charity and Social Welfare
(C1155) [28 interviews]

Records the memories and experiences of key figures in social 
welfare, social policy and charitable endeavour.

An Oral History of Theatre Design
(C1173) [33 interviews]

This collaborative project with Wimbledon College of Art 
(University of the Arts London) charted developments in 
post-war British theatre design.

Authors’ Lives
(C1276) [66 interviews]

Authors’ Lives was launched in 2007 with the aim of 
recording approximately one hundred novelists, poets, writers 
and editors. A CD, The Writing Life: Authors Speak, featuring 
extracts from the collection, was published by the British 
Library (2011) and the audio is available online in the ‘Oral 
History Curator’s Choice‘ collection at British Library Sounds. 
In 2014 work began on the Women in Publishing project 
(C1657), to document the work of this campaigning 
organisation established in 1979 to promote the status of 
women in the book business through networking and 
training. 

Authors’ Lives Advisory Committee
Stephen Cleary, Rachel Foss, Dr Maggie Gee OBE, Deborah 
Moggach, Martin Pick, Lawrence Sail, Nicola Solomon and 
Jonathan Taylor CBE.
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The Legacy of the English Stage Company
(C1316) [15 interviews]

Sponsored by the John Hodgson Theatre Research Trust,  
this series of interviews charts the story of the English Stage 
Company at the Royal Court Theatre. This complements 
other theatre collections and adds the important perspective 
of the theatre director.

An Oral History of the Water Industry
(C1364) [31 interviews]

Between 2009 and 2012 this project recorded life story 
interviews with staff at all levels within the water industry. 
Funded by six water companies, these recordings provide 
valuable insights into one of Britain’s most important and 
least documented utilities.

An Oral History of Barings
(C1367) [34 interviews]

In partnership with The Baring Archive, this project ran 
between 2009 and 2013 and focused on the history of 
Barings throughout the twentieth century, providing 
important insights into life and work within the bank – 
including stories from the family and those working at all 
levels within the company. This complements City Lives  
and documents the bank up to and including its collapse  
and subsequent acquisition by ING in 1995. A booklet,  
In the Locker of my Memory: Extracts from An Oral  
History of Barings was published in 2012.

An Oral History of British Science
(C1379) [120 interviews]

This programme was initiated in November 2009 and is run  
in association with the Science Museum. The first phase 
(2009–2013) was generously funded by the Arcadia Fund 
and the Royal Commission for the Exhibition of 1851. It is 
creating a major archive for the study and public 
understanding of contemporary science in Britain through 
in-depth interviews with British scientists. As well as filling 
obvious gaps in our knowledge of major developments and 
innovations by interviewing the key players in British science, 
this project aims to account for the character of scientific 
research since the Second World War. To complement life 
story interviews, averaging 10 –15 hours in length, the 
project also includes some shorter video recordings reflecting 
key events or locations. There is a project website at  
www.bl.uk/voices-of-science and full interviews are available 
online via British Library Sounds. Interviews with ethnic 
minority British scientists conducted for a collaborative project 
with the Royal Society, ‘Inspiring Scientists: Diversity in British 
Science’, are available at https://royalsociety.org/policy/
projects/leading-way-diversity/inspiring-scientists

An Oral History of British Science Advisory Committee
Professor Jon Agar, Dr Tilly Blyth, Lord Alec Broers,  
Georgina Ferry (chair), Professor Dame Julia Higgins,  
Dr Maja Kominko, John Lynch OBE, Professor Chris Rapley 
CBE, Dr Simone Turchetti.

An Oral History of the Electricity Supply
Industry in the UK
(C1495) [58 interviews]

Contributing to NLS’s documentation of the utilities in the 
UK, this project collects the memories and experiences of 
those who worked in the industry at various levels, covering 
the period from nationalisation in the 1940s to privatisation  
in the 1980s and 1990s. It includes such themes as changing 
technology, industrial relations, the miners’ strikes, changing 
workplaces, corporate cultures, nuclear power, energy 
marketing, and public service. We are grateful to Hodson  
and Ludmila Thornber for their generous support.

Oral History of the Electricity Supply Industry Advisory 
Committee
Sir John Baker, Professor Leslie Hannah, Dr Sally Horrocks, 
Professor Stephen Littlechild, Hodson Thornber, Ludmila 
Thornber.

An Oral History of Talking Therapists in the UK 
(C1553) [11 interviews]

This growing collection explores the development in post-war 
Britain of those therapies that depend primarily on verbal 
exchanges between client and therapist to alleviate mental 
distress. A future project will interview a wide range of 
professionals in this complex and diverse sector. 

Wellcome Trust Life Stories 
(C1665) [5 interviews]

A collection of interviews with key individuals with a long 
connection to the Wellcome Trust, funded by the Trust.

Science and Religion: Exploring the Spectrum
(C1672) [33 interviews]

A collaboration between An Oral History of British Science, 
and York University, Toronto and the Centre for Science, 
Knowledge and Belief in Society, Newman University, 
Birmingham, this is a multidisciplinary research project funded 
by the Templeton Religion Trust investigating the social and 
cultural contexts of public perceptions of relations between 
‘science’ and ‘religion’ across all faiths and none.

Crown Court Clerks Life Story Interviews
(C1674) [20 interviews]

A collaborative project with the London School of Economics 
and Political Science, these interviews provide an insight into 
the lived world of the law and the pivotal role that Crown 
Court clerks play in the administration of justice.

Listen online at British Library Sounds 
http://sounds.bl.uk/oral-history

How to support National Life Stories
NLS’s charitable status means that donations or sponsorship 
are subject to the relevant tax relief for either individuals or 
companies. There are four tax efficient and convenient ways  
to support National Life Stories.

Gift Aid
The Gift Aid scheme allows us to claim back basic rate tax on 
any donation received from individual taxpayers. This means 
that for every £100 donated we can claim an additional £25 
from the Inland Revenue if a signed Gift Aid form is received. 
A Gift Aid form can be obtained from the NLS Office. It needs 
to be completed and returned to NLS together with your 
donation.

Companies 
Companies can pay a charity the full donation without 
deducting any tax and in turn obtain full tax relief when 
calculating their profits for corporation tax.

Donation of shares 
Donors of shares are not deemed to have made a disposal 
that makes them liable to capital gains tax. The charity has the 
option of retaining the shares or selling them. Unlisted shares 
traded on a recognised exchange are included in this initiative. 
The individual making such a donation will also be able to 
reduce their taxable income by the value of the gift. A company 
donor will obtain full relief against corporation tax.

Bequests 
Sums left to National Life Stories are deducted from an estate in 
the calculation of Inheritance Tax and are therefore free of  
tax. NLS can advise on an appropriate form of words within  
a will. For further information please contact: 

Donors and supporters in 2016 

Front cover image: Kapurthala district travelling between Phagwara and Phillaur Lalanddhar, 2004. Taken from the series ‘Flatland: A Landscape of Punjab’, Max Kandhola, 2007.
Back cover image: Pedestrian bridge at Canary Wharf. Engineer Anthony Hunt Associates. Architect Future Systems. 

Authors’ Licensing and Collecting Society 
Furniture History Society
Garrick Charitable Trust 
Nicholas and Judith Goodison
Christopher and Gilda Haskins
Lesley Knox
Templeton Religion Trust
Yale Center for British Art 
And a number of other generous anonymous  
and individual donors
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Contact 
Rob Perks
National Life Stories
The British Library
96 Euston Road
London NW1 2DB
United Kingdom

nls@bl.uk  
T +44 (0)20 7412 7404

National Life Stories is the trading name of the National Life 
Story Collection, which is registered as a company limited 
by guarantee no.2172518, and as a charity no.327571.

All National Life Stories interviews are catalogued on the British 
Library’s Sound & Moving Image Catalogue (http://sami.
bl.uk), which provides detailed content data about individual 
recordings. NLS recordings can also be discovered through 
‘Explore the British Library’ (http://explore.bl.uk), the Library’s 
main catalogue. Thematic oral history collections guides are 
available at http://www.bl.uk/subjects/oral-history. 

The Listening and Viewing Service at St Pancras provides 
free public access onsite to recordings which have no access 
restrictions, on an appointment basis. Many digital recordings 
are also available via SoundServer, a listening facility available 
at the Library’s sites in both St Pancras and in Boston Spa, 
Yorkshire. Further information about listening at the Library  
can be found at www.bl.uk/listening. 

Online access to National Life Stories interviews 
Web access to over 18,000 individual recordings from almost 

2,000 oral history interviews from a selection of twenty-
two collections is available via British Library Sounds http://
sounds.bl.uk. During 2016, new recordings were added to the 
Architecture, Art, Crafts, Industry and Science collections. The 
site attracted over 22,000 unique browsers and 62,000 views 
over the year, an increase of 20% on the previous year.

The ‘Voices of Science’ website (http://bl.uk/voices-of-
science) offers edited clips of the audio and video interviews 
from An Oral History of British Science. Other oral history-
based learning resources (covering topics like the Holocaust, 
the Women’s Liberation Movement, and children’s play) are 
online at https://www.bl.uk/learning/online-resources.  

Follow us on Twitter (https://twitter.com/BL_OralHistory) and 
keep up to date with what’s happening at National Life Stories 
via the Library’s Sound and Vision blog at http://blogs.bl.uk/
sound-and-vision.

Access to National Life Story recordings
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Contact us
National Life Stories
The British Library 
96 Euston Road 
London NW1 2DB 

T +44 (0)20 7412 7404 
nls@bl.uk
www.bl.uk/nls
@BL_OralHistory

Online catalogue access
http://sami.bl.uk  

Listen to the collection 
at the British Library
Contact our Listening and 
Viewing Service:

T +44 (0)20 7412 7418 
listening@bl.uk 

Listen online
http://sounds.bl.uk/oral-history
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