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Since becoming the News Editor of SHCG just 
over a year ago we have lived through massive 
disruption and change, and I keep hoping for a  
bit of good news to share with you all. I finished 
the first draft for issue 84 on the eve of the national 
lockdown, signed off the final copy on one of my 
last days in my venue, and sent the physical copies 
of the newsletter out from my own front room rather 
than my office overlooking the River Mersey.

Due to the outbreak, our venues closed, many staff 
were furloughed, and we all had to adjust to a new 
way of living and working, delivering much of it via 
digital platforms. This has been a learning curve for 
the whole sector. Despite this, excellent work has 
been done across the country to record and preserve 
this experience within social history collections and I 
am pleased to be able to share examples of how this 
has been done within this newsletter.
One thing that has felt particularly disorientating has 
been the length of time many of us have had to spend 
away from the colleagues, objects, and communities 
that are at the heart of our work. I am really pleased 
that some of these new approaches to work have 
been presented in this newsletter too.
The financial disruption to arts and culture has 
been tremendous and we are starting to see the 
consequences of this. The £1.57 billion investment 

from the UK Government to support “Britain’s globally 
renowned arts, culture and heritage industries” has 
done little to secure jobs. To date, the Museum 
Association has tracked over 3,000 job cuts within the 
sector and that number seems set to rise as further 
redundancies are announced before the end of the 
year. National institutions have been asked to prepare 
for a cut to grant-in-aid funding, and all organisations 
face the reality of reduced visitor numbers for the 
foreseeable future. It seems inevitable that job losses 
will continue in to 2021.
I’m sorry I can’t be more positive than that. I can only 
hope that you all stay safe, that you’re being well 
supported through such difficult times, and that our 
sector recovers quickly and with absolutely minimal 
loss. I’ll catch you all again in spring with, hopefully,  
a more optimistic welcome.
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Welcome 
to issue 85 of SHCG News 

Front cover image 
Kay Jones and NHS Staff from Aintree Hospital with a 
banner now in the Museum of Liverpool’s collections.

          Matt Exley
Editor, SHCG News 
T: 0151 478 4460 
E: Matt.Exley@liverpoolmuseums.org.uk 

Hello everyone, I will start with absolute honesty. 
I have found it difficult to write this welcome.
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ISSN 2054–4243 (Online) 

Join SHCG? 
If you’re reading this and you’re not a 
member of SHCG but would like to join 
please contact: 
E: membershipshcg@gmail.com

Write an article  
for SHCG News?
You can write an article for the News 
on any subject that you feel would be 
interesting to the museum community. 
Project write ups, book reviews, object 
studies, papers given and so on.
  
We welcome a wide variety of articles 
relating to social history and museums. 

DEADLINE FOR NEXT ISSUE  
5 APRIL 2021
 
SHCG NEWS will encourage and publish 
a wide range of views from those 
connected with history and museums.
The News aims to act as a channel for 
the exchange of information and opinions 
about current practice and theory in 
museums. 
The views expressed in the News are wide 
ranging and do not necessarily express 
the views of the SHCG committee or 
SHCG, unless otherwise stated. 
The suggested word count for 
submissions is:

Bulletin Board 100-300 words, 
Theory and Practice 900-1000 words,
Reviews and Object Focus 400-500 
words or 900-1000 words.

Please submit your article by email saved 
as a Word file (Arial 12 point). Images 
must be a high resolution and can be 
submitted by email or, if necessary, USB.
Send all contributions to:
Matt Exley 
Education Manager  
Museum of Liverpool 
E: Matt.Exley@liverpoolmuseums.org.uk 
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SHCG on 
#MuseumHour
Earlier this year SHCG had the opportunity to 
host Museum Hour on Twitter. For anyone not 
familiar with #museumhour, it takes place on 
Twitter on Mondays at 8pm and features a guest 
host who tweets questions on a particular theme 
which are then discussed by respondents in 
their tweets. The focus of SHCG’s session was: 
‘the future of collecting – what do we collect, 
who for and why?’ We had a great discussion 
with a range of contributors. A summary of the 
points arising from the discussion is below.
The first question asked, ‘Who decides what your 
organisation collects? Does your organisation have 
a collecting policy? Is it useful?’ Several respondents 
said the collections or curatorial team decided what 
their organisation collected although sometimes the 
decisions were made by a sole or most senior curator. 
One contributor said, “Our Museum has a collections 
development committee that people pitch acquisitions  
to. Any member of staff can suggest something,  
although you really need the support of the curator  
whose collection it relates to!”

Most respondents had the benefit of a collecting 
policy and found it useful not only in terms of what to 
collect but also what not to collect. As one contributor 
said, “Collecting policy is good and comes in handy 
when turning down offers that aren’t quite right for the 
collection.” Tamsin Russell advised that, “All organisations 
should have a Collections Development Policy - it is 
the sign of a purposeful and strategic #Museum. If you 
haven’t, look online - look how other orgs do it, visit the 
Collections Trust for guidance, start it and get feedback. 
Also important to remember that professional collections 
management includes acquisition and disposal and so  
this needs to be included in a policy or strategy.”

We then asked, ‘Who had / has input into the 
development / revision of your collecting policy?’ This 
prompted an interesting discussion as to whether input 
should be sought from across the museum and not just 
from curators. Several contributors argued in favour of 
consulting all staff, with several pointing out that it is 
often the learning team who see the greatest interaction 
between the public and a museum’s objects. One said, 
“I’d love to see more non-collections staff involved in the 
process. Would make the museum a more cohesive unit 
especially at larger institutions where we often become 
siloed.”

Something that surprised us in this discussion was that 
no one included the public in their list of people who are 

or should be consulted about collecting decisions. We 
asked, ‘should people outside the museum contribute 
to a museum’s collection policy?’. This was probably 
the most divisive question. One responder said, “I think 
gathering opinions and thoughts from those who attend 
the museums is absolutely worth doing. Without that, who 
are we collecting for?” 

Several other respondents expressed concern that 
allowing the public to have input would lead to museums 
being filled with inappropriate objects, “How is the public 
going to take into consideration our ability to preserve 
what they think we should be collecting? If we consulted 
the public I am sure we would have 100 pianos.” 

At the end of the discussion one contributor offered this 
reflection, “The public can be bad at seeing their own 
family’s treasures from a museum perspective. But we 
sometimes need them to tell us things like ‘preserve 
the sign from that restaurant that just closed, it was a 
gathering place for the local immigrant community for 
years.’”

We also asked, ‘What barriers to collecting do you 
experience now? Do you anticipate new barriers arising 
in the future? What are they?’ As may be expected, many 
participants highlighted the lack of storage space, funds 
and staff as barriers experienced by museums seeking to 
build their collections. As one respondent put it, “Where 
to begin?! Space, resource, conservation materials, 
money, lack of knowledge of our collection…”. Another 
respondent pointed to the difficulties in rationalising 
collections, with the lack of disposals making it difficult to 
introduce new objects into the collection.

Lowri Jones of the Royal College of Physicians museum 
made an interesting point about the challenges faced 
by small museums in particular, “I find being in a small 
place, you don’t have many people to provide ideas, help 

make decisions, keep an eye out for opportunities - can 
often feel like you’re missing chances.” Picking up on 
this point, freelancer Verity Smith pointed to the value 
that enthusiastic volunteers can bring, “they can often be 
fresh eyes and ears. And they often have more time! In 
my experience, some have found gems on eBay!” 

Briony Hudson flagged up barriers specific to museums 
with pharmaceutical collections. She highlighted 
increased health and safety concerns, licensing 
requirements, the use of personalised medicines 
(meaning there are no surplus objects which can be 
collected) as well as documentation (prescriptions, 
records, research) being increasingly done electronically. 
Justine Boussard made an important wider point, “The 
climate emergency is a major barrier that must be 
acknowledged … the very linearity on which collecting 
is based (the assumptions that there will be future 
generations going to museums) is seriously threatened.”

Finally, we ended the hour with a bit of wishful thinking, 
‘Would you collect differently if you were starting your 
museum from scratch? How?’ There was a clear theme 
with most respondents saying they would avoid collecting 

objects which do not have accompanying information 
such as personal stories regarding the owner/user/maker. 
Most also wanted to avoid collecting multiple variations 
of the same object e.g. sewing machines. Helen Taylor 
agreed, suggesting that it is better to have a couple of 
great examples of a particular object and use the rest to 
allow visitors to experience collections in a different way. 
Helen said, “I would start a use and handling collection 
earlier, outlining the purpose of each object”. Victoria 
Rathmill summed up the response of several people, “As 
an archaeologist / archaeology curator I would like to not 
have to keep every single shard of pottery/glass/clay pipe 
ever found… I love the objects dearly but there is a LOT.”

We really enjoyed hosting #museumhour and could have 
gone on for hours! We’re certainly hoping to be back 
next year. If there’s a topic you’d like us to explore on 
#museumhour then please let us know.

          Lisa Peatfield

Assistant Curator, Museum of Liverpool 
E: Lisa.Peatfield@liverpoolmuseums.org.uk

Getting ready to kick off #MuseumHour with a pint of the good stuff 
(Vimto). Image courtesy of the SHCG Committee.
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Hardship 
Memberships
We are offering 10 free digital memberships 
for those negatively impacted by Covid. 
For those who have faced unemployment, 
illness, reduced hours, an extended period 
on furlough, or are just in doubt about 
their future in the sector, this is a chance 
to connect to others in the Social History 
Curators Group and stay engaged. 

Members, please pass this on to people  
who may be interested. The scheme and  
the memberships will run until April 2021. 

Applicants should fill in the usual  
membership form on the Social History  
Curators Group website and send it to:
membershipshcg@gmail.com. 
Please clearly state in your email that you  
are applying for a hardship membership.
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SHCG 
Conference 
Who are we  
curating for?

Music at Brodsworth
Storytelling through 
sound
A star object in focus
The Peterloo Cane
Museum Review
Stepan Bandera Museum
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Collecting Covid 
at the Museum of 
Liverpool
Here at the Museum of Liverpool, like many 
social history museums, we continually 
undertake contemporary collecting to represent 
issues and events affecting the city and its 
communities. When lockdown began, I created 
a Covid-19 collecting plan whilst working from 
home and started to collect.
Our aim is to collect and represent how local people 
from across our communities have responded to and 
are being affected by the Covid-19 pandemic to enable 
people now and in the future to learn from and make 
sense of these unprecedented times.

After discussing any ethical considerations around 
our collecting plan with our internal ethics group, we 
started to identify potential objects, representation and 
stories, particularly around those communities who were 
disproportionately affected in the city. The collecting plan 
was broken down into short, medium and long term aims.

We asked the public via social media, articles in the 
Liverpool Echo and interviews on Radio Merseyside for 

suggestions of what we should collect. The objects and 
stories need to have a strong local focus and represent 
specific events and activity in the city such as Liverpool’s 
Champions League match against Atletico Madrid. The 
game on 11 March still went ahead despite lockdown 
in Spain and was later linked to 41 deaths due to 
Coronavirus.

I also posted images of items I had collected such as the 
information about Covid- 19 sent by the Government to 
every household in the UK to our social media channels 
and asked people their thoughts and feelings in order 
to collect a wide range of opinion and use selected 
quotes on labels accompanying the items in a Covid-19 
display planned for when the Museum re-opened (19 
July). Longer term, we will be conducting interviews with 
people directly affected by Covid-19, at an appropriate 
time.

Strong themes emerging are important examples of 
collective action, inequalities in society being exposed 
and highlighted, but also humour and the everyday.

What objects/stories are you collecting and 
how are your collecting them?  
So far, we have collected around 50 items with 
associated personal stories. I reached out to many 
individuals, organisations and groups to collect items. 
Wewere also approached by others and acted upon 
suggestions from the public.
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Refreshing 
firstBASE

In March this year, like so many of us, my 
ability to work in stores, carry out face to face 
contemporary collecting meetings, and make 
use of library books was brought to a halt. 
Answering collections-based public enquiries 
became more challenging and identifying 
objects, more tricky. 
Of course, without recourse to real books and objects, 
the way forward was to trawl the internet for useful 
resources. In my area of medical history, I found the 
enormous digitised collections of the Wellcome Library, 
including its images and links through to Internet 
Archive’s rare books and journals, invaluable.

Other SHCG colleagues discovered a variety of online 
resources to support their work. These included 
traditional museum websites putting out useful  
collections content, such as the Curators Corner part  
of the British Museum YouTube channel including  
useful gems such as ‘How to take a clock apart?’ which 
helps you understand how they work. Sometimes the 
most authoritative sources are on enthusiast’ sites, for  
example https://historyofbkb.weebly.com/ which is  
a fan site for bare knuckle fighting which provides a 
history of the sport alongside useful profiles of the key 
players. Other options were a way of providing context, 
such as the History Hub YouTube videos created by 
Royal Holloway, which aren’t necessarily object focused 
but provide short introductions to various historical events 
and movements linked to protest, liberty and rebellion.

If you found yourself in a similar situation, where did 
you turn for collections information? Did you manage to 
continue exhibition research? Did you carry on answering 
public enquiries? If so where did you look for answers, 
if you weren’t able to reach for a book on your office 
shelves?

Hopefully one of the places that you turned was SHCG’s 
firstBASE database, which can be accessed through 
the SHCG website. If you haven’t come across it before, 
firstBASE aims to be a first port of call for anyone working 
with collections to find recommended resources that can 
support their research, whether that’s to answer a public 
enquiry, carry out background reading for an exhibition  
or identify an object in your collection.

Having been set up by SHCG 21 years ago, firstBASE’s 
original focus was publications rather than online 
resources. But with the recent extended period working 
from home and the wealth of online material that many 
museums have been creating and sharing, this seems 
like a perfect opportunity for us to refresh the database 
with recommended sources that we can all access from 
wherever we’re working, and pool our experiences and 
go-to collections gems.

Whether you’ve been working at home, furloughed and 
pursuing your own research, helping your children with 
home school, or simply browsing social media, we would 
love to know which collections-based resources have 
caught your eye, whether an online database, podcast, 
YouTube video, virtual tour, or blog. Or if you or your 
museum has moved to put more collections material 
online in the last few months, this is a great opportunity  
to share it with a wider audience.

If you’ve got a nomination for inclusion on firstBASE, you 
can register on the firstBASE website to add resources 
yourself. It’s very simple and quick. Otherwise you can 
email it to firstbaseshcg@gmail.com or share it on the 
SHCG email list where one of the editorial team will pick 
it up.

          Briony Hudson

Curator & Pharmacy Historian 
firstBase Editorial Committee Member  
E: brionyhudson@hotmail.com 

Covid-19 mind map created by Andrew Dineley.
Image courtesy of Kay Jones.

The firstBASE homepage, your go-to place for curatorial resources.
Image courtesy of the firstBASE committee.
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We also asked people to creatively explore and draw 
their personal lockdown experiences through mind 
maps. These ‘maps’ are being shown on our large digital 
screens in the Museum atrium as part of the Covid- 19 
display. They can be seen here -

https://youtu.be/ljTg1Sf6FF8

It was great to meet (virtually and in real life where 
possible) lots of different people and see the places 
like Merseyside PPE hub and DoES where incredible 
work had been done by people coming together in our 
community to make a real difference and hearing their 
incredible stories. Everyone was thankfully keen to be 
involved and were very proud to be featured in the 
Museum of Liverpool.

My favourite items

NHS banner

This fabulous banner caught my eye straight away 
when it was shared on social media. It was designed 
by radiographers at Aintree Hospital and was proudly 
waved during the Thursday night Clap for Carers outside 
of the hospital in April. It sums up lots of aspects of life 
during the pandemic such as Colonel Tom’s mammoth 
fundraising efforts for NHS Charities and also Liverpool’s 
very own Chanel, the escaped African grey parrot and 
her owner Sandra who were the subject of viral internet 
memes and were interviewed on ITV’s This Morning!  
(A very Liverpool story!).

“The banner shows our appreciation for all the people 
and businesses who have helped NHS shift workers; from 
schools making us visors, having protected shopping 
times for shift workers, free travel and even receiving free 
meals has raised our morale during this difficult pandemic. 
All help was appreciated, reminding us of why we work 
in healthcare; the whole nation pulled together when we 
needed it most. Thank you.”

Tee Kaur, one of the banner’s designers.

Eid greeting card, henna and bangles

I was keen to represent Eid in lockdown. I approached 
a number of local groups and organisations who helped 
to spread the word throughout their networks. I also 
approached a member of a group the Museum had 
worked with previously, Meet Your Muslim Neighbour and 
was able to collect objects and stories through his family 
which was wonderful.

Eid al-Fitr, 23-24 May, was celebrated very differently 
this year due to lockdown. It marks the end of the fasting 
month of Ramadan and is usually a time of family get- 
togethers, prayers and enjoying

“To maintain the essence of Eid, we made cards, bought 
sweets and distributed them to our neighbours and 
friends outside their houses. People had been dreading a 
lockdown Ramadan and Eid thinking they would be ruined 
but that definitely wasn’t true!”

Rida and Hafsa, St Helens

“It is traditional for girls to paint each other’s hands with 
henna whilst wearing colourful bangles which match our 
dresses. The bangles make a lovely sound when we 
move our hands. Normally we get together to do this but 
due to lockdown we couldn’t and missed that wonderful 
gathering on the eve of Eid”.

Rida and Hafsa, St Helens

These objects, along with their associated personal 
stories, and Many others are currently on display in the 
Covid-19: We’re all in it together? display at the Museum 
of Liverpool.

          Kay Jones

Lead Curator of Community and Urban History,  
Museum of Liverpool 
E: Kay.Jones@liverpoolmuseums.org.uk
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Under the Skin: Anatomy, Art and Identity is 
the first digital exhibition for the Royal College 
of Physicians (RCP) Museum. It explores the 
artistry and innovation of anatomical illustration 
from the medieval world to the present day. 
Under the Skin opened in 2019 as a physical 
exhibition but Covid-19 impacted the Museum’s 
exhibition programme. This meant that UTS was 
extended and transformed into a digital exhibition 
to reach audiences during the galleries closure.
Under the Skin curator and rare book librarian, Katie 
Birkwood managed this curatorial process and shares  
her experiences.

How did the UTS exhibition come about?
UTS began as a much smaller pop-up exhibition that 
featured anatomical illustrations from the RCP collections. 
It tied with ‘Thinking 3D’, a wider interdisciplinary research 
project between the University of St Andrews and the 
University of Oxford, exploring the concept of three- 
dimensionality and its impact on the arts and sciences.

The pop-up exhibition made me think about the social, 
emotional and historical contexts of the anatomical 
images. UTS returned as a larger exhibition at the end 
of 2019. It included the technical aspects of anatomical 
illustration and medical printing but also an exploration of 
the power structures that these images embodied:

Who were the people shown in the pictures? Did they 
consent to be dissected? Did they expect to be displayed 
on the walls of museums hundreds of years after their 
deaths? How does our understanding of the unethical use 
of bodies in anatomical illustration affect how we consider 
these images today?

As a curator, a way for me to consider these questions 
was by incorporating contemporary artworks that reflected 
on these issues. This hopefully gave our visitors the 
chance to explore those issues in more detail and not just 
have to look at medical images in an objective way.

Fourteen contemporary artists were invited to help interpret 
the material. The artworks ranged in different media from 
ceramics and textiles to video pieces. The contemporary 
art helped bring to life the historical books and works on 
paper.

Transforming a physical exhibition 
into a digital version
An interview with ‘Under the Skin’ curator, Katie Birkwood

Kay Jones (right) with staff from Aintree Hospital, collecting the 
banner for Museum of Liverpool’s collections.  
Image courtesy of Kay Jones.

Eid items on display at Museum of Liverpool as part of the 
display, Covid-19: We’re all in it together?
Image courtesy of Kay Jones.

Image from Humani Corporis Fabrica by Vesalius.
Image courtesy of the Royal College of Physicians.
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How did you approach curating a digital 
version of a physical exhibition?
The circumstances of Covid-19 meant that there was an 
urgency to getting our exhibition online. It benefitted the 
process because there was little time to overthink things. 
It also focused the curation of objects, perhaps even more 
so than curating a physical space, as key objects that 
distilled the exhibition most clearly, were selected.

The physical exhibition included video, animation and 
oral histories and I was keen to represent them, as well 
as many of the contemporary artworks, to give online 
audiences an opportunity to see them. The physical 
exhibition comprised eight discrete sections and the 
digital exhibition reflects this layout. With more time, I’d 
have taken the digital exhibition apart and put it together 
in a new way. It could have been an opportunity to move 
objects around without physical restrictions such as 
environmental conditions or size.

What have been the benefits of UTS going 
online, any unexpected ones?
Although you cannot imitate the ‘thrill of the real’, of 
actually seeing Museum objects, there are other benefits 
for digital access. For example, with rare books, digital 
audiences can see more of the book as they aren’t 
restricted to viewing the one page displayed. With an 
online version we can add links or embed digitised  
copies that and audiences can flick through and find  
what interests them.

There were also benefits of being able to link out to more 
information. We provided links to catalogue records to 
help our academic audiences access this information for 
future research. Putting information like this on a label can 
be prohibitive and crowded but it is easily included online.

What were the curatorial restrictions or 
challenges of transforming UTS into a digital 
exhibition?
In the physical UTS exhibition, there were some hard-
hitting, surprising, upsetting and grotesque images on the 
walls that confronted Museum visitors. Visitors could then 
view the smaller objects in cases. It can be impossible to 
achieve this sense of envelopment and being surrounded 
by the material in an online exhibition.

It is also hard to imitate the communal learning experience 
of going to a gallery. With virtual exhibition tours, online 
participants can interact more and ask questions at the 
end, but there isn’t the direct feedback. When giving an 
actual gallery tour, you can be guided by what people 
react to or are interested in and adapt what you then focus 
upon.

We hadn’t made an online exhibition before and hadn’t 
expected to use our website or content management 
system for online exhibitions in this way. We had to adapt 
and modify to what it could do. Through a collaborative 
feedback process, I was guided to create something more 
visually oriented where text was mostly hidden behind 
concertinas. This provided lots of visual images, but also 
the choice to learn more through the text.

The contemporary artwork also presented challenges. We 
were mindful that we needed to keep the artists informed 
and seek permission for this new and extended use online.

For historical materials they can be easier to show in a 
digital surrogate form. We’re used to seeing items like 
them and we can imagine what we’re missing if we view a 
2D online version of them. With unique artworks, it is hard 
to convey what it is you’re seeing, as if you were seeing 
them in person.

The works are all extremely 3- dimensional. With the print, 
Liver Models by Amanda Couch, it is quite different seeing 
an image of it rather than actually seeing it. You miss 
seeing the wrinkly texture of the paper that has absorbed 
the moisture and the lamb’s blood. With Angela Palmer’s 
sculpture, Heart, the real joy is to stand in front of it and 
wobble round. We have tried to capture this with video,  
but it isn’t the same. Similarly, Tamsin Van Essen’s 
sculptural apothecary jars, Medical Heirlooms, look 
incredibly tactile in person but it is just a shadow of the 
experience to view them online.

If you were to create a digital exhibition  
again, what would you do differently?
With more time or access to the objects I would have 
included more video content. I’d have included a time-
lapse of the installation of the Impossible Pathologies 
sculpture by Lucy Lyons, to give an impression of the 
materiality of how it is hung; the pieces of paper are 
suspended and move slightly with vibration.

If I did this again, I would look to not just reproduce a 
physical exhibition but extend outwards. I would plan 
in from the beginning the extra objects that could be 
included online that couldn’t be displayed physically. 
For example, books that were just too big for our display 
cabinets, or objects that couldn’t be displayed on the 
walls.

I’d have liked to have given visitors more of a walk-through 
to help them understand the physical exhibition more. 
I’d also like to have provided visitors options of how they 
experienced the objects, rather than following a set route.

The exhibition can be viewed here: 
https://history.rcplondon.ac.uk/exhibitions/under- skin-
anatomy-art-and-identity

          Liz Douglas 

Collections Officer 
Royal College of Physicians Museum  
E: Elizabeth.Douglas@rcplondon.ac.uk

Tabulae Nerologicae by Scarpa. Image Courtesy of the Royal 
College of Physicians.

Liver Models by Amanda Couch.
Image courtesy of the Royal College of Physicians.

Medical Hierlooms by Tamsin van Essen.  
Courtesy of the Royal College of Physicians.



 

I was expecting an editing job trimming a hedge 
full of horticultural history at Highdown Gardens. 
Instead, even with lockdown, I stumbled into a 
forest of forgotten Jewish social history. 
Chalk Garden. I have been on a remarkable research 
journey on behalf of Highdown Gardens (Worthing 
Council Parks) supported by the National Lottery Heritage 
Fund. The aim of the funding is to improve access in the 
garden, propagate rare plants, recruit more volunteers 
and construct a new Visitor Centre telling the story of the 
original owners, Sir Frederick and Lady
Sybil Stern. The Sterns experimented from 1909 to 1968, 
growing plants from around the world in a chalk pit, 
located on the edge of the South Downs National Park 
in West Sussex. I was asked to provide content for 11 
information panels which I thought would be a simple 
part-time editing job. I started in September 2019 and  
the contract should have ended in August 2020.
Surprise. I found many stories about the Sterns 
obsession with horticulture and horse racing. But the 
big surprise I found online was that they were Jewish. 
So well did they prefer not to draw attention to their 
Jewishness that when they died, that part of their life 
almost disappeared. It was my Jewish wife who started 
the ball rolling.
When we visited Highdown last Summer she looked 
at the old introduction panel and remarked, “With that 
surname they are Jewish.” No mention of this on the 
panel. I did find oral history video recordings where a 
former servant thought Frederick might have helped to 
fund the Kindertransport (still to be investigated).
The key discovery last Autumn, at West Sussex Record 
Office in Chichester, was the Highdown Visitors Book. 
This green leather-bound book revealed signatures, 
VIP photographs and even two poems. The visitors 
were diverse. Anglo-Jewish aristocrats (Montefiore, 
Rothschild, Goldsmid), famous plant hunters Frank and 
Jean Kingdon-Ward, important British Royals of 1930s, 
the dazzling politician Lloyd George and important plant 
scientists such as the dynamic E.K. Janaki Ammal. 
A perfect cast for a new Netflix series – ‘the Jewish 
Botanical Downton Abbey’? Then ‘lost’ Highdown photo 
albums suddenly appeared at Worthing Library and the 
RHS Lindley Library.
Butlers and Chromosomes. During the Winter I 
managed to cross reference letters I had seen at the 
Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew with the amazing plant 
science archive held at the John Innes Centre (the 
inventors of John Innes Compost visited Highdown in 
the 1950s!). Just by email communication their archivist, 
Sarah Wilmot, and I discovered that Stern had, by 
Summer 1945, ‘borrowed’ from the John Innes Centre 

toxic chemicals to do plant chromosome counting in his 
basement of Highdown Tower. This was to help grow 
more successful hybrids. Sarah managed to track down 
one of the surviving scientists who had visited Highdown 
in the 1950s.
The Stern’s seem to have become mentors for the new 
generation of plant scientists. This retired scientist gave 
us some great insights into the Sterns’ eccentric staff, 
including Barnes, the Highdown butler, who would 
unpack the guests’ clothes without asking them.
Philanthropy. It was the Sterns’ charity work, revealed 
online in the Jewish Chronicle newspaper archive, which 
was most unexpected. They were committee experts for: 
the Jewish War Memorial (Frederick received a Military 
Cross fighting in Palestine in 1917), Jewish School for 
Deaf Children, Jews College and the Anglo-Jewish 
Association. Frederick appeared to be the only member 
of his banking family involved with the Jewish community. 
Sybil was involved with local politics from the 1920s in 
the Worthing area, including the Suffragettes and the 
Women’s Voluntary Service.
Networking. With the announcement of Lockdown, I 
thought I would have no work and plod along with home 
schooling but he Highdown Project Manager still wanted 
me to work and this gave me more time to review and 
network. I managed to do more professional development 
in 3 months than in the last 3 years. I contacted 
the Jewish Country Houses network (JCH) who are 
supporting the National Trust to acknowledge the hidden 
Jewish stories in their historic properties. I was invited by 
Prof Abigail Green of JCH to do a digital presentation to 
an international group, including academics. I received 
really good feedback which was great for my morale 

How Does Your 
Research Grow?
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and I discovered, talking to this network, that the Sterns’ 
obsessions were not unique amongst Anglo-Jewish 
aristocrats. I then presented my research tips in another 
Zoom presentation for the Association for Heritage 
Interpretation (AHI).
Camping. The JCH academics were very interested with 
the Sterns’ support for a London youth charity, the Oxford 
and St George’s Clubs. This charity was established by 
Sybil’s cousin, Sir Basil Henriques, with his wife, Rose. 
Every August, for almost 50 years, children and adults 
from the deprived East End descended upon the fields 
next to Highdown Gardens. Camping at Highdown 
became such a tradition in the Jewish East End that Rose 
published a special camp song book.
Last Autumn the Jewish Museum sent me photos of 
1930s Highdown campers including one of my East 
End Irish grandmother’s Jewish ex-boyfriend (another 
surprise!) This Summer, thanks to some detective work, 
I managed to contact Jon Sopel (BBC North America 
correspondent), whose parents helped the Henriques 
organise the camping in the 1950s. Thanks to Jon’s 
family contacts I now have a copy of that song book 
which features the Sterns, Highdown Hill and Goring 
beach.
The Edit. During the Summer the next challenge was the 
big edit; to squeeze all these stories into 300 words per 
panel and check photo copyright. I realised with the word 
limit that I had to signpost new research rather develop 
a long essay. I was also asked to write the content for 
three outdoor panels about climate change and ecology 
of Highdown Hill. I needed some local experts. Following 
web searches I managed to engage remotely a small 
group of volunteers with weather-forecasting, botanical 
and photographic skills. They were so efficient in 
providing advice and photographs and kept the graphic 
designer Simon Blacker busy. After 8 drafts we are 

almost there with the display panels. We will be testing 
out the final copy hopefully this autumn with volunteers 
on site.
Reflection. If it was not for lockdown, I would never 
have had the time to pursue the complex history of the 
Sterns or be able to network and have peer reviews 
with archivists, academics, historians, librarians and 
volunteers. I have become vocal with the Project 
Manager about the need for the Highdown website to 
be updated to reflect this new research. I have now 
been asked to advise on developing a new website this 
Autumn (yet another surprise). The Sterns’ historic jigsaw 
will appear in a display at the new Highdown Gardens 
Visitor Centre and the new website, both starting from 
Spring 2021. Research still continues, now I am trying to 
find what Frederick did in Palestine in the First World War 
and possible links to Lawrence of Arabia… Watch this 
space.

          Hamish  
          MacGavillray

Exhibitions and Heritage  
Freelancer  
E: acmemuseumservices 
    @gmail.com 
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Summary of names of interest from 

Highdown visitors book 1918 to 1968 at 

West Sussex record office mss 45624 . 

Diagram by Hamish 27/9/19 v2. Work in progress

 SO FAR…mixture of anglo-jewish version of Downton 

abbey and ACADEMY of botany with sprinkling of 

liberal party politics

family

Politics

royals

friends

Botanicals

Lucy stern Aug 
1918

Joan Lucas from 
1919 to 1968. Sister of 

sybil

Leila, rosemary and 
Peter stern from aug 

1921. Children of Fred’s 
brother Henry (or HARRY 

from 1928?) from 
Monmouth house, 

somerset

Alice (JULIA 
LUCAS?) and Edward 

(MICHOllS?) 
montefiore, xmas 

1922,1923, 1926. 
Deadly card players, 

elderly aunt and 
uncle? Charles 

musgrave 
(gardener) 

regular 
visitor

Lionel 
and marie 

louise Rothschild , 
may 1919 and may 1930 
see exbury gardens. 

Lionel Sponsored 
plant hunting 
expeditions

Goodwood 
races?

Crockers, Lloyd 
Thomas and 

John Spencer 
churchill and his 
mum Gwendoline 

Spencer 
Churchill

Charles 
goldsmid from 
1922 (Brighton 
connections?)

Betty 
cruise from aug 

1923

Philip 
Henriques, 

lawyer, may 1941, 
cousin or uncle 

to sybil, tbc 

Lionel 
Cohen, senior 

judge, regular 
visitor

Claude 
lucas from 
march 1923. 
Brother of 

sybil

Lloyd 
George and 

daughter Megan (?) 
dec 6 1923, Oct 2, 
1926, see photo, 

marked lewes 
meeting

Sussex liberal 
women: mass attack

 Feb 6 to 10, 1928.
 All women guests 

including an Astor (?)

Suffragette 
history: all women 

over 21 given vote July 
1928. Mass attack mtgs by 
liberals to make women 

aware they could now 
vote 

 Austen 
chamberlain, 

1933 (?) brother 
of neville, see 

photo

David and 
Rachel bowes Lyon 

(ASTOR) from July 1933. 
David pres of RHS 

1950s

Prince 
Edward July 1933, 

see photo

Princess 
Elizabeth may 
1934, see photo

Princess 
Elizabeth and 
Prince Albert 
march 1936, see 

photos

Maria/
marie queen 

of romania and 
pauline spender 
clay (Astor) July 
1936, see castle 

bran gardens 
history

Queen Mary, 
oct 1937, see 

photos

Lydia 
cattermole, 

aug 1941. Wife of 
lance who painted 
sybil’s portrait 

(see wothing 
museum)

Crown 
princess louise 

and crown prince 
Alex (OLAV)? Of 
Sweden may 1937, 

see photos

The boys 
from kew:

Arthur hill, regular visitor

W.J. Bean from 1920s
C.P. Raffill from July 1938, April 1946.

E.J .salisbury June 1948
George Taylor, dec 1967

F.R.B and 
Gertrude 

Balfour (TREES) 
from June 1934/6 

scotland

Beatrix 
Stanley 

(snowdrops and 
watercolours) 
from mar 1930

indiaE.k janaki 
ammal (Sugarcane/

eggplant) aug 1946, April 
1947, sept 1949 india/

Innes

The boys from Innes:
W.J.C. Lawrence (compost) oct 1953

Gordon Rowley (cacti) sept 1954 
J. Newell (compost) sept 1954

Frank kingdom-ward 
(plant hunter) and wife, 

regular visitors.

Joseph rock 
(plant hunter)  oct 1953, 

June 1959, Hawaii

F.g.meyer, 
Missouri 

botantical 
garden, nov 

1949

lanning 
roper 

(landscape 
architect)mar 

1952  later RHS, 
NAT Trust

note: 
Sybil,Joan and 

claude’s  mother 
was Juliana violet 

Henriques, tbc

Clarence 
Elliott 
(garden 

designer) Sept 
1926

w.r.dykes (iris) 
1922

a.groves (lilies) 
June 1923 to 

1925

Top: Sir Frederick and Lady Sybil Stern (left) with two  
unidentified visitors. Bottom: Sir Frederick in the foxtails. 
Images courtesy of the West Sussex Records Office).

Mapping out the names from the Highdown Visitors Book Sept 2019, 
using Comic Life software. ©H.MacGillivray.



The Watchman’s Tower at Knebworth House 
in Hertfordshire provided a base for a night 
watchman in the early part of the 20th century. 
Research in the archive showed records of five watchmen 
serving from 1908 to 1928, including wage books, a 
description of the role of the watchman in the unpublished 
memoirs of Lady Hermione Cobbold and photographs 
of two of the watchmen. One of these photographs was 
provided by a relative of one of the watchmen during the 
course of the project. 

Knebworth House Education and Preservation Trust 
(KHEPT) was awarded a National Lottery Heritage Fund 
grant for a two-year project related to the Victorian 
Watchman’s Tower, starting in 2018. The tower had been 
out of regular use since the late 1940s, and due to other 
restoration priorities at Knebworth House it had fallen into  
disrepair. Visitors had never been able to access the 
Watchman’s Tower before. 

During the first year of the project, a good quantity of the 
project work had been completed. The capital works were 
complete, including the construction of staircase from 
oak and old Victorian fencing from the Estate and the 
installation of a roof access. Teachers from local primary 
schools had helped to create three units of work about 

local history based on National Curriculum requirements. 
As an example, the Year 3 and 4 unit of work was focused 
on who lived at Knebworth House and when, with a 
particular focus on census data and Victor, 2nd Earl of 
Lytton, including looking at photographs and his school 
reports from the archives. Family drop in activities and 
work experience placements had taken place and we had 
had volunteers from the local photographic society visiting 
to document the restoration. A digital app ‘Knebworth 
Watch’ had also been created, to show the view from the 
location of the Watchman’s Tower at five different periods 
of history. 

Much of the engagement work for the project was due to 
take place in 2020, and the pandemic meant that many 
of the planned activities could not take place on site as 
planned. This included opening the tower to visitors as 
part of the open season, hosting visits from our partner 
primary schools, working in school with children to create 
interpretation panels, secondary school engagement 
activities, further work experience and volunteering and 
drop-in creative school and family activities on site. 
The National Lottery Heritage Fund were extremely 
understanding about changing the approved purposes  
for the project and changes to the approved costs where 
this was needed. 

The Watchman’s Tower:  
a project before, during and after lockdown 
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Initially, the team went back through the project plan, 
deciding to take a ‘wait and see’ approach to school 
activities. However, as it became evident that schools 
were not likely to be able to visit before the project ended, 
we had to consider how to engage audiences while not 
being able to open the tower. Alternative approaches were 
investigated such as video tours; online creative activities; 
and making a loans box of artefacts. 

A panel of primary-aged children helped to create 
interpretation panels by reading materials at home and 
feeding back via email on what they had read. This was 
largely successful and reached children outside the local 
area, but there are difficulties in using this kind of panel 
for feedback because only children with access to the 
technology and an adult to help them were able  
to respond. 

A Tudor Loans Box was created to support the Year 1  
and 2 local history unit of study and to provide a way to 
learn about the Tudors while not being able to come on 
a visit. The objects were carefully chosen to reflect Tudor 
life and contrasts between richer and poorer people and 
to give younger children a chance to compare ‘then and 
now’. An information booklet was created to place the 
items into context. Feedback from a school who borrowed 
the box indicated that teachers would have liked some 
ideas for activities to do with the children while they have 
the box. These have now been included in the information 
booklet.  

A video tour of the tower for schools was also created to 
give the experience of visiting the tower and hearing  
about the watchmen while the schools were unable to 
come on site. 

Storyteller Lauren Grierson from Lauren and the Story 
Box created five short online storytelling videos based on 
what would have been happening around the Watchman’s 
Tower at different points in history (the same periods of 
history which were used in the digital app). The videos 
were released daily via Knebworth House’s social media 
and have had over 5,000 views. The videos were based 
on five key questions about Knebworth House’s history, 
ranging from ‘Why is Knebworth on a hill?’ to ‘What is the 
purpose of the Watchman’s Tower today?’ 

Top: Lauren and the Story Box filming creative storytelling videos. 
Photo Lauren and the Story Box.
Left: Tudor Loan Box. Photo Charlotte Steedman.

View from the Watchman’s Tower.

A limited number of visitors were able to climb to the top 
of the tower in September 2020, with social distancing 
measures in place. They enjoyed the views over the house 
and surrounding parkland and hearing from our stewards 
about the history of the tower and the watchmen. 

A secondary school media project with a local artist in 
September 2020 saw the creation of a podcast with GCSE 
Drama students. The script was based on a student 
travelling back in time to meet one of the watchmen and 
to hear about the things he would have seen, such as 
the parties held by Grand Duke Michael Alexandrovich 
of Russia when Knebworth House was rented to him in 
1913. The idea of meeting the watchman was intended 
to draw the students into the history of the tower and to 
get them thinking about what it would have been like for 
the watchman. The face-to-face work was partnered with 
opportunities for students to undertake remote work by 
learning how to draw a watchman step-by-step and by 
using the script and other ideas for their own drama work. 



Caring as a profession has been linked to 
emotional traits, for good or bad, since at least 
the 1850s. What these emotions are and how 
they are expressed has however, changed over 
time as expectations on nurses, and women 
generally have also shifted. 
This link likely extends well back into previous centuries, 
albeit undocumented and unrecognised. From the mid-
1800s it was widely accepted that a nurse’s character 
was more important than their skills and abilities. This was 

in stark contrast to a doctor’s medical role, which was 
focused on treatment and cure. Little concern was  
given to how a doctor might conduct himself, morally  
and emotionally. This was however of great importance  
for a nurse.

At the beginning of 2020, we launched an exhibition 
at the Royal College of Nursing Library and Heritage 
Centre exploring the history of these emotions attached 
to nursing. Who Cares? A history of emotions in nursing 
presents new research from Queen Mary University of 
London’s Wellcome Trust funded ‘Living with Feeling’ 

A history of Emotions in Nursing 
Stained glass depictions of medical professionals at work. Image courtesy of the Royal College of Nursing.

Items were purchased to set the scene inside the tower 
as the base for the watchman when he was not patrolling 
around the house. Visitors will be greeted with the original 
stove that would have been used to keep the watchman 
warm (which has been restored as part of the project), 
a coat, hat, police whistle, lamp, kettle and mug to try to 
recreate what the downstairs of the tower may have been 
like in the early 20th century. Inside the tower there will 
also be the photographs of the watchmen, with examples 
of the wage books so that visitors can not only look for the 
watchmen but also see who else worked on the Estate at 
this time. 

Evaluation 
The alternative methods of delivery of our project meant 
that we could deliver the project as well as possible during 
the pandemic. The creative storytelling videos worked 
really well and had a lot of views, and the school which 
tried out the Tudor Loans Box said that the children really 
benefited from handling the objects rather than just  
seeing images. 

If planning online work again we would ideally allow more 
time for recruitment and production of materials. For our 
panel of children who helped with the interpretation, if we 
did this work again in the future we would consider how  
we might get a more diverse group of respondents. 

Conclusion 
Although many aspects of the project had to be changed 
as a result of the pandemic, having flexibility and thinking 
of different approaches to a project meant that we were 
able to provide successful outcomes. Online work and 
activities reached people outside the local area, leading 
to a greater awareness of the project. We would definitely 
consider online activities again when planning future 
projects. 
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          Katherine Dunstan 
Education Officer, 
Knebworth House  
E: kdunstan@knebworthhouse.com 

Top: Screenshot from the Tudor period in the Knebworth Watch app.

Below: Drop in craft activity in summer 2019.

“Deep down in our hearts we still cherish our ideals of nursing,  
the life of sympathy, of gentleness, the Christ-like life of doing good.  

Outwardly the stress of circumstances makes most of us appear  
hard and cold and unsympathetic.”

‘Nursing without tears’ in Nursing Mirror, 1907. 

“I feel as though I have to suppress a lot of emotions.  
Anger, grief, frustration, upset, shock.  

People say to me ‘How do you keep so calm?’  
And I say, I’m not calm inside.” 

Health care worker, 2019.
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project, alongside the collected experiences of nurses 
over the last century. The exhibition charts the inevitable 
feelings that come up at pivotal stages in our lives; stages 
that nurses and the health care team see us through, 
physically, spiritually, socially and emotionally. The 
exhibition asked visitors to consider how emotions are 
managed. What is expected of nurses who deal with these 
highly emotional events every day? Who is responsible for 
supporting healthy emotions in the workplace?

Overview of Who Cares? A history of emotions in nursing exhibition. 
Photo by Justine Desmond.

When planning meetings for this project began in early 
2019, we knew nothing of what the year of the exhibition 
launch, 2020, had in store. We had just closed another 
exhibition commemorating 100 years since the 1918 
‘Spanish’ flu pandemic. When that influenza struck a 
century ago, the impact on front line nurses and clinicians 
was devastating, just as it was during the First World 
War. The emotional burden, as well as the physical risk, 
and high death rates, was enormous. New research by 
Christine Hallett and her team at the University of

Huddersfield is finding that today, just as in 1918, nurses 
are held up as ‘emblems of resilience.’ There is an 
expectation that nurses must endure the emotional toil  
of being primary carers in a crisis. This burden is 
celebrated, whether in First World War angelic nurse 
imagery or Covid-19’s Clap for the NHS. Today’s nurses 
are propagandised just as they were 100 years ago.

The Who Cares? exhibition explores nursing under 
pressure more broadly, whether that’s during a global 
pandemic or through wartime. Edith Cavell is a key 
example of the propaganda that fed ideas of fortitude  
and sacrifice in First World War nursing.

Cavell was celebrated for her ‘stiff upper lip’, remaining 
calm and collected when faced with danger, always 
dedicated to doing her duty. For many nurses at the time, 
the reality was unsurprisingly very different. When we 
think of shellshock we often think of men clutching guns 
and boys in tin hats called up far too young. But many 
nurses experienced shellshock too. The exhibition features 

a quote from the case file of Alice Dixey, researched by 
Denise Poynter. Dixey nursed at Etaples General Hospital 
during the First World War. Her file reads, “She states that 
she suffered very badly for a long time from insomnia and 
terrifying dreams. At the slightest worry the battle scenes 
and all the unpleasant sights she had witnessed would 
come back in her dreams.” Experiences of nurses like  
this would often go unreported and uncared for. The 
expectation on nurses to be resilient remains, despite 
short-staffing and a lack of resources. The absence of 
adequate protection for front line workers, such as the 
crisis in PPE on Covid-19 wards this year, is not new.

 
Nursing and Faith display within the exhibition.  
Photo by Justine Desmond. 

As well as ideas of resilience and calm, the exhibition 
addresses other historic emotional connections with 
nursing, such as faith. Nursing has been closely linked 
to religious orders since the Middle Ages. The exhibition 
features Florence Nightingale’s Bible from the RCN’s 
own collection of rare books. The Bible is annotated with 
Nightingale’s thoughts on different passages and small 
reminders for her to “read again.” Both Nightingale and 
Cavell emphasised the religious drive of their calling, 
contributing to the established trope of nursing as a 
vocation. The RCN Archive has a rich collection of oral 
histories, several featured in the exhibition with nurses 
speaking about the importance of faith in their work.  
One interview with nurse Lucy Duff Grant however,  
shows how faith has not always played a positive role.  
Duff Grant was born in 1894 and began her training at  
St Thomas’ Hospital in 1916. She was involved in the 
General Nursing Council disciplinary committee when 
cases included accusations of homosexuality, which was 
illegal at the time. She talks in her oral history interview 
about religious attitudes to homosexuality in the 1950s  
and her own attempts to “cure” one man through religion.

“I have made no secret of my objective:  
bring nurses and nursing more openly  

into politics.”

Nursing has long been perceived as a calling for women 
with a natural aptitude for care and compassion. This 
idea can be at odds with the health, safety and rights 
of nurses as employees. This is just one of the reasons 
why nursing as a profession has historically been poorly 
paid in comparison to medicine. The idea of nursing 
as vocation had implications for trade unionism too. In 
the early twentieth century membership of a union was 
frowned upon. Since middle class matrons saw nursing 
as a vocation, they were resistant to recognise it as a 
trade. With limited support, nurses began to fight from 
the ground up, channelling frustration and anger into 
collective action. In the exhibition we feature the work of 
the Radical Nurses Group in the 1980s. The RCN Archive 
holds the group’s newsletters spanning from 1984 to 1989. 
The newsletters contain striking imagery, articles, letters 
and correspondence all in aid of their mission to, “fight the 
hierarchy’s restriction on our freedom to take up political 
issues.” At the time, in 1987, the RCN’s then General 
Secretary Trevor Clay wrote, “I have made no secret of 
my objective: bring nurses and nursing more openly into 
politics.”

Diary of Dame Cicely Saunders, 1949 on display in the exhibition.
Photo by Justine Desmond. 

The stories above are just a handful of what the exhibition 
covers. In our accompanying events series, now online, 
we have been able to delve deeper into the lives of 
those we have put on display. Dame Cicely Saunders, 
for example, transformed the way we think about death 
with her concept of ‘total pain’. She was a dedicated note 
taker, recording all aspects of her patients’ individual 
experiences at the end of life. The exhibition features 
photographs, observational notes and her 1949 diary 
in which she reports the death of a patient and friend. 
Saunders writes simply, “David, Goodbye.” At another 
event we hosted earlier this year, before the UK lockdown,  
we explored the link between nursing and romance

Who Cares exhibition Romance section.  
Photo by Justine Desmond.

through hands on activities and talks. Did you know, for 
example, that many Mills & Boon authors were or had
been nurses? This proved important, since what their 
readers actually demanded was not just sex but also 
details of clinical practice.

At the end of the exhibition we pose a question to our 
visitors. We ask who is responsible for managing the 
inevitably high levels of emotion in a health care setting. 
The public have never been more aware of the importance 
of nursing, as Covid-19 has thrown us all into new territory, 
physically, financially, socially and emotionally. When 
nurses are expected to rely heavily on personal resilience, 
it takes the responsibility off the systems around them; 
systems that should be valuing the profession with pay 
and conditions that are commensurate to the work  
nurses do.

          Frances Reed
Events & Exhibitions Coordinator
Library and Archive Service,  
Royal College of Nursing 
E: Frances.Reed@rcn.org.uk
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eel spears. It was a mystery what many of the objects 
were, but there was no time to ponder. Objects had to be 
listed and packed with the information readily available 
at inventory level. My main impression was a bewildering 
array of ‘stuff’, the significance of great portions of it was 
unclear.

As a Collections Officer I assist the Learning and Events 
Officer, Rosalind Meredith, in her running of Café Culture, 
a popular monthly meeting forum for the over 65s, which 
grew out of the UCL “Museums on Prescription” research 
project lead by Professor Helen Chatterjee. I provide 
objects for exploring and discussing in this group and 
Social History objects, even if not visually impressive, are 
always a hit!

Objects linked to the major Maidstone industries of 
Sharp’s Toffee and paper production spark recognition 
and reminiscences with long term residents. Some 
objects, like a collection of woodworking tools, are of 
limited interest to the group as a whole, but deeply 
meaningful to people who used to work with them.

In my efforts to supply a diverse range of objects I also 
started to notice the gaps in our collection. Objects 
connected with work in the home and women’s lives 
are hard to find, and when we do have them, like irons, 
samplers and costume, they are often catalogued 
typologically and lacking the stories of those who owned 
and used them.

The majority of objects relate to the upper echelons 
of society or to important institutions and sources of 
employment. There appears to be little telling the stories 
of working people’s lives. The material we have from 
Barming Hospital and companies such as Sharp’s 
has been collected in the context of the history of an 
organisation, its activities and development. More recent 
time periods are poorly represented, and objects owned 
and used by immigrants seem to be rare in the collection. 
Minority stories in the collection are currently hidden and 
will require research to uncover.

The searches for information on objects for Café Culture 
and answering enquiries have made me reflect on how 
complex Social History collections are and how difficult 
it is to collect in a representative manner. Context and 
subject knowledge are important to give richness and 
accuracy to interpretation and engagement and to put 
them in a wider historical context.

The importance of being able to relate to the objects is also 
borne out by the questions our Café Culture participants ask 
and the offers of donations the museum gets. People are 
offering to donate objects relating to important aspects and 
experiences in their life. A recent example is an otherwise 
rather unremarkable Hoverette produced in the 1960s. It 
was accepted into the collection as it fills a collection gap 
and comes with a rich story.

The Hooverette was owned by three generations of the 
same family. It was first owned by the donor’s Grandmother 
and then passed to the donor’s parents where it had a long 
and happy life in the family’s caravan where they spent their 
summer holidays.

Finally, it accompanied the donor to the Polytechnic in 
Stoke on Trent between 1983-86 on her first independent 
adventure.

I look forward to getting back in the stores with the objects 
again in due course. In the meantime, lockdown is providing 
an opportunity to improve records, collating and  
making our predecessor’s knowledge more  
accessible and laying the foundations for  
future work on this collection.

          Pernille Richards 

Collections Officer Maidstone Museums 
E: Pernillerichards@maidstone.gov.uk

A light weight Hooverette, made by 
The Hoover Company in the 1960s.
Image courtesy of Pernille Richards.

Charcoal Iron.
Image courtesy of Pernille Richards.

During lockdown I have, like so many others 
in the sector, been working on improving our 
digital records as well as online engagement. 
I knew differences in documentation existed 
between collections within the museum but 
working from home has really highlighted this. 
The Fine Art objects generally have very full records and 
the majority have good photos, whereas as our Human 
History section is far patchier in its documentation 
and even a reference photo can be hard to find. It has 
therefore been difficult to work remotely on engagement 
with this collection, which is frustrating and highlights the 
work still to do.

Maidstone Museum & Bentlif Art Gallery, or Maidstone 
Museums as we are now known, is located in Kent 
and was established as a Local Authority museum in 
1858, the founding collection being that of Dr Thomas 
Charles, who left his collection and museum building 
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From random ‘stuff’ to the ‘stuff’ of 
peoples’ lives: Discovering Social History

to the Council on his death in 1855. It grew through the 
munificence of local collectors, especially in Victorian times, 
and has a large and diverse collection covering everything 
from Palaeontology to Fine Art. The estimated size of 
the collection overall is 600 000 objects and of those we 
currently have 4290 which are designated as Social History 
in our digital catalogue, but some information remains non 
digitised. Collating existing information on to our Collections 
Management System is a key strategic aim in order to use 
the collection more effectively.

In 2019 we started a tentative trial of a documentary and 
physical audit of the collection with the help of a Museum 
Studies intern. The work made me aware of the 2019 
SHCG Conference: The Future of Social History, who are 
we curating for? The topic interested me and my curiosity 
led me to joining the group. I am not a specialist Curator 
and I am often aware of being spread too thinly over many 
subject specialisms. Exploring the network’s website has 
been helpful as a source of subject knowledge and as a 
gateway to some of the debates in this specialism.

I first encountered the Social History collection as a 
volunteer helping with the preparation work prior to the 
redevelopment of part of the museum, including the stores, 
which opened in 2012. The most notable thing was the 
profusion and diversity of the objects: planes, mysterious 
iron tools, plugs, medical equipment, locks, pipes, bricks, 

Sharps Toffee Products.Image courtesy of Pernille Richards.

Leather clog boot worn in Barming hospital laundry by patient workers.
Image courtesy of Pernille Richards.



Stories from the 
Visitor Book:  
A Social History of  
the Petrie Museum in 
the mid-20th Century
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During Spring/Summer 2020, when UCL 
campus was closed due to the coronavirus 
pandemic, UCL Culture’s curatorial team 
worked with students from the UCL Institute of 
Archaeology’s MA Museum Studies course on 
a series of virtual work placements for the first 
time. These projects, which included archive 
transcription, documentation, and object label 
writing, provided opportunities for the students 
to gain practical curatorial skills to prepare 
them for their future careers while undertaking 
valuable work towards better understanding the 
collections. 
One of these projects, based virtually at the Petrie Museum 
of Egyptian and Sudanese Archaeology from April-
September 2020, was to transcribe hundreds of signatures 
in the Museum’s visitor book from the 1930s-1950s. This 
volume, rediscovered by curatorial staff during the recent 
redevelopment of the Petrie Museum’s entrance gallery, 
is a treasure-trove of information about the museum’s 
visitors from the period before and during World War 
II, and afterwards when the collection was unpacked 
and displayed in its current location in Malet Place, 
Bloomsbury.

Alexandra Baker and Yanning Zhao undertook the 
mammoth task of transcribing these names from digital 
images of the visitor book, including the translation of some 
names written in Japanese and one in ancient Egyptian 
hieroglyphs! As part of this project, the students also had 
the opportunity to write an object label for the visitor book 
for the temporary display of the visitor book at the Petrie 
Museum in due course.

As the students progressed through their work, it was clear 
that they were shedding light on fascinating facts about 
visitor demographics from this period. For example, the 
museum received many international visitors during this 
time, including from Spain, France, Chile, and Japan.  
The majority of foreign visitors were from the United States, 
and the student’s detective work also included a record of 
the various home states of these visitors, including  
New York, Phoenix and Boston.

As a University museum, it is to be expected that many 
of the visitors to the Petrie Museum during the mid-20th 
century were students. Interestingly, Alexandra and 
Yanning were also able to determine which courses visited 
the Museum, and who visited most often! Students visited 
from a range of disciplines, from archaeology to physics, 
and art students from UCL’s Slade School of Fine Art 
were frequent visitors to the ancient Egyptian collection. 
Happily, this diversity of subjects also represents how the 
Petrie Museum collection is still used for teaching across 
UCL and beyond: including by students of architecture, 
law, history of art, creative writing, archives and library 
management, and of course archaeology, Egyptology,  
and museum and heritage studies.

Thanks to the diligent work of our placement students over 
the period of the coronavirus pandemic, we now know 
much more about the social history of the Petrie Museum’s 
visitors at a pivotal moment in the museum’s history.

The students have also written a blog post on their 
experiences working on this virtual placement:  
https://blogs.ucl.ac.uk/museums/2020/09/28/stories-
from-the-visitor-book-petrie- museum-visitors-in-the-mid-
twentieth-century/

          Anna Garnett

Curator of the Petrie Museum of Egyptian and Sudanese 
Archaeology, University College London 
E: anna.garnett@ucl.ac.uk

How do you feel about rationalisation and 
disposals, do the words strike fear into your 
heart? Do you not know where to start in these 
areas? If so, you are not alone. 

In partnership with the Collections Trust, SHCG ran a 
live Q&A session on YouTube on the theme of disposals 
and rationalisations. In my role as Collections Manager I 
have experienced that now more than ever space is at a 
premium in museums. As we look towards expanding our 
collections and collecting for the future, we should also 
be looking at our current collections. A rationalisation and 
disposals project is an excellent way to reflect on what 
museums currently have.

Panellists on the Q&A session were speakers that 
were due to speak at the SHCG seminar that had been 
organised then cancelled due to the pandemic. They had 
a wealth of knowledge and experience in rationalisation 
and disposals projects.

Questions were submitted beforehand and covered 
topics from the practical to the philosophical.

Disposals and 
Rationalisation 
Question and 
Answer Session
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In summary, the Q&A session highlighted how much 
emotion is tied up in disposals, still how much fear there is 
around doing a rationalisation and disposals project.

This fear may prevent these kinds of projects getting off 
the ground. We also learnt how policies and procedures 
like the Museum Association Disposals Toolkit are there to 
support these projects rather than to be a hinderance.

If you are wanting to start a disposals project but are not 
sure how, here are my top tips-

  Rationalisation and disposals should be seen as 
part of the collecting process and part of the overall 
collections management plan

  Have a look for resources to support your project, 
organisations like the Museums Association and 
Collections Trust are there to help.

  If you are stuck, just ask as someone will be able 
to help. SHCG has a jiscmail you can email any 
questions to.

  Start small and focus on a particular area or  
collection of the museum.

If you want to listen to the whole Q&A session it is on 
the Collections Trust’s YouTube channel. Collections 
Trust also have links to useful resources when looking 
a rationalisation and disposals projects. SHCG hope to 
be able to run the planned seminar on this topic, as and 
when Covid restrictions allow.

          Helen Taylor
Collections Manager 
Black Country Living Museum  
E: helen.taylor@bclm.com



The Sharing Northumberland Stories exhibition 
showcased objects and artworks from across 
Museums Northumberland’s collections, each 
with a previously untold story. The exhibition 
took place at Woodhorn Museum on 15 
February - 22 September 2020 and was  
co-curated with volunteers and funded by the  
John Ellerman Foundation. 
This exhibition was a part of Museums Northumberland 
ongoing remit to look after objects and artworks that 
belonged to the people of Northumberland, as well as 
telling their stories.

The project began following a successful application to 
the John Ellerman Foundation in 2018, where Museums 
Northumberland received a substantial grant for an 
exciting collections project. With this funding, we were 
able to uncover, understand and explore Museums 
Northumberland’s collections in more detail.

In October 2018, I began the search for volunteers in my 
role as the Project Curator. Volunteers were then enrolled 

and trained in object handling, object identification, 
and research – all of which were valuable skills to help 
us better understand the objects in our collections. 23 
volunteers dedicated a total of over 800 hours to support 
the project. They were involved in auditing the collections 
at Morpeth Chantry Bagpipe Museum, Hexham Old Gaol, 
Berwick Museum and Art Gallery and Woodhorn Museum, 
supported, and trained by myself throughout.

Although they were limited in the number of objects 
they could choose to display in the final exhibition, our 
volunteers were keen to share with visitors more of the 
curious and unknown stories they uncovered from our 
collections.

We were delighted that we were able to continue 
showcasing further research on our favourite objects 
through the “Object in Focus” page on our Museums 
Northumberland website, as well as on our museum’s 
digital database, which is currently used behind- the-
scenes by curators. To date, the project has uncovered 
over 2,000 objects.

One of my favourite items uncovered from Berwick 
Museum and Art Gallery during the project was a 19th 
century wooden foot stove. Before the invention of central 
heating, options for remaining warm in the home were 
limited, and families would often huddle by the fireside for 
warmth. Away from the hearth, alternative options included 
the portable bed warmer, 

Museums 
Northumberland 
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When we suddenly went into lockdown in March, 
I spent a frantic couple of hours selecting things 
from the Gallery Oldham stores that would make 
good home-based projects. 
This model galleon had always intrigued me. When I found 
it, tucked away on a shelf, it was in a dilapidated state, with 
its masts and rigging hanging off, almost as if this was the 
only way of fitting it into its anonymous box. It immediately 
made me think… if only I had the time, then perhaps I 
could find something out about it, or even restore it to 
something like its former glory.

One of my jobs at Gallery Oldham is to assess our social 
history collection, looking particularly at things that, in 
many ways, exist on its margins. These are objects we 
might want to retain, but really need more of a steer on,  
in order to make an informed decision on their future.  
They are generally things that, on first appearance at  
least, have no connection with Oldham; often because  
they appear to have none of the paperwork designed to 
record who owned an object, where it was made, what it 
was used for and who donated it.

The key to my work is finding ways to add value to these 
‘waifs and strays’ and this has made me into something  
of a detective. When I first saw the galleon, it did ‘ring 
a bell’. I recalled seeing a picture of a model ship 
somewhere and was relieved to find that I wasn’t going 
mad when I rediscovered a photograph of the old 
Children’s Library at Oldham in the 1970s. Lo and behold, 
there on top of bookshelves in the background, fuzzy 
but still discernible, was a model galleon. The Children’s 
Library was part of Oldham’s original 1883 Central Library 
and Museum, a building currently being redeveloped. 
Other photographs revealed a model fire engine, a lifeboat 
and a totem pole, all displayed in a way that reminded me 
of the shelves of the Blue Peter studio. An important part  
of my own 1970s childhood.

The galleon was, almost certainly made using a plan 
supplied by Hobbies Magazine in the 1920s or ‘30s. The 
‘Hobbies’ company began trading in the 1890s and has 
continued to supply generations of modellers with tools, 
equipment and projects ever since. The craze for hobbies 
took off in middle-class homes after the First World War 
and Hobbies Weekly, “A Weekly Journal for Amateurs 
of Both Sexes” became a leader in what, even today, 
remains a male-dominated field. More leisure time and 
disposable income gradually became available; allowing 
those inclined to take up a fret saw, build a crystal radio 
set, pipe-rack, or perhaps even a scale model of a galleon. 
A quick look on the internet indicated that the model 
was probably the Santa Maria, flagship of Christopher 

Columbus who sailed to America in 1492. The Brighton 
Toy Museum even had a copy of a 1937 Hobbies Weekly 
that advertised a design, although sadly when I contacted 
them, it turned out that the pull-out plan itself had long 
since disappeared. Fortunately, I am quite handy and as 
the father of a five-year old, have had a lot of practice at 
piecing together tiny fragments of broken toys. So, in April, 
using images from the internet and the time on my hands 
I never expected to have, I was finally able to make the 
Santa Maria ship-shape again.

The restored model

Sadly, we still don’t know how Oldham Museum and Art 
Gallery came by the model, or who made it. However, it 
does now have a value and the new-found power to  
unlock several stories. It reminds us of the children’s  
library and its Blue Peter-like displays in a building we 
hope to resurrect and celebrate in the near future. It also 
says something about the rise of the hobby craze in the 
1920s and, just as importantly, how people adapted to  
life in lockdown one hundred years later by doing lots of 
things they thought they’d never have the time for.

It’s a story that all museums are anxious to tell.

          William Longshaw 

Collection Assistant, Gallery Oldham 
E: William.Longshaw@oldham.gov.uk

Waiting for our 
ship to come in…
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which were originally made from metal or earthenware and 
filled with hot water to keep you warm through the cold 
winter nights. Although effective, they were perhaps not 
the most comfortable device to sleep with.

In the collection of objects at Berwick Museum and Art 
Gallery we have another example of a portable device 
that would have been used in the same way; a beautifully 
ornate, brass-handled, fruit wood and walnut-carved 
Dutch Frisian foot stove. The item dates to the mid-18th 
century and depicts a bird with a berry in its beak, painted 
in red and green. The foot stove was very popular from 
the 16th to 18th centuries. Most were plain in style, with 
their main purpose to keep feet warm rather than to be 
displayed for aesthetic value. However, those purchased 
by the more affluent classes were highly decorative, such 
as this example at the Gallery. Featuring brass and other 
metals, these stoves were of higher build quality, but far 
more dangerous to use when heated.

The device was heated by adding a small ceramic bowl or 
dish with hot coals or glowing wood, allowing the heat to 
pass through the hole in the top of the box. The feet would 
then be placed on top of the box whilst the user sat on a 
chair. They were designed to be portable and could be 
taken on journeys. In 19th century America, the items  
were deployed on trains for first-class travellers.

The Dutch foot stove, known as the ‘stoof’, featured 
regularly in 16th and 17th century Dutch paintings,  
such as The Chess Players by Cornelis de Man, and  
An Officer Paying Court to a Young Woman by 
Gabriel Metsu. You may never have noticed that in the 
background of the 1657 Milkmaid by Johannes Vermeer,  
a wooden foot stove is depicted next to the iconic blue 
delft tiles on the kitchen floor. Critics often argue that 
Vermeer wanted us to assume the milkmaid was lustful, 
and the foot stove was often used to symbolise female 
sexual arousal, as it would be placed under the skirt of 

a woman as her feet rested, heating the body below the 
waist. A counterview to this argument is that the presence 
of the stove demonstrates the room is cold.

The 20th century saw the reduction in popularity of 
personal heating devices with the introduction of central 
heating systems. However, foot stoves evolved into the  
hot water bottle over time, manufactured from robust and 
heat-resistant rubber, and they remain a firm favourite 
today for those looking to gain a little extra warmth in bed.

          Charlotte Barron

Project Curator 
Museums Northumberland 
E: CBarron@museumsnorthumberland.org.uk

19th century wooden foot stove.

The sharing Northumberland Stories exhibition.
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