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Cumbria, and its surrounding area, in the English Lake District, beginning with memesies. from the 1880s. This exhibition and
practical guide celebrates nearly thirty years of oral history practice from humbie beginnings to a new digital age. We hope we
can inspire others 10 start recording their local communities befors it s 1og late!
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foreword

Ambleside Oral Archive is one of the longest standing community
oral histary groups In the country, having been in continuous
exisience sinca 1976, As a resull an extensive archive of over 300
inferviews has been created, and the members of the group have
atquirsd unrivallad expertiss in managing all aspects of an oral
history archive. With suppost from the Lake District National Park
Autharity through its Sustainable Develapment Fund and the
Couniryside Agency's Local Heritage Initiative, the entire anchive is
in the process of being re-recorded in digital format and a nuembser
of initiatives have been taken 1o make the resource mare accessible
to the general public.

A significant event in the widening access palicy is this exhibition
hosted by the Ammitt Gallery, Museum and Libeasy in Ambleside.
The purpose of the exhibition and of this handback is not anly to
give visitors a finvour of the work of the Ambleside Oral Archive,
but also to enable the expertise acquined by its members fo be
made available 1o individuals and organisations with an interest in
the histones of kacal communitias,

In recant years the group has kst bwo of its longest standing
members, Cynihia Thompson and Dr ‘Sam’ Forester,
Their contributions to the development of this archive and the skills

of the members of the group are inestimable. The fact that the
mone recent hisicry of Ambleside has been so well recorded &5
laspely due o their foresight and crganisational ability. The present
and fubure citizens of Ambleskie owe much to Cynthia and Sam.

Amblesiche Oral Archive would like 1o recoed its appeeciation of he
support of the Trustees of the Armitt and b the expartics of
Michedie Kelly, Curator

Tha exhibition was opsned on 14 Ociober 2004 by Dr Elizabeth
Robers, Reader Emeritus af the Centre for Morth West Reglonal
Studies at Lancaster University one of the country’s kzading oral
historians and long time frend to Ambleside Oral Archive,

Ov Rob David
i, Amblertde Ongl Archive



introduction

AND WERE YOU THERE? celebrates the crdinary — and sometimes
exiraondinary - lives and events of people who don feature in tha
history books. The exhibition expiores the importance of hearing
hisiory through human voeces and the: pawer of the spoken word:
history, in other words, as 10id by the people who ived IL

For almast 30 years, the memaries of elderly peapls Iving inand
arcund Ambleside in the Lake Distict have been recorded, caredully
stoned, played bo many audiences, and vsed by hisioransg, Thes
collection of mermaries, which feemn the Ambleside Oral Archive,
was created Io help you - and genersiions o come - 1o know and
understand what life was really like in times past.

Can you Imagine roads with no cars? Or ploughing with harses, .,
of having no bathroom, fridge or elactric light? And yet... it's not so
long ago. Take a step back in time and leam about [#e in your
parents’. grandparents” or even great-grandpanents’ ime, by thoss
whi lved It

Whiat & cenbury it was! Few times in the whole of hislory could
have been moee exciting. Imagine these bam in Queen Viclora's
reign having their first sight of a motorcar arriving in Ambileside,
of walching the Bl aeroplane fly over the Lakeland hills. Picture
their excitement as the first eleciric lights lluminated their houses,

&

iof getting behird thie wheel of thesr first car o tracior, wabching
Telavision of using an elecironis keyboard - all in the space of ong
lifedirme. With swch rapid changes affecting everyday ke, never
before had it seemed so vital o recond how people wsed bo live
before these smail revolutions changed e fongves a2 hame and af
work. This is why people in Ambleside began to make an Oval
Archive of memaries which cover the peried 1885-2002, an archive
which is still growing.

This exhibition is the first time Ambleside’s unigue and priceless
icollection of Lakeland woices has bean made available on public
ifesplay. Exiracts have been carefully selected from ower 350
interviews to give a taste of what Oral History is all about and
enable wisitons to eavesdop on the past.., on life in &l s amazing
variety, just as people remembered €,

If you feel excited and irspined by the tales you heard in the
exhibitaon = rake hestony yourselll Start by acking your parents and
grandparents what they remember = of set up an oral history group
in your own locality. This handbook will give you a few tips on how
o gel siaded.



part one: talking history

Imagine if youl could hear bhe voices of
ordinary. people from hisfory? What would
the servants of Henry VIl have to say?

Or the sailors who fought at the battle of
Trafalgas? Or the schaokchildren of Yictorian
England? Or a farmex’s wile in 17007

Imagine the fascinating siomes they would
have to tell and all the things we could
keam about the past, things the histony
books don't teach you!

Twentieth century technology has made this
dream a reality and during the Last forty
years a source of history known as ‘Oral
History' has developed.

Oral Hislory ks "eye-wilness hisiory', It s the
spoken testimeny of witnesses to both the
freal events in history and the details of
ordinary life. It recoeds (he mamonkas,
opinions and stories of individuals Trom 24l
walks of life and peovides the opportunity
for them and us 1o reflect on personal
expinences. It i a parspective on the past

a5 recorded by the people who were
actually thers: the people who s B, lived
i and laughed and cried through i

The minute details of everyday les are
often ledt out of mainstream history, Oral
history archivis ase able to redness the
balance and allow the listener bo ‘Teal'
histary — the sheer exhaustion of hard
physical work before machines made [ife
gatigr = the smedl of an earih closet toiled
shared betwesn five large famikes. .. of tha
sting of the cane on your hand i you gat
Into frouble at schocl. A century ago, day-
Io-day life was. recorded only by diary
writers, of these forfunate encugh to own a
camira = and most people regarded
photography &s somedhing to be used only
on special ocasions, such as having a
family portrait taken. |8 was true that the
local press would repott on newswarthy
events, such a5 sxceplionally bad weather
of a passing visit by royalty, By and large,
however, there were few olher ways to

recoed life in detail, or 1o undesstand what
eaple fell about their individual Bees -
whether they were happy of sad, satisfied
of deaonnienied.

Owal History offers the chance 1o keam
abaut the stories of ordinary people.

It is also about HEARING what kind of
mperiances people had by the way they
bell thedr $ones, The human voics
EEEESSES [oy, sadmness and humaour in a
way that written words can never do,
allowing listeners to relate to thedr lves,
emipathese, Sympathise and compare.
Oral history allows fisteners o judge for
themselves what was Impoant in people’s
lvess, and what they cared about most,
often by the emation in their woices —
something that ofher historical resowces
il nievar truly el us,



part two: making history

The things people told us
Growing Pains!

Arnbleside's firsl ofal hishary inberiawiss
(wha wene already eldery when they wese
recondad i ihe 1970s) took us as far back
as the 1880s, to previously unrecorded or
litthe known facts about events which
occurned kong before amone could film or
ftape them. There wane plenty of surprises
about file in those days. One lady told us

thad &% & ten-year-0ld child She was 50
small thal 1eachers ol her ‘dame’ school n

Ié

Kendal in 1886 seated her with the seven-
year-olds, to make the classroom ook
tidies! This same lady recalis the miners
froen the Forest of Dean who lodged with
htr Eamily during tunneling work for ihe
Thirlmere Aqueduct — and going
underground o see it bafore the waler
sianed to low in 1894, Many olhers iold of
hrw chiildren of ten wialked 3 or 4 miles b
school having rsen at dawn o milk the
cires of deliver milk firsf. Classrooms were
sparsely fumishad with lifthe mose than
wooden benchies, desks and slaies and
teachens even sioked the bollers, Bt the
sioves and mads hol dinks al break-lime,
such was thedr dedication.

Wirk hard, play hard!

Qur respondents hae 10ld us how
traditions sech as the anmeal Rushbeanng
procession and sposts days lightened the
tedium of everyday life for children, Some
gained scholarships io the Kelsick Gramman
School in Ambleside — but many gified
ehvildnen from pooeer famiBes missed he
oppartunity of further edwcation and |l

school at 14 to go iMo service as kitchen
maids of &5 hinkd tarmhands, shephends,
quanrymen, gardensns of gampksepers,
There was plenty of fun o be had for
waorking people, The "Bicscops’ brought
silent film shows (o the town, and thess
was amateur drama, costurme tableaux, folk
dancing and amateur operetta, and several
lecal dance bands kept people dancing 1ill
dawn at the Assernibly Rooms, By the early
15900s Ambleside had also acquired a
college for young ladies founded by
Charlette Mason, and a subscriptan Bieary
estabilished by Mary Louksa Ammilt which
nurtured the small but influential cincle of
intellactuals who wene risident in the area



part three: living history

Recording the Present

Newadays, mass media chas like round
the globe, camying een tha most minuie
details of what is happening to people day
1o day, from he remabest, modl inaccessible
comers of easth. In a waorld satirated by
video recorders, In which television and
newspapers have created vast archives of
footage and print and wihene CCTV camerss
record us as we walk in the sireet or park
the car, is there any point in oral historans
cantinuing te recond people’s first hand
gccounts of lite? Does oral history have any
role in the moderm era?

The answer is a most emphalic ‘yes’ -
becauss oral hislorEans, unlie Bmmakers
o documentary producers, oo not adit
material 1o fit an objecthve. They have no
alm olher than listening silently to what
paople want o bell them. An oral history
inferviewsr has no bies or pre-determinad
apenda other than B fnd ol abotd a
spacific subject, and doesnt sat oul o
prove & point. Oral history inferviews must

£

be left intact, mever shortened of shaped.
Material is never censond oF removid, nor
is any inferview manipulated by ediling io
sensationalise a siory, make one part seém
miore: [mportant than anothes or more
exciting. To leave material exactly as It is
reconded B the only wiry io ensure
inberviemwsEs are never mis-rephesened.
Few other sources of information are
avallable in this uncut form, and the ol
history infervismy B2 a parsonal ome-lo-ona
encounter in which a respondent can talk
at bensgth without inberference. This B why,
as interviewsers, oral historians should be
careful never to lef their own baliefs and
prejudices influence the line of questioning.
Al the heart of cral hislory the impartance
lies punely and simphy in the story itself and
the emotions expressed in its kelling which
underling its signilicanca o the teller,
Linlike stories reconded by the media, there
I% mo Interest B the feont-page headlines it
might make, &s commescial vakue, or how
it might damage or benelit popdar causes.
The Intarviewer [s menely a condult through
which hisiory passes.

Is oral bistory just abous the pas?

In 2001, Ambieside Oral Archive bagan to
recond testimonies of peopls involved in
conlemporady events, 10 caplure dotails and
opinions. while still fresh in the mind and
before memarnies fade. As it happened, thes
period fumed oul b be one of greal
incigent for Lakedand commaunities, whase
Earmning and [OURsm economy was
dievastated by the Fool and Mouth
epidemic. Shortly after this, the government
proposed a ban on o hunting, which
{ihengh well supperied by many) Is seen by
many Laketand farming families as gross
unwamranied interhemsncs in heir traditional
wiay of life and an atack cn thair cultural
heritage. Both iopics have been explored
Tharoughly in recondings made with pecple
whioss [ives ane most greatly affected by
thizm. Thesa ecordings will add
substantially to the knowhsdgs future
generations have of foot and mouth — and
the argurments which are being expressed
about faox hianting. Without oral history, the
only knowledga avallabie 1o our grand-



children and gread grand-children might
ciherwise have been based sclely on
statistics, of Defra reports produced by
officials hundreds of mées seay or heavily
edited medis accounts written by those
without first hand understanding of the
sulbject.

In a world dominaied by bureaucracy and
officialdom, it bacomes mare important
than ever to lisben to people telling their
owm Slones, To mcord those storles remains
thir role of Oral Hisipry,

Extracts from the Archive 3

Oral bistory can alvo capiure
contemporary issues and those who
have been beavily invelved in
something all their lives can have
inipartant epiniens on the modern
state of affairs, This gentleman, born
w1935, was interviewed not only
about the local Mountain Rescue but
also spoke abour the current risks and
it HFFIM' by over-reliance on

o 2L el

A Yes. In the past, say the eady 50s, late
40=, mid 505 when the 18&ms wene sact of
just staring, rescues numbensd about 20 a
year, now wene Wiking aboul 100 rescues.
per year and when we'ne atso @lking about
e rany rescues there are in the Lake
District, we're talking about 400 and odd
incidents in the Lake District each year
Mow that's more than the wiode of
Scotland., Scotiand has abaut 300 plus and
the Lake Disirict has 400 plus. Now that's
becausa the Lake District is very accessible;
WO CaN dive your car io within a few
hundred yards of the fell path or the adge
of Ihe fell 3nd you're on'the fall In 31l sorts
of inadequate footwear, inadequate gear in

& very short time and those ane the peope
which ame our besi clients, They sort of fall
down, break their bags and that's why it's a
viery accident prone anes in the Lake
District. 5o that's the main buik of our
work, Is people being — | woulkd say
iresponsible, bacause they don't knaw any
other wary. They've never bean 10 thi Lake
District before, they just don know what
the fefls.....

£ Thiey'na ignorant of its dangers.

R Ignorant of the dangers of the fells,
loose paths, very sieep paths and they just
walk up in any soits of clothing and any
sorts of footwear. So that’s why the Lake
District = very, very sort of accidenl prone.
It's & wery, vady kethal place at times |
pople don't know neally what they'ne
doing. | mean it's furthest from thelr minds
fo 582k the weather forecast, or to go up In
boots or clobhing and they just don't bother,

£ 1



