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left is Jack "Wire" Rutherford, who

left the pit to become a

professional footballer for a London

club shortly afterwards. His two

brothers, Jimny and Toomy, are in

front of him and slightly to the

right. They appear fran oral memory

in the area to have been something

of a harum-scarum trio. The man

with bowler hat seated to right of

the trophies is Edward Carr,

under-manager of Barrington colliery

for about forZ~ years till he

retired in 1923.

The recreational activities and hobbies

of our ancestors are well worth investi­

gating, and if followed up are likely to

convey a great deal about the kind of

social milieu in ..w.ch they moved. It

might not always be flatteriq; to find

that one's ancestor was a drunken

roisterer frequently in trouble with the

police. On the other hand, it might

indicate a good deal about contemporary

social conditions and the structure of

the community. In Sussex the farm

laborers found escape from the weariness

of work and their crowded cottages in the

village pubs. These were not places were

men drank to excess, but male gatherings

which paralleled the exclusive London

Clubs of their social superiors. At the

pub a man could smoke a pipe, play darts

and dominoes, joke with his fellows,

review the day's events, and sing the

traditional Sussex songs with their

haunting lyrics and melodies.

Bob Copper describes such scenes vividly

in his A Song for Every Season:

Few thiq;s are quite so effective

for releasing tongues as good

canpany and good beer, particularly

tongues that spend endless hours of

inactivity whilst the owners are

alone on the hills with no other

canpany than tbe birds of the air

and the beasts--horses, oxen or

sheep-with whan their workiq; days

are so closely linked. Although a

song sung alone on the hillside

under the wide blue sky helps the
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day along, a song with good

companions in the hot smoky

atmosphere of the taproom is

something altogether more cheery and

satisfying. There is, for instance,

plenty of support in the choruses,

and the long lingering harmonies,

swell ing under the low, heavy-tim­

bered ceiling, send vibrations of

joy through the whole room. There

were plenty of songs appropriate to

this time 0~9 year, like "By the

Green Grove."

4. Festivals

Some of the events connected with the

family are survivals of ancient customs

like May Day, Christmas Day, or the

rigorously observed September harvest

festivals. May the First, a traditional

holiday, has been captured both by

amateurs and professional photographers

with pictures of children (Fig. 10)

dancing around garland-strewn Maypoles.

Another and later aspect of May Day that

has been recorded is the takeover of the

essentially rural festival by urban

workers in order to express their class

solidarity, so that it is possible to

find photographs which show trade

unionists and members of the labor

movement with banners held high, marching

to their rally ground where they will

listen to speeches from their trade

unions and political leaders. In the

north of England (Fig. 11 ) the miners

annual picnics and galas served a similar

recreational cum political purpose.

Other festivals, such as Empire Day (May

24th) are purely secular and recent in

origin. Started to celebrate the

expansion of the British Empire during

the reign of Queen Victoria (1902), it

became a rigidly observed occasion,

particularly in the schools, where,

amidst fluttering flags and buntings, the

pupils, dressed up to represent the

different races of a far flung empire,

would parade in pageant and tableaux.

The headmaster of many a grimey

backstreet school would then make a loyal

address, reminding the pupils of their

duty to "Queen and Country". Then, to



Taylor/423

mark the event, and to the great joy of
the IXlpils, a half-day holiday would be
declared. But not before a photograph had
been taken!

5. Vocational Photographs

Sane of the most evocative and rewarding
photographs are those which connect an
ancestor or group to an occupation. At
the upper end of the social scale it
might be a rather starchy picture of a
group of bankers in their boardroom or of
a figure like Isambard Kingdom BruneI,
the brilliant Victorian engineer,
standing by one of his amazing creations,
like the steamship Great Eastern, cigar
in mouth, looking slightly raffish, but
every inch the inventor-entrepreneur. At
the opposite end of the scale it might be
a photograph of a gang of navvies at work
digging a canal or building a railway.
Photographs of men at work are much less
common that many of the other categories
dicussed so far, but once identified one
does not need an ancestor liter'3tly
present in order to make use of them.

By the 1850s the British enconomy was
expanding rapidly, and the country was
very pre-occupied with increasing
production and maximizing exports. This
interest is of course reflec ted in the
scale and popularity of the Great
Exhibition in Hyde Park of 1851, which
symbolized industrial and commercial
progress and put on public display the
machines and products that were creating
rising wealth a~lexpectations throughout
British society.

This interest undoubtedly encouraged
manufacturers, businessmen, and
landowners to start recording their
workpeople and workplaces. Sometimes this
was done for advertising reasons, but as
often as not it reflects the individual
sense and pleasure of proprietorship.
Thus there have survived in the different
regions of the country collections which
relate to indigenous industries. For
instance, at Reading University, in
Berkshire, the museum of Rural life
houses a collection of about forty
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thousand photographs relating to
agriculture • A small selection of these
large, unpublished photographic riches
can be found in Gordon Winter' s A Country
Camera. Another important collection,
this time relating to northern industrial
life, is at the impressive Beamish Open
Air Industrial Museum, near Chester­
Ie-Street, in the center of the Curham
coalfield. A collection of fifteen
thousand photographs which grows year by
year at a rate of about three thousand
acquisitions yearly, the collection is
redolent of the area:

The names of the towns and villages
around are magic, synonymous with
pit life and struggle, evocative of
hardship and heroism, filling the
mind with folk tales of Tommy
Hepburn, Martin Jude and poor
Jobling. This is the land of Shields
and Jarrow, Follingsby and Wardley.
If you live your history, you must
hear again the tramp of pit boots
over the town moor, the rasping
sounds of silver and brass and see
with your inner eye the silken
ripple of the lodge banners as you
journey f.f the former home of the
Shaftos.

6. The Armed Service

For those who couldn' t find work in the
town and countryside, there were always
the army and navy. To police its empire,
Britain had to keep large numbers of men
stationed allover the world--particular­
ly in India--and to guard its seaways
large fleets had to be kept constantly
afloat. Besides this there were always
bush fires to be fought in what were very
remote areas of the Empire, such as the
Indian Northwest Frontier, or in Africa
against dissident warrior tribesmen like
the fierce Zulus (1879) and Somalis
(1899). There were also the bigger wars
like that in the Crimea (1854-6), or
against the Boers (1899j!902), leading up
to the two world wars. Many families
have photographs of their nearest and
dearest ones in uniform, often taken in
military cantonments in India or against
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the ever popular backdrop of the pyramids
in Egypt. Similarly, for the Boer Wars
and two world wars there are countless
poignant pictures, such as the departure
of trains and troopships. As I was
writing this article, a student knowing
of my interest in such matters produced
some photographs (Fig. 12, 13). Due to a
hearing defect, the young man in the
picture was at first given the
noncombatant job of constructing army
camps; hence the postcard showing the
huts in building.

Later, when the manpower shortage became
more acute he was drafted into the
medical corps and became a stretcher­
bearer. Acccmpanying the photographs were
moving written accounts, some pencilled
in tiny writing in a diary, others
written in the torn remnants of an army
pocket book. Although I have not yet had
time to interview this First World War
suvivor , the following diary extract for
early January 1918 will help to confer
on the photographs the dignity they
deserve.

The German offensive will live long
in my memory, as one of the
bitterest times this ambulance has
had. Frcm the time we left lvermy to
now I had not had a wink of sleep,
being 3 nights and 4 days waiting on
the q.v • The Sonme still looks a
desolate waste. We moved to scme
huts on the plain had tea and got
ready for the line. Laid down to
sleep and awaked at 11 o' clock. We
stood to all night. Next morning we
marched for the line going through
Humel and to Arrut Ie Pettit and Le
Grand. Stayed there till dusk and
got shelled out.

Bearers left for line. • • arrived
base at 12 midnight, I went straight
on night duty. We had lOOdreds of
cases. We were shelled and shelled
all roads. If he had caught any of
the huts dozens of wounded would
have been killed. But we were lucky.
We stuck this until Bapume bell.
Then I and a few more, moved back to
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form. a new station in rear. This was
no sooner formed then we had to
shift again that night, further back
still. Div. H.Q. as well. We
eventually got to Bucquoy formed a
station there and then left 138 and
rejoined our transport. Here in the
fields was the whole Div. transport.

The roads were full of traffic heavy
guns troops etc. We stood to all
night watching for a clear road out
and not till 8 o'clock did we move.
If Jerry had shelled or bombed we
should have been hopeless, I went
down with the transport and back up
again as bearers same day.

Jerry was just in front of Bucquoy
now. We were not wanted so joined
main bearer party at Amcos camps
stayed one night, and marched away
fran line. No one J officers or men
knew when we were going. Jerry's
cavalry broke through the N<lUllons
road, and turned us off across
country. Artillery all round us was
galloping into action and firing
point blank before the horses were
away. We nearly got caught that
day. At last we reached Saulty.
Tired and no food. Got bully
buscuits from M.TS. Despatch ccmes
saying return at once and form
A.W.S. We go the whole weary back
and rearf Beenvillers about 12
o·clock.

7. Politics

Unless you are a Kennedy or a Churchill,
this is not always an obvious facet of a
family history. Yet many families have
connections with politics--either through
the political party organizations or the
trade unions. Photographs connecting
members of the family with politics are
probably fairly rare. However, in a more
generalized way many families in the
United Kingdom have been associated with
political events, for instance the Gen­
eral Strike of 1926. For some families
this meant an active participation be­
cause its members were on strike; others
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may have been involved as policemen or
special constables, as employers, trade
union officials, or even as undergraduate
student strike-breakers. All lived
through the event, and even those who did
not participate directly in it may have
memories and anecdotes to contribute
which are often significant enough to
find a place in the general account of
the family. thus, General Strike pictures
(Fig. 14) relating to the area in which
the family lived may be relevant to the
background history. Such photos can evoke
atmosphere and the throb 0~6 "living"
his tory in very powerful ways.

Context and Interpretation

Very often in a photograph or group of
photographs we will have to struggle
towards identification and verification
using all the techniques that have been
described. At the same t1me we will need
to try to interpret the photographs. What
do the photographs tell us about the
person and about the society in which he,
she, or the group lived? As John Tagg
has writ ten in another context about the
photographs of two American couples, the
first of a prosperous middle-class couple
from Union Point, Georgia (1941), the
second recipients of government aid at
home in Hidalgo County, Texas (1939),
"the photographs are dense with
connotation as every detail - of flesh,
clothes, postures, fabric, furniture and
decoration is brought 37ully lit, to the
surface and presented.

Looking at the photographs one is
impressed by their naturalism, while
almost simultaneously they evoke in a
very powerful way a universal sense of
family and home at a particular moment of
time. But the photographs are also
different in that they depict people of
very different classes. As John Tagg, in
discussing the ideological meanings of
the photographs, points out, they carry a
major connotation of class difference.
Much can in fact be read back from this
kind of evidence. It can provide us with
clues as to socia-economic status,
particularly with respect to the degree
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of security or levels of privation
experienced by the subjects. In addition,
it may also imply something about
cuI tural levels, value sys tems, and
expectations or the lack of them. In some
important ways it enables the researcher
to conceptualize the Weltanschauung of
those depic ted and, having hypothesized
about it, to test it against other
available evidences.

Thus, using photograph evidence it is
possible both vicariously and
imaginatively to begin to reconstruct
life styles and attitudes-and in this
task it seems perfectly valid to utilize
literary and other types of historical
evidence which is about comparable groups
at the time in places. At the same time,
we must be careful not to trangress what
Michael Foucault, the French historian,
hss termed the "regime of truth".

Photographs can be manipulated--they
enable individuals or groups to portray
themselves in ways which are consistent
wi th their self-image. Similarly, in
official photographs, like those of the
Farm Security Administration in the
United States in the 1930s, the
photographs present the image that
officialdom wa'3lfd to use for its own
political ends.

Photographic Repositories in the British
Isles

Without exception, I have had
nothing but good experiences from
museum staff, whether writing or
calling, buying or "just looking. "
There seems to be one universal,
inflexible law--co-operate. Truly, I
have yet to be "put down" by a
museum, library or indeed any
corporate body. Occasionally you
will find that there are certain
collections, certain private
libraries which cater, without
exception for the professional
illustrator or author and they won't
break the rules for individuals. But
they tell one nicel~8 and often
suggest an alternative.



Taylor/423

Not only are British policemen
"wonderful", but so, it seems, are our
repository and archive staffs!

This section has been left lIDtil last
because the field is such an imnense one
that to list all the possible sources for
pictures would occupy at least several
volunes, particularly if all nonphoto­
graphic sources were included as well.

Apart from relatives and friends, the
most likely places to find relevant
collections of pictures of the sort we
have described are the local history
archives of libraries and museuns, whilst
they are also being deposited
increasingly in COlIDty records offices.

I. COlIDty Record Offices

As these archives tend to receive what
might be termed "systematic" collections
of records, as opposed to the random
items found in many local library
collections, the photographs fOlIDd there
tend to be these of a local professional
or amateur photographer, who at some time
has carefully recorded the area.
Alternatively, they may be a collection
telati'll to a particular family, often
landowners, or increasingly, over the
past decades, photographs which are part
of the records deposited by a commercial
firm. To help researchers, a list of
those record offices with photographic
collections has been appended. An up-to­
date list of record offices will be found
in the H.M.S.O. publicat~ Record
Repositories in Great Britain.

2 • Library Collections

As many libraries predate the
establishment of county record offices,
they tend to have collected photographs,
prints, and painti'llS relating to the
daily life, work, and recreation of the
people in their areas for much longer.
Similarly, over the years many libraries
have built up excellent series which
illustrate the changing landscape and
townscape, that a significant nunber of
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libraries, only a few of which can be
listed in the appendix, have important
collections. Typically, besides the kinds
of visual records mentioned above, they
may possess scrapbooks of press
cuttings-invaluable where the original
press photographs no longer exist,
comprehensive collections of local
postcards, as well as odds and ends that
have been rescued by the staff or donated
by well-wishing members of the public who
value the preservation of visual records
of all kinds.

3. Museuns

A number of specialized museums have been
mentioned in the text, and more are
listed in the appendix. Besides these,
there are many other museums which have
incidental or systematic collections of
photographs relating to their holdings.
If there is an appropriate museum in the
vicinity of the area in which your family
lived, it is also always worth making an
inquiry. A useful list of museums is
contained in the annual index pubication
Museums and Galleries in Great Britain
and Ireland.

4. Commercial Collections

As stated at the beginning of this
section there are a number of important
conmercial collections, of which sane,
like the B.B.C.'s Hulton Picture Post
Collection--one of the largest in the
world--are not available to noncommercial
users. However, there are a number of
other collections which are accessible to
the individual researcher. Both kinds of
collections are listed in the
internat!8na1 Picture Researcher's
Handbook.

5. Newspaper Offices

Press photographs and other forms of
illustration constitute a very rich
source of pictorial evidence,
particularly fran the First World War
onwards, when phtographs became much
commoner in papers. In some areas,
newspaper collections have suffered from
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a combination of amalgamations and
takeovers, repeated salvage colleCtions,
and destruction fran the air in two world
wars, besides accidental fires and the
assaults of insects and rodents. Where
they have survived, press photographs are
a valuable asset, and many newspapers
have now gone into the business of
republishing old photographs. On the
whole, newspapers do not give the general
public access to their photographic
libraries, and while prepared to do the
research themselves, not unreasonably
they will often make an economic charge
for searching and producing copies.

6. Private Collections

In recent years a number of priva te
collections have been established.
Sanetimes this has been with a view to
publishing local histories; often it
derives from an individual's love of
collecting. Some of these collections
have subsequently found their way into
local archives. It pays to ask around.
Just recently I came across nearly a
thousand glass negatives which had been
discovered by the descendant of a local
photographer in the seldom-opened cellar
of an old studio. The cellar was dry, and
the plates reproduced very well, despite
the fact that the earliest date fran the
late l860s. As yet the owner has not
succumbed to requests to place this
valuable topographical collection in the
local record office.

7. Private Muniment Rooms

Sane of the great landed estates which
have survived the scourge of death duties
and high taxation still retain
collections of documentary materials. If
you are related to the family, or if an
ancestor was employed on one of these
estates, it might be worth making
inquiries of the present owners. Many an
improving Nineteenth Century landowner
was proud of his "closed village" and so
photographed it. Similarly, comnercial
and industrial firms like banks,
breweries, canals, and railways keep
their records, including pictures,

15

although they are not always carefully
maintained. As indicated earlier, in many
cases such collection have already found
their way into county record offices.

8. County Planning Offices

Because of the large scale redevelopments
taking place in many of our older town
and ci ty centers, the planning department
of the local authorities concerned are
increasingly aware of the need to make a
visual record of the original sites. Some
departments, therefore, have built up
collections for their own use which may
contain the only known photographs of the
streets, or even particular buildings,
where ancestors once lived.

9. Records of Institutions

The number of institutions in which an­
cestors have been educated or worked or
served at SOOle time or another is of
course very large, ranging fran schools
and hospitals to the armed services. It
is important to realize that even very
small institutions keep records,and in
the United Kingdom, for instance, family
historians are increasingly going back to
school records to discover not only gen­
ealogical evidence, but also photographs
and other indirect evidence, such as that
contained in their log books, about
living conditions, local recreations and
sport. Again, many regiments and corps
have museums (for example, the Royal
Armoured Corps Tank Mclseum at Wareham,
the Fleet Air Arm Museum at Yeovilton,
and the Royal Air Force Museum at Hendon)
where information might be found. Insti­
tutions like hospitals often keep
records, as do colleges and universities.

Regional Studies Departments in Higher
Education

At Lancaster University the Department of
North-West Regional Studies has a number
of excellent, well-illustrated publica­
tions to its credit; while the Manchester
Studies Department of Manchester Poly­
technic has developed a tremendous ex­
pertise in the popular history of the
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city and its region. Apart from an

archive rescue program which has been

organized on a house-to-house basis in

selected area, it has also built up an

extensive photographic am SouID archive

and is conduc ting research into the role

of credit in working-class coomunities,

the lives of mill workers in the Lanca­

shire cotton towns, as well as the his­

tory of the local cinema industry. The

evangelical nature of their work has

produced impressive results:

Once in a tent, members of the

public were approached by field

workers and invited to complete

forms indicating the documents or

photographs they had in their

possession and which they might

consider depositing in a library or

loaning for copy. The follo~p work

after the three-day show resulted in

52 separate deposits. A larger tent

am a more wide-ranging exhibition

at the 1978 show, including video of

archive film, resulted in over 200

responses. Amongst these were the

account book of the German family

noted earlier and a superb

collection of 92 photographs taken

by Robert Banks, a local newspaper

photographer, between 1898 and 1902,

including the only surviving shot of

the children of Angel Mead~y,

Manchester's most notorious slum.

The National Photographic Record

This is housed at the Royal Photographic

Society, 14 South Audley Street, London

WlY 5IlP, and contains references to all

the private am public collections in

Britain, the majority of which are

documentary in nature.

As family historians we must learn ways

of exploiting to the full the historical

and genealogical potential of the

pictorial record which can provide a

unique view of people, places and things

in the past. Even where the photographs

are blurred or damaged they can still

yield a glimpse of an individual, group

or event, without which we would
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otherwise have no physical impression.

Thus the picture of the Village Stores at

Yateley, Berkshire (Fig. 15), is hardly a

work of art, but for anyone interested in

the area it reveals an everyday world in

sharp contrast to the one with which we

are familiar. The horses, the carts, the

store's fron t , the oil lamp over the

door, the signs am advertisements, the

tin baths for sale outside, the dress of

the proprietor and his drivers, the

roadway, are redolent of a "yesterday"

that can never be adequately captured in

words alone. Besides which, there is

always the exciting possiblity that new

or corroborative information about

persons, places, or dates can be won from

the material. However, to do this the

researcher may need to acquire new skills

with which to "decode" or "read" the

evidence. An example of one such

interpretative skill is given in John

Gorman's article referred to earlier:

Asking Rosemary Allen, the Keeper of

Social History at Beamish, how she

would date a particular photograph

of a lead miner seated by the hearth

in his cot tage, she was quick to

point out the art nouveau finger­

plate on the cupboard door next to

the kitchen range. That not on!y

gave a good indication of the date

but led me to question the

assumptions we are all too ready to

make on how people lived. The

beautiful figured plate which would

now make a ready sale at Sotheby' s

is surely not readily associated

with· door furniture for 42 miner's
cottage in Northumberland.

Few of us will acquire as intimate a

knowledge of the various elements of the

material culture as is coomunicated to

the museum specialist by such a picture.

Nonetheless, once we have begun to

understand the variety of methodologies

photographic analysis demams, then we

can seek specialist advice or go to the

appropriate reference works. At a

different level of interpretation, we may

need to reflect more carefully on the
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symbolic meaning of the pic ture. For
instance, in a 'work' photograph we may
try to establish how the underlying
social and economic structure of a
particular group reveals itself; or, in a
family portrait, how the pattern of
authority, the sexual and sibling
relationships, are represented. Many
pictures hide much more than they profess
to show, and to get at the objective
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reality of what we can see in front of us
we may have to penetrate the "universals"
of the picture. What is certain is that
given the richness and sheer variety of
the photographic record over the past
one-and-a-half centuries, we cannot
afford to neglect what the photograph can
often unwittingly betray about our
ancestors, their characters, relation­
ships, and lifestyles.
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They age, plagued by the usual ills
of other objects made of paper. They
are lost, or become valuable, are
bought and sold; they are
reproduced. • • They are stuck in
albums, tacked on walls, printed in
newspapers, collected in books. Cops
alphapetise them; museums exhibit
them.

Paradoxically the photograph is the most
prolif ic and yet the most tantalisiIl; of
all the records available to the family
historian. Prolific, because since the
revolution in technology that produced
the camera as we know it in the late
ninteenth century, countless millions of
photographs of individuals, groups,
places, and events have been carefully
staged or taken by chance. The result of
this iconographic and topographical flood
can be found elaborately framed, hanging
on walls or displayed on cabinets and
mantlepieces, carefully arranged in
albums, carried lovingly in vest pockets
and handbags, or incarcerated in
cupboards, drawers, and attics. Evidence
for the prodigality of our ancestors in
preserving their likenesses can also be
found in secondhand shops and amoIl;st the
bric-a-brac on market stalls, Iohere faded
collections of anonymous and long
deceased ancestors are offered for sale,
dispersed on the death of a descendant
Iohose heirs wish to dispose of these
unwanted effects.

The powerful attraction and financial
potential of the photograph was quickly
realized by nineteenth century'
entrepreneurs who developed photography
into an immense industry--as early as
1859 it is said that it was impossible to

linger on the streets of Paris without
"being annoyedz at every turn by
photographers." It is no surprise,
therefore, that photography has now
acquired a his tory in its own right, as
well as museum displays which illustrate
its growth and universal popularity. In
England those interested in the history
of the camera can visit the Kodak Museum
(Harrow) and the Science Museum in
London, where early experimental material
is on display. Across the road in the
Victoria and Albert Museum the history of
photography is presented. The Fox Talbot
Museum at Laycock Abbey, Wiltshire, is
dedicated to the work of one Sf the great
pioneers of the photographs. However,
while the science, technology, and
aestheties of the photograph are
fascinating, the family historian is more
concerned with the social impact of the
photograph. And "revolution" is not too
strong a word to describe a process Iohich
enabled those who were far too impover­
ished to have their portrait painted, to
afford a direct "copy of nature" which
could be sent to mothers and fathers,
friends and lovers, thousands of miles
apart-and, after all, this was the time
of the great migrations fran the Old
World of Europe to the New. Men, WOOlen,
and children fran the British Isles were
dispersed around the globe as they sought
to escape fran poverty and oppression to
a life, above all in ilmerica, Canada,
Australia, and New Zealand.

Jus t as the photograph accompanying a
letter became a more tangible means of
keeping in touch with friends and
relatives, so it was to become a
universally important way of recording
group solidarity as expressed in kinship
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rituals. Thus a very large category of
surviving photographs catch in their
time-trap family reunions on such formal
occasions as weddings, christenings,
funerals, and the more austere kinds of
family outings. It is even possible to
find rather macabre photographs of the
dead in a family collection. This was
quite a common practice and all
photographers included some reference to
"portraits after ~eath" in their
publicity material. Few of these
'pos thumous portraits' seem to have
survived, as many were destroyed by later
generations for whan this aspect of the
'funerary art' became less acceptable.

The photograph also served an important
function for members of the rising
bourgeoisie: to use a phrase taken fran a
recent article, photographs acted as
"vicarious to~ens of a world of potential
possessions" • The photograph enabled the
subject and his connections to make
public a socio-economic statement, which
acted as a poswerful affirmation of class
and status within the cOllllllunity. Thus a
factory owner might be photographed at
his work with his codirectors, workmen,
and clerks grouped deferentially around
him; or at home, with the family
artistically spaced around him on terrace
or lawn, with servants discreetly
hovering in the background.

However, the photograph was des tined to
serve much wider social purposes than
those just described. To use a phrase
later employed by the newsreels, the
photograph opened a "window on the
world". The earliest manifestation of
this was the mass-produced portraiture of
the lS50s made popular by Andre Adolph
Disderi J who invented the "cartes-de­
viste" or "portrait cartes." The
visiting-card-sized portait brought
photography into the family album and led
to the Vict?,rian collection craze of
"Cartcmania" •

"Photographers invited aninent people to
their studios and were patronized by the
royal families of Europe. These cartes,
sold through printsellers and other
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vendors, were produced in their
thousands. Elaborately decorated albums,
wi th coloured stencils or transfers
featuring flowers and countryside views,
with tooled leather covers and gilded
edge boards containing apertures for the
insertion of the cartes, were 7produced
for the Victorian drawing room".

The cartes also included views and
architectural subjects, but by the end of
the century this aspect has been taken
over by aSmore popular manifestation--the
postcard. The pos tcard enabled even the
poor, who were uiIlikely to travel further
from their east-end London slums than to
nearby seaside resorts like Margate, or
to the hop fields of Kent, a chance to
send friends a record of their visit. It
also enabled families whose relatives had
emigrated, or whose sons were serving in
"foreign parts" with the army or navy, a
chance to see and read briefly about some
of the exotic places of the world, the
existence of which, with their limited
education, they had probably never heard.
Thus the photograph had the power "to
colonise new experiences and capture
subjects acr'9"s a range never envisaged
in painting".

For the man in the street the real
breakthrough was to come with the
introduction of the Brownie Camera in
1900. "A simple box camera, it cost five
shillings, and took pictures two and a
quarter \'Oches square on the cartridge
rollfilm. With the introduction of
this cheap and simple camera, the basis
of modern photography was established.
More significantly, from the point of
view of the family and social historian,
it enabled people throughout the world to
afford the equipment necessary to make a
permanent and "unbiased" record of the
ordinary family in all its varied
activities. This new economic possibility
also led to a sudden increase in the
sales of film and cameras during the
First World War, which because of the
long and enforced separations involv~l

stimulated the trade still further.
But it also made the historian's job more
difficult. Whereas, since the days of
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Disderi 's popularization of the cartes­
de-visite, most professional photo­
graphers had their names and addresses
published on the bottom, or reverse, of a
photograph, the caning of the snapshot
meant that such vital pieces of evidence
concerning persons, time, place, and
occasion were in future to be left to
chance. Unfortunately, most families
dido I t seem too concerned about the
difficulties their descendants might have
in identifying great-grandmamma or a
second cousin twice removed, so the
anonymous "snapshot" more often that not
poses a considerable challenge to the
ingenuity of the modern researcher. On
the other hand, it did lead to pictures
.. showing ordinary men and women, not in
their Sunday best in the portraitists
studio, but in their street or working
clothes, relaxing on the beach or about
their business. Through them we have a
detailed pic ture of everyday lifi of a
kind never previously available."

Provenance: The Problem of Identity

As stated at the beginning, for the
family historian, the most common
experience of photographs is one
simultaneously of "feast and famine",
with a sense of frustration increasing as
one by one anonymous pictures are
presented before one's eyes. As with all
historical documents, it is rare that a
photograph will yield up its secrets
without sane struggle on the part of the
researcher. Rarely, too, will this happen
without records to an individual--a
repository of the family's history--who
can decode it, or without reference to
tother known documentation which can
begin to contextualize it. Very often
the photograph will relate to a hitherto
unsuspected branch of the family, perhaps
to a close friend or associate, or it may
even be a stray which has nothing to do
with the family at all. On the whole,
such pictures in a collection are
unusual--generally, although the
connections may be obscured, all the
fragments do fit into the jigsaw.

Another common experience is that a
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family presence has been identified, but
this fails to indicate the connection
with the other people in the picture. In
all these cases the researcher needs to
try and establish the history of the
photograph itself and in particular to
discover any changes in ownership. So a
hierarchy of questions suggests itself:

Where did the photograph originate?
Can the individual who owns the picture
now identify anybody? If not. • •
Who was the last owner?
Is it known how it came into his hands?
If the person is still alive, can a
contact be made?
Can this person throw any light on the
picture?

The process is rot so dissimilar to the
method of authentication used by the art
expert, and for the family historian the
fruits of research may be as highly
valued. The analogy with the art expert
can even be carried a little further, for
while the family historian is not
confronted by the problem of forgery, the
degree of misidentification or
unintentional error is probably quite as
high.

As with all forms of research, it is
advisable to employ a systematic approach
to the problem of discovery and
authentication. The flow diagram at the
end of the paper was devised some years
ago in order to enable researchers to
analyze rot only all the available data
that might be contained in the photo­
graph, but also to squeeze out any
potential clues that might be followed up
in libraries and record depositories-­
chiefly through the means of maps, street
directories, census records, and
newspapers.

A rather more risky method is to try to
identify individuals by matching
photographs. Although this is fraught
with danger, it may be possible to
discern a life-sequence, such as
child-adolescent-young married-middle
age-old age. However, there is often
very little to connect the parts of a
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sequence unless you have a good sample of
photographs of the same person at
different ages--after all, how many
balding men wi th middle age spreads have
any reseJl'blance to the slim, handsane ,
athletic college students of twenty years
ago? Ani how many of us, unless we are
the mother, can tell one baby from the
next? Nevertheless, it may be well worth
employing the idea of the family cycle in
order to produce a sequence than can P3
tested against other known information.

Tracing Grandfather

My attempts to trace my own paternal
great-grandfather provides an example of
what can be achieved by using photo­
graphic evidence. Because of a serious
family feud of long standing, after my
grandfather's death my grandmother would
never discuss his side of the family. It
was not until qui te recently , sane years
after her death, that my father produced
the photographs (see end of paper).
Through oral evidence of an exceedingly
fragmentary nature, I had heard that my
great-grandfather was in business,
although what business he was in was
never made clear. Likewise, I had heard
that my granfather's two brothers had
gone to Cambridge University, one subse­
quently dyiq>; in Malaya, where he was an
engineer of some sorts; the other
becaning a doctor in London. According
to family legend my own grandfather had a
stormy adolescence, running away from
school to become a motor mechanic. Later
he joined the well-known autanobile firm
of Wolsey in London sometime before 1914.
Upon the outbreak of war in 1914, he
immediately joined the British
Expeditionery Force as a driver, ani his
wife and young family didn't see him
again for almost a year.

A partial key to this mystery was the
survival of a picture of a shop (Fig 1)
which the name and address of the
photographer strongly suggested was in
St. Albans, Hertfordshire. This showed my
great-grandfather, identified by my
father, standing proudly outside the shop
with two of his employees.

4

Given these vital clues, it will now be a
fairly easy task to check the local
directories, electoral lists, rate-books,
censuses, and newspapers to see what
other information exists about the
family. Hopefully I shall at last
discover who my great-granfather and
grandmother were and what has happened to
my great-uncles and any of their
surviving descendants.

Besides providing assistance with the
genealogical clues, the photograph also
provides evidence of the kind that
Professor Arthur Marwick of the Open
University has aptly termed "unwitting
testimony". The images of
great-grandfather suggest a way of life
altogether superior to that of H.G.
Wells' Mr. Polly, who, you will remember,
lived above his tiny draper's shop for
fifteen hateful years and was driven to
contemplate suicide and arson in order to
escape from the "Roootten, Beeeastly
Silly Hole!"

If he did live above the shop at some
stage, the postcard (Fig. 3) showing
great-grandfather standing at the front
of a canfortable villa suggests he lived
there later in his career or perhaps on
retirement. The photograph of him in
Elizabethan costume (Fig. 5) suggests
either a posed studio photograph, or even
an interest in amateur dramatics-­
although the former is the more likely;
while the fragment of a seaside picture
of himself a son, and a fisherman (Fig.
4) strengthens an existing impression of
a prosperous middle-class family who can
afford a summer seaside holiday.

Two further examples of how photographs
have been used very effectively in
reconstructing a family history are
provided by Ibwell Green and Don Steel.
Ibwell Green, who has produced a short
pamphlet entitled Projecting Family
History; A Short Guide to Audio-Visual
Construction, based his first slide-tape
program on his grandfather's career as a
St. John' s Ambulanceman during the Boer
War. He discovered a great raq>;e of
pertinent visual material by scouring the
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Another example of a fascinating
survival is given in Don Steel's recent
B.B.C. publication, Discovering Family
History, which tells the story of the
Honeycombes, a Cornish family from
medieval t1mes to the present. At the
turn of the century Margaret Honeycombe,
who was descended fran a branch of the
family that had anigrated earlier from
Cronwall to St. Helier in Jersey to work
as masons, travelled to Salt Lake City,

libraries and archives of organizations
as diverse as shipping companies, village
preservation societies, regimental
archives, and the photographic collection
of the Imperial War Museum, London. The
number of occasions on which he has been
able to identify his grandfather in
actual photographs is surprisingly high.
His assiduous and comprehensive
researches have certainly vindicated the
use and value of pictorial material in
constructing a family history. Currently
he is researching into an ancestor who
was serving in the Royal Air Force in
1918. He writes:

I obtained the log book of my uncle
who was an Observer. After six week
operations he was shot down. Same
routine, learn the details, start
reading up. The very first book I
tackled was written by an American
and illustrated by my uncle's pilot.
But at the t1me I didn't know it.
The log book named the pilot as 'Lt.
Knight'. The letter from the
squadron C.O. telling my grandmother
that her son was missing mentioned
Lieut. D.C. Knight. The book was
illustrated by Clayton Knight. On
the last page is described the
action when Clayton Knight was shot
down, but Knight is a common enough
English name. Many books la ter , a
letter came into my possession,
written in 1921 to my uncle, from
the American! The letterhead spelled
out Clayton Knight. How did \5know
that name? It was so familiar?

Coincidence,
technique!

or thorough research

where her husband, James Le Breton, a
mason, was working on the completion of
the Mormon temple. "Almost incredibly,"
Don Steel reports, "the Mormons were able
to supply a picture not only of the
building of the 16'emple, but of James
himself in situ."

The lesson in both cases seems to be that
patient and exhaustive searching confers
its own rewards. The researcher needs to
contact all those individuals, archives,
and agencies that might conceivably
possess relevant photographs--a
methodology that demands a creative
attitude toward the problem of locating
new repostitories of source material.
However, as the two examples cited above
indicate, the researcher must never rely
on a narrow selection of sources. Every
source needs to be studied in relation to
all the other kinds of sources which are
available. In the end, it is what Dr.
Alan Macfarlane has termed "the
convergence" of ~rces that leads to
fresh discoveries.

The Photographic Pedigree

One useful way of reconstructing a
pedigree is to layout all the
photographic links--much in the way that
is illustrated on the front of Conference
programs. Malcolm Pinhorn, an English
genealogist, has done this very effec­
tively for the family and connections of
the Vic torian Julia Margare t Cameron
(1815-79), who became an enthusiastic
amateur photographer in middle age and
who photographed not only her own family
and close friends, but also many of the
local inhabitants on the Isle of Wight.
In 1874 she wrote: "The peasantry of our
island are very handsome. For the men,
the women, the maidens and the children I
have had lovely subjects, as all the
patrons of my photography know". Malcom
Pinhorn continues:

Other models included Mary Kellaway,
a local dressmaker, Freddy Gould,
son of a local labourer and sailor,
Thcmas Keown, a mas ter gunner at
Freshwater redoubt, and his children
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Thus the image of our ances tors be­
queathed to posterity is often an
extremely formal one; the subjects seem
to maintain either an expressionless,
neutral, pose, or one which to our eyes
appears unnaturally stiff and tight­
lipped. No doubt the austere grandeur of
many such photographs helped to establish
the myth ofl~he strict and straight-laced
Victorians.

In contrast to these more stylised
products, from which it might be
dangerous to make inferences about
character without corroborating evidence,
are the rather more "relaxed" pictures
taken by wealthy amateurs whose hobby was
the camera. For these almost exclusively
middle and upper class families, there
are thousands of pic tures which, as the
nineteenth century progresses,
increasingly celebrate festive occasions
such as fetes and garden parties and
leisure pursuits like croquet and tennis.

What would be of great interest to the
family historian are photographs of
interiors. Unfortunately these do not
survive in any quantity, although this is
perhaps hardly surprising given the
difficulties over lighting and exposure.
Once again, it is not until the advent of
the documentary camera in the seventies
that any but the more J2tj'sperous hanes
are recorded in this way.

Places Connected with the Family

It is possible to detect a clear class
bias in the number and variety of photo­
graphs which connect places to families.
Not unnaturally, if you were the proud
owner of a mansion with extensive lawns,
gardens, and encanpassing parkland, you
wanted to record the facts just as in the
previous era landowners had prospects of
their estates painted, which were placed
alongside portraits of their forbears and
paintings of their champion horses,
cattle, and sheep. (In many estates,
animals, particularly racehorses and
hunters, lived in rather more canfortable
and hygienic surroundings than those who
tended them!) Similarly, members of the
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arriviste bourgeoisie would keep a record
of their sunmer holidays on the coast at
places like Paignton and Newquay-opened
up by westward extensions of the railway
system. Again such pictures had earlier
parallels in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth century, when the very
wealthy, accompanied by their artist
friends, described in painting, poetry,
letters, and diaries their travels amid
the romantic scenery of the Lake District
and Sc0t;hand, or abroad on the
continent. By the l850s and 60s, the
photograph was to becane to the rising
industrial, commercial, and professional
classes what portraiture and landscape
painting had been to the aristocracy,
gentry, and haute-bourgeoisie of the
iDlllediate past.

Amongst the lower middle classes and more
particularly amongst the rural and urban
proletariat, there was less reason to
adorn the living room walls with pictures
celebrating where one lived. The back
streets of a crowded London borough like
Lambeth or Hoxton had little to recommend
them aesthetically or environmentally,
and as the majority of workers rented
their hanes fran slum la~ords there was
little sense of property. Indeed this
sense of property probably doesn't
develop until the early Twentieth
Century, when hane ownership began to
spread amongst the expanding lower middle
class groups like junior civil servants,
teachers, local government officials, and
other petty functionaries. Nor did the
mass of the population have the
disposable incane to enjoy holidays in
the sense that we now use the word.
However, with the caning of the railways
there was a rapid growth of popular
holiday resorts like Brighton, Margate,
and Southend, which served London and the
Southeast; Blackpool, thronged with
families from the Lancashire cotton
towns; and Skegness, a magnet for
Yorkshire and the Northeast. So hundreds
of thousands of urban dwellers were now
able to escape from village, town, and
city, either for day trips or short
holidays, to visit one of these holiday
Meccas, to paddle in the sea , and to
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enjoy a few hours of fresh air and
sunshine. Not unnaturally, besides
consuming beer and fish and chips and
walking along the sands, the visitors
wanted to celebrate the occasion by
having their photograph taken on the pier
and to purchase a postcard as a memento
to send to their friends.

The postcards in particular are extremely
valuable. Besides the postmark, they
often carry messages on the reverse which
enable the researcher to identify both
the recipient and sender. Not only do
they pinpoint where the individual was
staying and with whom, but the
destination of the card may well indicate
a place of residence. They can also
provide the family historian with
valuable insights into the social history
of the individual or family. Most·
resorts are well written up, and books
like The English Seaside Holiday provide
interes!:i~ descriptions of holidays of
the time.

Institutions connected with the Family

The range of photographs falling within
this category is potentially very large
indeed, and there are certain kinds of
photographs that re-occur time and again
in both large and small collections.

1. School

Until the passage of the 1870 Education
Act which aimed at keeping children off
the streets, teaching them the "3 R' s" ,
and civilizing them, for the majority of
working people the experience of school
had been brief, brutal, and seldom
educational. After 1870, avoiding the
classroom became progressively more
difficult, and as a major social
institution schools rapidly became the
target of photographers; so that from the
1870s there are numerous surviving
photographs of whole schools or of
individual classes. By the end of the
century there are also a surprising
number of pictuZ,fs of classrooms and
school interiors.
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The pictures (figures 6, 7, 8) date from
the 18SOS and 1930s • The first was taken
by the squire of the village of Sulham,
near Reading, Berkshire, who was obvious­
ly a keen amateur and who used the pupils
of the tiny all-age school as his
subjects. He photographed them contin­
uously for ten years, and the album in
which this and other photos were
discovered was fortuitously rescued from
a dustbin following the closure of the
school. Despite the paternalism of the
squire, whose family had built and
endowed the school to provide a basic
education for the children of their farm
workers and indoor servants) the
children's clothes and general appearance
are indicative of the widespread poverty
and harsh conditions under which they
lived. By the 1930s, conditiOns, as
evidenced by the picture of children in
quite a poor area of Reading, a town a
few miles east of Sulham, were obviously
imporving. The children look well-clothed
and nourished.

2. The Churches

The institutions of church and chapel
continued to play a highly singificant
role in the lives of people of all social
strata during the early era of the
photograph, whether at the purely
symbolic level of performing services
connected with baptism, marriage, and
burial, or as providers of spritiual
support and elementary education. In
this latter respect the Anglican and
Nonconformist churches were in open
canpetition with one another fran the
early Nineteenth to the Twentieth
Century. The churches also organized
fun-raising for charities, and thus
became the natural focus for a wide range
of social events ranging from fetes to
jumble sales, bazaars, bun-fights,
lantern-lectures, and the ever-popular
Sunday school outing.

The pic torial evidence for many such
activities and others will still be found
in family collections. Other pictorial
records may still be in the possession of
the churches or of older members of the
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congregations. Entries in late
Nineteenth Century church magazines
recording a church outing may well be
paralleled by privately-owned photographs
showing people setting off in horse-drawn
wagons; later ones will probably reflect
the revolution in transport associated
with the internal combustion engine and
the advent of the charabanc.

3. Sport and Recreation

In the United Kingdan there are "sports"
and "sports". Bloodsports are those
beloved of the "hunting, shooting, and
fishing'" aristocracy and squirearchy.
These tem to be well documented fran the
Eighteenth Century onwards, not the least
because they were the exclusive preserve
of a landed elite and protected by "game
laws" which inflicted severe punishment
on those .mo infringed them. This was
not a game between "players and
gentlemen, " but, as E. P. Thompson has
documented so vividly in his book Whigs
and Hunters, a savage warfare (if a
sanewhat one-sided one) between highly­
privileged landowners and .mat have been
termed 'marginal men" poachers and
lawless gangs 1~om the pullalating slums
of the cities. The upper classes also
perpetuated sporting privilege through
the educational system, where the so
called public' (Le., select "private"
schools) provided both a classical
education .mich carried boys on to the
universities, Inns of Court, Parliament,
the army and navy and careers in the
diplanatic am colonial service, as well
as a physical education .mich taught them
to "play up, play up am play the game."
It is a commonplace, to quote the saying
attributed to the Duke of Wellington,
that the battle of Waterloo was won on
the playing field of Eton, yet there is a
good deal of literal truth in the
statement-am the Duke was not given to
wasting his words.

By the time photographers had arrived on
the scene, the sporting life was raised
almost to the level of a religion for the
scions of the ruling class, as is
portrayed in the countless photographs
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fran the l860s onwards of rowers and
cricket, football, and rugby teams. In
school "house" matches and interschool
games, sport was apotheosized. It was no
longer a question of winning and losing
with manly grace, but of "playing the
game of life".

If shooting on a Scottish grouse moor
(from which the tenants were often
evic ted to make way for the birds),
playing polo, or yachting at Cowes was
beyond mos t purses, the working classig
were no less enthusiastic about sport.
As witnessed by the camera, most towns
and villages up and down the country had
cricket and football teams, and by the
l880s association football was drawing
huge and at times rather unruly crowds.
It seans that football violence is not a
new phenomemon in Britain.

In figure 9 you can see a village
football team in Northumberland. This is
of additional interest because it is part
of a collection relating to the history
of Northeast England collected by
Professor Norman McCord

2
tt the University

of Newcastle-upon-Tyne. His commentary
on the photographs indicates how valuable
evidence can often be collected about a
picture through oral evidence and matter
sifted fran contemporary club accounts
and the newspapers. It also indicates
very vividly how narrow ancestor
"huntin '" can be self-defeating, .mile a
collaborative effort to expose the
history of an area can throw up a number
of names and associations which
previously might have been thoroughly
mystifying. Professor McCord says of his
photograph that:

It shows a colliery village's
football team. The team is the
Barrington Villa team of 1906-7,
winners that season of the local
Wansbeck Valley League championship.
At top right, wearing cloth caps are
Jack McNally and Henry Dunsmore, two
of the top hewers in that colliery;
they were not heavy drinkers, but
crack hewers, keen gardeners and
football mad. Immediately to the



Taylor/423

left is Jack "Wire" Rutherford, who
left the pit to become a
professional footballer for a London
club shortly afterwards. His two
brothers, Jimny and Toomy, are in
front of him and slightly to the
right. They appear fran oral memory
in the area to have been something
of a harum-scarum trio. The man
with bowler hat seated to right of
the trophies is Edward Carr,
under-manager of Barrington colliery
for about foriK years till he
retired in 1923.

The recreational activities and bobbies
of our ancestors are well worth investi­
gating, and if follo...,.} up are likely to
convey a great deal about the kind of
social milieu in which they moved. It
might not always be flatteri'll to find
that one's ancestor was a drunken
roisterer frequently in trouble with the
police. On the other hand, it might
indicate a good deal about contemporary
social conditions and the structure of
the community. In Sussex the farm
laborers found escape from the weariness
of work and their crowded cottages in the
village pubs. These were not places where
men drank to excess, but male gatherings
which paralleled the exclusive London
Clubs of their social superiors. At the
pub a man could smoke a pipe, play darts
and dominoes, joke with his fellows,
review the day's events, and sing the
traditional Sussex songs with their
haunting lyrics and melodies.

Bob Copper describes such scenes vividly
in his A Song for Every Season:

Few thi'lls are quite so effective
for releasing tongues as good
canpany and good beer, particularly
tongues that spend endless hours of
inactivity whilst the owners are
alone on the hills with no other
canpany than the birds of the air
and the beasts--horses, oxen or
sheep-with whan their worki'll days
are so closely linked. Although a
song sung alone on the hillside
under the wide blue sky helps the
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day along, a song with good
companions in the hot smoky
atmosphere of the taproom is
something altogether more cheery and
satisfying. There is, for instance,
plenty of support in the choruses,
and the long lingering harmonies,
swelling under the low, heavy-tim­
bered ceiling, send vibrations of
joy through the whole room. There
were plenty of songs appropriate to
this time ~~9 year, like "By the
Green Grove.

4. Festivals

Some of the events connected with the
family are survivals of ancient custans
like May Day, Christmas Day, or the
rigorously observed September harvest
festivals. May the First, a traditional
holiday, has been captured both by
amateurs and professional photographers
with pictures of children (Fig. 10)
dancing around garland-strewn Maypoles.
Another and later aspect of May Day that
has been recorded is the takeover of the
essentially rural festival by urban
workers in order to express their class
solidarity, so that it is possible to
find photographs which show trade
unionists and members of the labor
movement with banners held high, marching
to their rally ground where they will
listen to speeches from their trade
unions and political leaders. In the
north of England (Fig. 11) the miners
annual picnics and galas served a similar
recreational cum political purpose.
Other festivals, such as Empire Day (May
24th) are purely secular and recent in
origin. Started to celebrate the
expansion of the British Empire during
the reign of Queen Victoria (1902), it
became a rigidly observed occasion,
particularly in the schools, where,
amidst fluttering flags and buntings, the
pupils, dressed up to represent the
different races of a far flung empire,
would parade in pageant and tableaux.
The headmaster of many a grimey
backstreet school would then make a loyal
address, reminding the pupils of their
duty to "Queen and Country". Then, to
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mark the event, an:! to the great joy of
the pupils, a half-day holiday Irould be
declared. But not hefore a photograph had
been taken!

5. Vocational Photographs

Sane of the most evocative an:! rewarding
photographs are those which connect an
ancestor or group to an occupation. At
the upper end of the social scale it
might be a rather starchy picture of a
group of bankers in their boardroom or of
a figure like Isambard Kingdom BruneI,
the brilliant Victorian engineer,
standing by one of his amazing creations,
like the steamship Great Eastern, cigar
in mouth, looking slightly raffish, but
every inch the inventor-entrepreneur. At
the opposite en:! of the scale it might be
a photograph of a gang of navvies at Irork
digging a canal or building a railway.
Photographs of men at Irork are much less
conmon that many of the other categories
dicussed so far, but once identified one
does not need an ances tor Ii ter'3bly
present in order to make use of them.

By the 1850s the Bri tish enconomy was
expanding rapidly, and the country was
very pre-occupied with increasing
production and maximizing exports. This
interest is of course reflec ted in the
scale and popularity of the Great
Exhibition in Hyde Park of 1851, which
symbolized industrial and commercial
progress an:! put on public display the
machines and products that were creating
rising wealth a~lexpectations throughout
British society.

This interest undoubtedly encouraged
manufacturers, businessmen, and
landowners to start recording their
workpeople an:! workplaces. Sometimes this
was done for advertising reasons, but as
often as not it reflects the individual
sense and pleasure of proprietorship.
Thus there have survived in the different
regions of the country collections which
relate to indigenous industries. For
instance, at Reading University, in
Berkshire, the museum of Rural life
houses a collection of about forty
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thousand photographs relating to
agriculture. A small selection of these
large, unpublished photographic riches
can be found in Gordon Winter's A Country
Camera. Another important collection,
this time relating to northern industrial
life, is at the impressive Beamish Open
Air Industrial Museum, near Chester­
Ie-Street, in the center of the Curham
coalfield. A collection of fifteen
thousan:! photographs which grows year by
year at a rate of ahout three thousand
acquisitions yearly, the collection is
redolent of the area:

The names of the towns and villages
around are magic, synonymous with
pit life an:! struggle, evocative of
hardship and heroism, filling the
mind with folk tales of Tommy
Hepburn, Martin Jude and poor
Jobling. This is the Ian:! of Shields
and Jarrow, Follingsby and Wardley.
If you live your history, you must
hear again the tramp of pit boots
over the town moor, the rasping
sounds of silver and brass and see
with your inner eye the silken
ripple of the lodge banners as you
journey f.f' the former home of the
Shaftos.

6. The Armed Service

For those who couldn't find work in the
town and countryside, there were always
the army and navy. To police its empire,
Britain had to keep large numbers of men
stationed allover the world--particular­
ly in India--and to guard its seaways
large fleets had to be kept constantly
afloat. Besides this there were always
bush fires to be fought in what were very
remote areas of the Empire, such as the
Indian Northwest Frontier, or in Mrica
against dissident warrior tribesmen like
the fierce Zulus (1879) and Somalis
(1899). There were also tbe bigger wars
like that in the Crimea (1854-6), or
against the Boers (1899j},902), leading up
to the two world wars. Many families
have photographs of their nearest and
dearest ones in uniform, often taken in
military cantonments in India or against
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the ever popular backdrop of the pyramids
in Egypt. Similarly, for the Boer Wars
and two world wars there are countless
poignant pic tures, such as the departure
of trains and troopships. AB I was
writing this article, a student knowing
of my interest in such matters produced
some photographs (Fig. 12, 13). Due to a
hearing defect, the young man in the
picture was at first given the
noncombatant job of constructing army
camps; hence the postcard showing the
huts in building.

Later, when the manpower shortage hecame
more acute he was drafted into the
medical corps and became a stretcher­
bearer. Accanpanying the photographs were
moving written accounts, some pencilled
in tiny writing in a diary, others
written in the torn remnants of an army
pocket book. Although I have not yet had
time to interview this First World War
suvivor, the following diary extract for
early January 1918 will help to confer
on the photographs the dignity they
deserve.

The German offensive will live long
in my memory, as one of the
bitterest times this ambulance has
had. Fran the time we left Ivermy to
now I had not had a wink of sleep,
being 3 nights and 4 days waiting on
the q.v • The Somme still looks a
desolate waste. We moved to sane
huts on the plain had tea and got
ready for the line. Laid down to
sleep and awaked at 11 0 I clock. We
stood to all night. Next morning we
marched for the line going through
Hume1 and to Arrut Ie Pettit and Le
Grand. Stayed there till dusk and
got shelled out.

Bearers left for line. • • arrived
base at 12 midnight, I went straight
on night duty. We had lOOdreds of
cases. We were shelled and shelled
all roads. If he had caught any of
the huts dozens of wounded would
have been killed. But we were lucky.
We stuck this until Bapume bell.
Then I and a few more, moved hack to

12

form a new station in rear. This was
no sooner formed then we had to
shift again that night, further back
still. Div. H.Q. as well. We
eventually got to Bucquoy formed a
station there and then left 138 and
rejoined our transport. Here in the
fields was the whole Div. transport.

The roads were full of traffic heavy
guns troops etc. We stood to all
night watching for a clear road out
and not till 8 o' clock did we move.
If Jerry had shelled or bombed we
should have been hopeless, I went
down with the transport and back up
again as bearers same day.

Jerry was just in front of Bucquoy
now. We were not wanted so joined
main bearer party at AIDcos camps
stayed one night, and marched away
frcm line. No one, officers or men
knew when we were going. Jerry I s
cavalry broke through the N<lUllons
road, and turned us off across
country. Artillery all round us was
galloping into action and firing
point blank before the horses were
away. We nearly got caught that
day. At last we reached Saulty.
Tired and no food. Got bully
buscuits fran M.TS. Despatch canes
saying return at once and form
A.W•S. We go the whole weary back
and rearf Beenvillers about 12
o'clock.

7. Politics

Unless you are a Kennedy or a Churchill,
this is not always an obvious facet of a
family history. Yet many families have
connections with politics--either through
the political party organizations or the
trade unions. Photographs connecting
members of the family with politics are
probably fairly rare. However, in a more
generalized way many families in the
United Kingdom have been associated with
political events, for instance the Gen­
eral Strike of 1926. For sane families
this meant an active participation be­
cause its members were on strike; others
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may have been involved as policemen or
special constables, as enployers, trade
union officials, or even as undergraduate
student strike-breakers. All lived
through the event, and even those who did
not participate directly in it may have
memories and anecdotes to contribute
Which are often significant enough to
find a place in the general account of
the family. thus, General Strike pictures
(Fig. 14) relating to the area in Which
the family lived may be relevant to the
background history. Such photos can evoke
atmosphere and the throb 056 "living"
history in very powerful ways.

Context and Interpretation

Very often in a photograph or group of
photographs we will have to struggle
towards identification and verification
using all the techniques that have been
described. At the same time we will need
to try to interpret the photographs. What
do the photographs tell us about the
person and about the society in Which he,
she, or the group lived? As John Tagg
has written in another context about the
photographs of two American couples, the
first of a prosperous middle-class couple
from Union Point, Georgia (1941), the
second recipients of government aid at
home in Hidalgo County, Texas (1939) ,
"the photographs are dense with
connotation as every detail - of flesh,
clothes, postures, fabric, furniture and
decoration is brought 3fully lit, to the
surface and presented.

Looking at the photographs one is
impressed by their naturalism, while
almost simultaneously they evoke in a
very powerful way a universal sense of
family and hane at a particular moment of
time. But the photographs are also
different in that they depict people of
very different classes. As John Tagg, in
discussing the ideological meanings of
the photographs, points out, they carry a
major connotation of class difference.
Much can in fact be read back from this
kind of evidence. It can provide us with
clues as to socio-economic status,
particularly with respect to the degree
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of security or levels of privation
experienced by the subjects. In addition,
it may also imply something about
cuI tural levels, value systems J and
expectations or the lack of them. In some
important ways it enables the researcher
to conceptualize the Weltanschauung of
those depicted and, having hypothesized
about it, to test it against other
available evidences.

Thus, using photograph evidence it is
possible both vicariously and
imaginatively to begin to reconstruct
life styles and attitudes-and in this
task it seems perfectly valid to utilize
literary and other types of historical
evidence Which is about comparable groups
at the time in places. At the same time,
we must be careful not to trangress What
Michael Foucault, the French historian,
has termed the "regime of truth".

Photographs can be manipulated--they
enable individuals or groups to portray
thenselves in ways which are consistent
wi th their self-image. Similarly, in
official photographs, like those of the
Farm Security Administration in the
United States in the 1930s, the
photographs present the image that
officialdom wa'3lfd to use for its own
political ends.

Photographic Repositories in the British
Isles

Without exception, I have had
nothing but good experiences from
museum staff, whether writing or
calling, buying or "just looking. "
There seems to be one universal J

inflexible law-co-operate. Truly, I
have yet to be "put down" by a
museum, library or indeed any
corporate body. Occasionally you
will find that there are certain
collections, certain private
libraries which cater, without
exception for the professional
illustrator or author and they won't
break the rules for individuals. But
they tell one nicel13a and often
suggest an alternative.
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Not only are British policemen
"wonderful" t but so, it seems, are our
repository and archive staffs!

This section has been left lIDtil last
because the field is such ao imnense one
that to list all the possible sources for
pictures would occupy at least several
volumes, particularly if all nonphoto­
graphic sources were included as well.

Apart from relatives and friends, the
most likely places to find relevant
collections of pictures of the sort we
have described are the local history
archives of libraries and museums, l>irllst
they are also being deposited
increasingly in county records offices.

I. County Record Offices

As these archives tend to receive wbat
might be termed "systematic" collections
of records, as opposed to the random
items found in many local library
collections, the photographs found there
tend to be these of a local professional
or amateur photographer, -..bo at some time
has carefully recorded the area.
Alternatively, they may be a collection
telating to a particular family, often
landowners, or increasingly, over the
past decades, photographs which are part
of the records deposited by a commercial
firm. To help researchers, a list of
those record offices with photographic
collections has been appended. Ao up-to­
date list of record offices will be fOlIDd
in the H.M.S.O. publicat~ Record
Repositories in Great Britain.

2. Library Collections

As many libraries predate the
establishment of county record offices,
they tend to have collected photographs,
prints, and paintings relating to the
daily life, work, and recreation of the
people in their areas for much longer.
Similarly, over the years many libraries
have built up excellent series which
illustrate the changing landscape and
townscape, that a significant number of
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libraries, only a few of lNhich can be
listed in the appendix, have important
collections. Typically, besides the kinds
of visual records mentioned above, they
may possess scrapbooks of press
cuttings-invaluable where the original
press photographs no longer exist,
comprehensive collections of local
postcards, as well as odds aod ends that
have been rescued by the staff or donated
by well-wishing members of the public 1Nh0
value the preservation of visual records
of all kinds.

3. Museums

A number of specialized museums have been
mentioned in the text, and more are
listed in the appendix. Besides these,
there are maoy other museums which have
incidental or systematic collections of
photographs relating to their holdings.
If there is ao appropriate museum in the
Vicinity of the area in which your family
lived, it is also always worth making ao
inquiry. A useful list of museums is
contained in the aonual index pubication
Museums and Galleries in Great Britain
and Ireland.

4. Commercial Collections

As stated at the beginning of this
section there are a number of important
conmercial collections, of which sane,
like the B.B.C.'s Hulton Picture Post
Collection--one of the largest in the
world--are not available to noncommercial
users. However, there are a number of
other collections lNhich are accessible to
the individual researcher. Both kinds of
collections are listed in the
internath8nal Picture Researcher's
Handbook.

5. Newspaper Offices

Press photographs and other forms of
illustration constitute a very rich
source of pictorial evidence,
particularly fran the First World War
onwards, when phtographs became much
commoner in papers. In some areas,
newspaper collections have suffered from
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a combination of amalgamations and
takeovers, repeated salvage collections,
and destruction from the air in two world
wars, besides accidental fires and the
assaults of insects and rodents. Where
they have survived, press photographs are
a valuable asset, and many newspapers
have now gone into the business of
republishing old photographs. On the
whole, newspapers do not give the general
public access to their photographic
libraries, and while prepared to do the
research themselves, not unreasonably
they will often make an economic charge
for searching and producing copies.

6. Private Collections

In recent years a number of private
collections have been established.
Sometimes this has been with a view to
publishing local histories; often it
derives from an individual's love of
collecting. Some of these collections
have subsequently found their way into
local archives. It pays to ask around.
Just recently I came across nearly a
thousand glass negatives which had been
discovered by the descendant of a local
photographer in the seldom-opened cellar
of an old studio. The cellar was dry, and
the plates reproduced very well, despite
the fact that the earliest date from the
late 1860s. As yet the owner has not
succumbed to reques ts to place this
valuable topographical collection in the
local record office.

7. Private Muniment Rooms

Some of the great landed estates which
have survived the scourge of death duties
and high taxation still retain
collections of documentary materials. If
you are related to the family, or if an
ancestor was employed on one of these
estates, it might be worth making
inquiries of the present owners. Many an
improving Nineteenth Century landowner
was proud of his "closed village" and so
photographed it. Similarly, comnercial
and industrial firms like banks,
breweries, canals, and railways keep
their records, including pictures,
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al though tbey are not always carefully
maintained. As indicated earlier, in many
cases such collection have already found
their way into county record offices.

8. County Planning Offices

Because of the large scale redevelopments
taking place in many of our older town
and city centers, the planning department
of the local authorities concerned are
increasingly aware of the need to make a
visual record of the original sites. Some
departments, therefore, have built up
collections for their own use which may
contain the only known photographs of the
streets, or even particular buildings,
where ancestors once lived.

9. Records of Institutions

The number of institutions in which an­
cestors have been educated or worked or
served at some time or another is of
course very large, ranging from schools
and hospitals to the armed services. It
is important to realize that even very
small institutions keep records ,and in
the United Kingdom, for instance, family
historians are increasingly going back to
school records to discover not only gen­
ealogical evidence, but also photographs
and other indirect evidence, such as that
contained in their log books, about
living conditions, local recreations and
sport. Again, many regiments and corps
have museums (for example, the Royal
Armoured Corps Tank Museum at Wareham,
the Fleet Air Arm Museum at Yeovilton,
and the Royal Air Force Museum at Hendon)
where information might be found. Insti­
tutions like hospitals often keep
records, as do colleges and universities.

Regional Studies Departments in Higher
Education

At Lancaster University the Department of
North-West Regional Studies has a number
of excellent, well-illustrated publica­
tions to its credit; while tbe Manchester
Studies Department of Manchester Poly­
technic has developed a tremendous ex­
pertise in the popular history of the
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city and its region. Apart from an
archive rescue program which has been
organized on a house-to-house basis in
selected area, it has also built up an
extensive photographic and sound archive
and is conduc ting research into the role
of credit in working-class cOlllllunities,
the 11ves of mill workers in the Lanca­
shire cotton towns, as well as the his­
tory of the local cinema illdustry. The
evangelical na ture of their work has
produced impressive results:

Once in a tent, members of the
public were approached by field
workers and invited to complete
forms indicating the documents or
photographs they had in their
possession and which they might
consider depositing in a library or
loaning for copy. The follow-up work
after the three-day show resulted in
52 separate deposits. A larger tent
and a more wide-ranging exhibition
at the 1978 show, including video of
archive film, resulted in over 200
responses. Amongst these were the
account book of the German family
noted earlier and a superb
collection of 92 photographs taken
by Robert Banks, a local newspaper
photographer, between 1898 and 1902,
including the only surviving shot of
the children of Angel Mead~y,

Manchester's most notorious slum.

The National Photographic Record

This is housed at the Royal Photographic
Society, 14 South Audley Street, London
WlY 5DP, and contains references to all
the private and public collections in
Britain, the majority of which are
documentary in nature.

As family historians we must learn ways
of exploiting to the full the historical
and genealogical potential of the
pictorial record which can provide a
unique view of people, places and things
in tbe past. Even where the photographs
are blurred or damaged they can still
yield a glimpse of an individual, group
or event, without which we would
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otherwise have no physical impression.
Thus the picture of the Village Stores at
Yateley, Berkshire (Fig. 15), is hardly a
work of art, but for anyone interested in
the area it reveals an everyday world in
sharp contrast to the one with which we
are familiar. The horses, the carts, the
store's front, the oil lamp over the
door, the signs and advertisements, the
tin baths for sale outside, the dress of
the proprietor and his drivers, the
roadway, are redolent of a "yesterday"
that can never be adequately captured in
words alone. Besides which, there is
always the exciting possiblity that new
or corroborative information about
persons, places, or dates can be won from
the material. However, to do this the
researcher may need to acquire new skill s
with which to "decode" or "read" the
evidence. An example of one such
interpretative skill is given in John
Gorman's article referred to earlier:

Asking Rosemary Allen, the Keeper of
Social History at Beamish, how she
would date a particular photograph
of a lead miner seated by the hearth
in his cottage, she was quick to
point out the art nouveau finger­
plate on the cupboard door next to
the kitchen range. That not only
gave a good indication of the date
but led me to question the
assumptions we are all too ready to
make on how people lived. The
beautiful figured plate which would
now make a ready sale at Sotheby's
is surely not readily associated
with 'door furni ture for 42 miner's
cottage in Northumberland.

Few of us will acquire as intimate a
knowledge of the various elements of the
material cul ture as is cOlllllunicated to
the museum specialist by such a picture.
Nonetheless, once we have begun to
understand the variety of methodologies
photographic analysis demands, then we
can seek specialist advice or go to the
appropriate reference works. At a
different level of interpretation, we may
need to reflect more carefully on the
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symbolic meaning of the pic ture. For
instance, in a 'work' photograph we may
try to establish how the underlying
social and economic structure of a
particular group reveals itself; or, in a
family portrait, how the pattern of
authority, the sexual and sibling
relationships, are represented. Many
pictures hide much more than they profess
to show, and to get at the ob j ective
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reality of what we can see in front of us
we may have to penetrate the "universals"
of the picture. What is certain is that
given the richness and sheer variety of
the photographic record over the past
one-and-a-half centuries, we cannot
afford to neglect what the photograph can
often unwittingly betray about our
ancestors, their characters, relation­
ships, and lifestyles.
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