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Since our last News we’ve all seen tremendous 
change. In England and Wales we have experienced 
a further two national lockdowns, and further 
restrictions were announced in Scotland and Northern 
Ireland. At the time of writing museums in England, 
Wales, and Northern Ireland have yet to reopen 
with venues in Scotland just reopening recently. 
These changes have caused many of us additional 
workloads, kept many of us away from our venues 
longer than we might have imagined, and placed 
many museums under increased financial pressure. 
Sadly the financial pressures of remaining closed 
for so long did lead to proposed redundancies and 
confirmed redundancies in a number of different 
organisations. By early March 2021 the Museum 
Association had tracked over 4100 redundancies 
across the sector. These redundancies have not been 
met passively, and in a number of organisations there 
have been spirited campaigns against reductions 
in staff. Many of these campaigns have focused 
on the importance of arts and culture as the world 
recovers from the pandemic. At the end of April 
campaigners from PCS Union, the union representing 
culture workers in the public sector, announced 
a manifesto calling on governments to prioritise 
culture in a post-covid world. The manifesto states 
that, “Arts and culture have the ability to bring people 
together, to break down barriers, to heal, to provide 
a platform for important debates; and to simply bring 
joy, entertainment and relaxation”. According to Arts 
Council England, for every £1 invested by the UK 
government in arts, pre-pandemic, £5 was generated 
in the economy. So the value of investing in the culture 
sector is enormous. Let’s hope that going forward 
those who control the purse strings of culture realise 

the huge contribution museums and the heritage 
sector play in wellbeing, health, education, and joy.
Moving forward it seems likely that by the time this 
News arrives at your door museums across the UK will 
have confirmation that they can reopen. Undoubtedly 
our venues will still not feel the same as they did 24 
months ago but hopefully, with transmission rates 
dropping and an increase in those being vaccinated, 
we are now on the path towards normality. As for how 
long that takes and what normal will look like we shall 
have to wait and see.
This will be my last copy of the News as I will be 
standing down from the SHCG at the next elections. 
I’ve really enjoyed my time editing, hearing the scoop 
first, and getting to know many of you. I’d like to say 
a big thank you to the committee who have been 
very supportive, especially to our outgoing Chair, 
Verity Smith, who has acted as a sounding board 
and unofficial proof reader of each copy of the News. 
Without her support (and keen eyes) who knows what 
typos would have made it in to the final edit!
Take care everyone and good luck if you are opening 
a venue.
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Join SHCG? 
If you’re reading this and you’re not a 
member of SHCG but would like to join 
please contact: 
E: membershipshcg@gmail.com

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

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

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

Please submit your article by email saved 
as a Word file (Arial 12 point). Images 
must be a high resolution and can be 
submitted by email or, if necessary, USB.
Send all contributions to:
Social History Curator’s Group News 
Editor (to be elected at the next SHCG 
AGM). 

Designed and printed by  
Nick Drew Design 
W: www.nickdrewdesign.co.uk 
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Become a SHCG 
Trustee and 
help make a 
difference to the 
sector!
SHCG is looking to recruit 7 new trustees this 
year: Secretary, Treasurer and 5 Ordinary 
Trustees. 
Ordinary trustees serve for two years. The roles which are 
available this year, and which will be assigned at the first 
meeting after the AGM are:

  Editor of SHCG News
  Editor of SHCG’s journal, Social History  
in Museums

  Digital Editor
  Marketing and Partnerships
  Seminar Organiser 

If you are interested in becoming a trustee of SHCG you 
can download an application form on the SHCG website.
You do not have to be a curator to be a trustee. We 
welcome anyone working with social history in museums 
with solid organisational and communication skills, an 
eye for detail and bags of initiative and enthusiasm! For 
full role descriptions please visit the committee page 
on the SHCG website. You will also need to attend 
3 committee meetings per year (travel expenses are 
reimbursed) plus SHCG’s AGM.
If you are interested in becoming a trustee and want to 
know more about the role please contact Verity, the Chair, 
or Lowri, the Chair Elect. Their contact details are at the 
back of this Newsletter.

Applications close on 4 June 2021.
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English Window 
Glass 1100-1600
I’m sourcing material for my PhD on 
medieval window glassmaking in England, 
the glazing craft and how it changed over 
time, 1100-1600 AD. This is a collaborative 
project between the University of Sheffield 
and Historic England, supervised by 
Professor Caroline Jackson (Archaeology, 
U of S) and Dr Sarah Paynter (HE). 
My research will focus largely on unpublished material 
and I am reaching out to you in the hope that they 
might have material in your archives pertinent to the 
project - this may be sherds of excavated medieval 
material or panels, with associated dating and 
contextual information, which you would be happy to 
share it with me.
Any data you send me will be uploaded onto  
a database and used to decide the direction of the 
research. I may then ask for access to your archive for 
the next stage.
If you have anything in your collections  
I would love to hear from you.

Social History 
Curator’s Group 
Conference
Good news! SHCG’s annual conference will be 
taking place this October, 2021. 
The 2020 conference was delayed due to the COVID-19 
pandemic however we’re pleased to now be able to go 
ahead with the planned programme online keeping with 
the theme of Challenging Social History: Navigating 
difficulties and caring for contested collections. 
Whilst we’re disappointed not to be able to visit the 
National Civil War Centre and National Justice Museum 
in person we feel this is the best and most responsible 
way to proceed with our conference this year. We also 
hope it will allow a chance for those members who might 

          Bronwen Stone
PhD candidate
University of Sheffield / Historic England
E: jbstone1@sheffield.ac.uk

Can you help? 

not usually be able to attend to join us. Look out for more 
details coming soon and we look forward to seeing you 
(virtually) on 24th June for the AGM. 

          Emma Harper & Victoria Miller
Conference Organisers

Social History Curator’s 
Group Conference

October 2021

Challenging Social History:  
Navigating difficulties and caring for 

contested collections
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New Research 
at The Devil’s 
Porridge Museum
The Devil’s Porridge Museum in Dumfries and 
Galloway has just started a major new research 
project. 30,000 people worked at HM Factory 
Gretna in World War One (this large munitions 
factory is the main focus of the Museum) but the 
Museum only knows the names of a couple of 
hundred of these people. 
There is no extant or known surviving list of the workers 
from payroll or the Ministry of Defence and so they have 
had to piece together information from other sources. 
While a lot has been found out over the years, finding 
time to dedicate to research in a systematic way has not 
been possible. Now, a dedicated researcher has been 
employed and the project is gaining momentum.

We held an online project launch and we have now 
recruited over 40 ‘remote’ research volunteers. The 
pandemic has provided us with an opportunity to work 
in a new way and reach parts of the world that we hadn’t 
imagined when the project was originally conceived. 

Thanks to features in local media and on our social 
media, more people have come forward with family 
history and objects connected with HM Factory Gretna. 
We’re looking forward to sharing their stories in a 
dedicated exhibition at the end of 2021.

If you’d like to know more about the project, the launch 
event is on the Devil’s Porridge Museum’s youtube 
channel and more information about volunteering 
opportunities can be found on The Devil’s Porridge 
Museum website: www.devilsporridge.org.uk/volunteering

          Judith Hewitt

Manager of The Devil’s Porridge Museum
E: manager@devilsporridge.org.uk

Some of the 1200 women who worked at HM Factory Gretna during 
the First World War. Image courtesy of The Devil’s Porridge Museum.

When Sir Arthur Conan Doyle saw girls making cordite he thought 
it looked like porridge but not the sort you eat but a devilish.
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Prefabulous-
’Could you Survive 
Lockdown in a 1940s 
Prefab?’ 
A virtual tour - Birmingham Heritage Week 

The city of Birmingham once had more than 
4,600 prefabs all across the city. Fewer than 
100 remain, and the Wake Green houses are 
unique, as one of only two sites of post-war 
prefabs in England which are listed by Historic 
England. Birmingham Heritage Week is a 
popular annual festival for participants and 
visitors, and these prefabs have their own fans
Throughout 2020, as you may remember, a lot of the 
things we usually did were off the table, so we wondered 
how we could participate safely. Then the choice was 
offered; would you like to run your event virtually? 

Now of course, we have all seen and watched other 
people on our screens doing this, but the prospect of 
being those people on screen was new territory for the 
Prefabulous Group. Regular events have been held at 
the Wake Green Road Prefabs, since Birmingham City 
Council allowed access to the now listed buildings. 
Visitors would normally arrive at some point during an 

open-day, and be greeted by exhibitions, volunteers, 
prefab enthusiasts and get the chance to see inside the 
buildings.

What could we do to virtually create something interesting 
in empty buildings? As there is literally nothing inside, 
it was decided we would focus on a theme. Rationing 
seemed relevant now, and to the period in history 
when these prefabs came into existence, and this was 
reflected in the items people told us they were unable to 
find in supermarkets. We created an online event, and 
published it on social media.

‘As part of Birmingham Heritage Week, we are pleased to 
open the doors to one of the Wake Green Road Prefabs. 
Grab a cuppa, and join Lou Robson and Michelle Lisa 
Gayle as they take you inside to see what the original 
residents would have lived with during the war. Would 
we have been able to survive without our luxury items 
of today? Lockdown has happened at a time when the 
weather is ok, and after an initial panic, supermarkets 
have begun to sell all the things we like to buy again. 
Can you imagine how different it was during WW2, when 
rations were happening?’

We asked three questions to those who booked, and 
shared their responses during the tour. Not being able 
to physically visit a site, creates an instant barrier in the 
form of a screen, so it’s essential to include visitors where 
possible. Just like they are ‘in the room’ with us. We 
asked:

What have you missed the most during 
lockdown? 
Could you live on rations? 
Were there any items that you haven’t been able  
to get your hands on?
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Many of the respondents who engaged with us at the 
point of booking, did indeed attend the tour.

We wrote a script, which helped us remember where to 
stand, and keep us on track with the content we wanted 
to discuss. This also gave us a chance to decide where 
to ask for audience participation. We asked questions 
like ‘let us know how many of you have ever lived in a 
prefab, or knew someone who did’. Throughout the 50 
minutes of live streaming, we asked for questions and 
comments, and made time to acknowledge and respond 
to what was typed in the comments section. Lou Robson 
has lots of experience and knowledge about these 
particular buildings, and their historical significance. 
Having someone on the tour team who has the ability to 
respond with accuracy to questions as they arose was 
extremely useful. We are both used to public speaking, 
but when you take away the public, and place a camera 
there instead, the playing field become very level with 
those who don’t have this experience. There are a few 
important thoughts we applied to our event, and they are 
summarised below.

This is not going to be like a professionally filmed 
television programme. 

Who has the budget to produce the professional 
quality broadcasts we are used to watching. We work 
in museums, where the point of virtual tours is to allow 
access to places, spaces, stories and collections that 
visitors can’t physically visit. 

It’s ok to make mistakes, to forget words, to look 
down at the script. 

Most of us are not professional presenters. We won’t 
have auto cues, makeup artists, and we will have to 
direct ourselves. 

Small groups can go in smaller places. 

This is definitely an advantage for content development.

Virtual tours reach wider audiences. 

Visitors can come from all over the world, and access is 
easier. If virtual tours do work for your organisation, then 
there are ways to increase your offer and tailor your tours. 
This can include text descriptions, and other languages.

‘No shows’ are less obvious. 

It’s frustrating that people who book on free tours don’t 
always turn up, but it wasn’t as noticeable online, and the 
attendee numbers can be greater than physical groups.

If it’s good, you can leave it online. 

This means the tour can be watched many times by 
people who couldn’t make the actual event.

Know what you want to achieve before going live. 

Talk to the other team members about operational 
aspects, who needs to stand where, and who will be 

A rare view of the steel frames which form the basis of prefabs 
temporary construction. Still functional after over 75 years.

The original taps installed in the prefabs.
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giving cues to move. Include the camera person and 
anyone else who will be onsite. This will reduce the 
frequency of awkward positioning moments, but there  
will still be some!

Don’t be afraid of having no real people in front  
of you. 

It is hard not to have faces to read, and instant 
conversations to bounce information off. If you are 
passionate about your content, and have a real passion 
and knowledge it will come across as you deliver the 
tour. 

Check with your organisation.

Is there anything that legally you should avoid saying? It 
sounds sinister, but is there a funding application that is 
at a stage that can’t be publically announced just yet, for 
example?

Visit www.prefabmuseum.uk

          Michelle Lisa Gayle
Social History Curator 
E: futureproofco@gmail.com

Lou Robson showing us how many original features still remain in 
the kitchen. Image taken from the live streamed event.

Michelle outside the prefabs. Image taken from the live streamed event.

We shared some information about residents of the prefabs.
Image taken from the live streamed event.
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As a volunteer for the Museum of Oxford,  
I transcribed an interview for the Mixing Matters 
project. The MOX website states that this project 
celebrated ‘the rich culinary heritage of Oxford’s 
communities’.The project involved 4 community 
groups in Oxford. The interviews focused on food 
and food related objects. The interview recordings 
and photographs of related artefacts are part of 
City Stories - the museum’s digital archive. 

In one interview, project participant Mark talks about a 
coconut grater, an item ‘which is very common in Guyana’. 
Photos on the webpage show this is made of a wooden 
board with a metal part with teeth and demonstrate that it 
is sat on when it is in use. A bowl underneath catches the 
scrapings of coconut. In the recording, Mark states that 
‘last year when I went to Guyana I made sure that I got one 
of these to bring back… because I like coconut dishes 
and I have been struggling in terms of grating the coconut 
so, this has come in very handy, that’s my object’. This 
oral evidence gives a personal background to the object. 
Within the recording, Mark explains how the artefact is 
used, in relationship to its design, and materials; ‘…this 
part here is actually made of - sort of a metal like thing, 
and it’s very, very common in Guyana. It’s quite humble 
because as you can see this is attached to the wood 
by two screws so it’s actually handmade…’. In another 
recording on the website, ‘Jacqui’s squash leaves’, she 
‘talks about cooking pumpkin leaves’. Rather than a 
physical object this oral recording focused on a natural 
resource. On the Museum of Oxford website, the objects 
and recordings are grouped into source communities: 
Filipino Community of Oxfordshire, African Families in the 
UK, and Oxford Hindu Temple & Nepalese Community 
Oxfordshire.

As part of Mixing Matters, a 2021 Community Calendar 
was produced, this was ‘a collection of our favourite 

recipes and stories about objects and foods’ collected 
during the project. The project aimed to ‘help our 
communities connect and celebrate their distinct culinary 
heritage’, the recipes and the sharing of these recipes link 
origin cultures and new communities. 

 An example double page spread ‘Micheline’s Cassava’, 
gives a recipe for a vegetable based dish, also a photo 
and explanation of utensils, for making fufu, this is a ‘staple 
food made by mixing and pounding cassava, plantain 
flour and water’. 

Mixing Matters was delivered in partnership by the 
museum and the participating community groups. The 
online Mixing Matters exhibition on City Stories was 
curated by the museum. City Stories also encourages 
people to upload stories and objects to the website. 
Exhibitions contributed to by City Stories visitors include, 
for example, Black Lives Matter in Oxford - ‘images, 
audio and video relating to Black Lives Matter and 
Rhodes Must Fall protests in Oxford’. Also, The Covid-19 
Pandemic in Oxford, with ‘Objects and stories about 
the people of Oxford’s responses, stories, and feelings 
during the Covid-19 Pandemic’. This gives a taste of the 
exciting projects, integrating audience and community 
participation, facilitated by the museum team. 

The museum itself is due to open in late 2021 after 
redevelopment with new galleries, the project titled 
‘Oxford’s Hidden Histories’, with a transformation of the 
museum spaces. This includes a new Museum Makers 
space, which will be ‘an inspiring learning space for 
schools and encourage people from Oxford’s culturally 
diverse communities’. It ‘will allow for the exploration of 
self and place, ensuring the Museum’s relevance for the 
future’.

          Claire Frampton 

Volunteer at Museum of Oxford 
E: claireframpton3e@hotmail.com

Mixing Matters
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For many of us 2020 brought unparalleled 
challenges in engaging people with social history 
content. One of the biggest issues we faced at 
the International Slavery Museum was how we 
would mark Slavery Remembrance Day, usually 
a huge event composed of many in-person 
interactive elements which has been marked by 
the museum since 23 August 1999. 
As with much of our work in 2020 and 2021 the decision 
was made to move the event online. The move to online 
delivery did allow us to reach a greater number of 
participants, and participants from around the world who 
might not have been able to travel to Liverpool for the 
event. A small, private memorial event did take place on 
the day.  

One of the most important features of the day since it 
began has been the Walk of Remembrance, a large march 
through the streets of Liverpool finishing at the museum 
in memory of those whose lives were stolen because of 
slavery and those whose lives are affected by imperialism, 
colonialism, and racism today. One of the main reasons 
for this walk is to place the stories of slavery and racism 
visibly in the heart of the city, a city with long and close 
links to the trading of people.

After much discussion and community consultation we 
chose to represent the Walk of Remembrance with an 
interactive map which we could grow throughout the year 
with the purpose of creating a resource that embedded 
stories connected with slavery in to the streets of modern 
Liverpool. The map would show the sheer number of 
places in the city connected with slavery, highlight the 
often forgotten links between streets, parks, and buildings 
with the city’s slaving past, and serve as a springboard 
for discussion at a time when the commemoration of 

slave traders is rightly being discussed. In order to mark 
the themes of contemporary racism and the legacies of 
slavery, imperialism, and colonialism we wanted to use 
the map as a way of telling stories from Liverpool’s diverse 
communities responding to those themes, showing that 
although Liverpool’s formal connection with the slave trade 
ended 200 years ago, the effects of it are still very much 
contemporary issues.

Following a series of community consultation events we 
engaged local historian Laurence Westgaph to research 
25 spaces in Liverpool connected with slavery and 
commissioned a young film maker, Amber Akaunu, to 
create a series of short films of Laurence, on location, 
talking about each space’s significance. We also 
actioned an open call for members of Liverpool’s diverse 
communities to send us stories and images of places in 
the city they associate with remembrance, healing, and 
empowerment in the context of racism, imperialism, and 
colonialism. 

These researched pieces and community contributions 
were added to a map of Liverpool which now sits on 
the International Slavery Museum’s webpage. This map 
will now form the basis of an ongoing digital project to 
centrally record more places in the city connected to 
the history of slavery as well as a space for communities 
to tell their own stories of remembrance, healing, and 
empowerment. 

We will be launching a greater number of entries into this 
resource for Slavery Remembrance Day on 23 August 
2021 and are looking forward to growing this into a leading 
resource for the study of Liverpool’s links to slavery.

          Matt Exley
Learning and Participation Manager
National Museums Liverpool
E: Matt.Exley@liverpoolmuseums.org.uk  

A Map for 
Remembrance, 
Healing, and 
Empowerment



 

In 1927 Elizabeth Campbell, at the age of 40, 
travelled to England from her Melbourne home 
to study the organ and conducting at the Royal 
College of Music in London. During her stay 
Elizabeth fell in love with England, in particular 
London, a city she adored unequivocally. She 
made many friends and travelled extensively 
until, heart-broken, she returned to Australia 
after achieving exceptional results at College. 
In 1933 Elizabeth, now a celebrated organist in 
Melbourne, was invited by The Royal College of Music, 
as part of their jubilee celebrations, to make the trip back 
to England. From the moment of her arrival, invitations 
from English friends made in 1927 and Australian friends 
already in England make it like one breathless dash 
to functions and concerts, cities, towns and villages 
throughout the country. Whether it’s working with musical 
maestros Sir Henry Wood, Sir Thomas Beecham and Dr 
Adrian Boult, joining the rapturous applause at a Marie 
Stopes’ birth control lecture, or chatting to dear old 
ladies on the Isle of Wight, her appreciation of the good 
in human nature and sympathy with the less fortunate, 
shines through the pages. But possibly the love of Nature 
itself and her exquisite descriptions of the landscape, 
the changing seasons and animal friends are where 
her writing excels, painting a picture that could only be 
created by someone wholly enamoured with their subject. 

Elizabeth’s sensitivity and insatiable curiosity for every 
new day and experience make each meeting and visit a 
fascinating study of whatever music, history, literature, 
religion, architecture or slice of nature or life she can 
glean from them. Deeply religious, there is never any 
reticence in offering forthright opinions on the wonders 
and injustices that surround her and on famous people 
whom she meets, sees, or reads about. Throughout 
the pages there is a charming humility and humour that 
threads the days together. 

Elizabeth’s diary tells of a time of great change, the 
start of major social reform in the wake of the Great 
Depression coupled with the rise of Fascism and general 
unrest in Europe. Here she offers a unique viewpoint, 
joining the 10,000 crowd at Einstein’s historic Albert 
Hall speech on 3rd October 1933 where he warns of 
Germany’s anti-Jewish policies, and five months later 
rubbing shoulders with Oswald Mosley’s blackshirts at 
a debate featuring William Joyce (later hanged as the 
traitor ‘Lord Haw-Haw’) - and then at the Albert Hall where 
Mosley himself packs the place to the rafters. 

Elizabeth Campbell was the daughter of Archibald James 
(A.J.) Campbell, a well-known Australian ornithologist. 
Growing up with an ornithologist father, it’s no surprise 
that the diary is littered with references to birdlife, in 
particular the elusive nightingale. With two Springs 
to enjoy during her stay, Elizabeth’s pursuit of the 
nightingale makes delightful reading, especially in April/
May 1934. One of her first exploits on arrival in England 
is to a Nightingale Festival in Oxted, Surrey and with 

In Search of 
Nightingales- 
Elizabeth 
Campbell’s Diary
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her very last entry jotted at the back of her final diary 
notebook also being notes on the nightingale, it was 
thought fitting that ‘In Search of Nightingales’ might 
just be a title she would have found amusing for her 
published diary. 

The diary, marked ‘Strictly Private’, was written purely for 
her personal pleasure and possibly for future generations 
of her family to enjoy, and is therefore written without the 
inhibition of a wider audience prospect. Elizabeth, who 
never married, died in 1973 aged 86, content in the belief 
that she was to be reunited with her parents whom she 
worshipped. 

Rosalind Hartshorn, Elizabeth Campbell’s great neice, 
decribes how the diaries were very nearly lost-

“I wonder what Great Aunt Betha would say if she 
knew how all the experiences of her remarkable year in 
England, so diligently recorded eighty years ago, only 
survives today through a minor miracle - a devastating 
twist of fate. 

Not that long after we said our final goodbyes to her, I 
asked my mother to send Aunt Betha’s diary notebooks 
to me in Brisbane - a sudden compelling need to read 
them complete for the first time and be in touch with her 
again. Mum was still living in Darwin so without more ado 
she packed them up and posted them off. Shortly after 
this, on Christmas Eve 1974, Cyclone Tracy tore Darwin 
apart, destroying our family home and all possessions. 
There are no words to describe the agony of waiting to 
hear whether my mother, sister Cherry and her husband 

Marshall had survived. For three days, sitting helplessly 
in Brisbane, we heard nothing. Then, thankfully, word 
arrived that they were all safe, and so were the memories 
contained in the four diary notebooks. A miracle? Yes, I 
believe it was.”

The diary has been published and is available from 
amazon or direct from the author of this article.

          Robert Cox

E: robcox14@btinternet.com  
E: info@jarominpublishing.co.uk

Elizabeth’s father.



 

Trigger Warning – This article contains a 
discussion on historic racism.

A set of five matched prints are displayed on the 
Library wall at Plas yn Rhiw, a small secluded 
manor house overlooking the dramatic coastline 
of the Llŷn Peninsula. As with many collection 
items at National Trust places, it’s easy for your 
eyes to glide over them, as you take in the 
overall impression of this charming and simply-
furnished room.
And on closer examination, they’re not stand-out pieces 
either. All five are sentimental Victorian colour prints 
produced by George Baxter (1804 – 1867). They’re 
the sort often found in middle-class domestic settings. 
Produced for their commercial appeal, they depict 
common themes; the rural idyll (‘Harvest Time’), moments 
of heightened emotion (‘The Soldier’s Farewell’) and urban 
childhood (‘The Morning Call’), designed to evoke feelings 
of poignant pathos.

Recently though, one of these prints drew our attention 
a little more. The subject is a young Black boy with a big 
smile on his face, sitting on a barrel by a blazing fire, with 
bellows in hand. Although not visible to someone viewing 
the painting, it’s catalogued by its title: ‘Me Warm Now’.

At the Trust, we are starting to research more closely the 
racist and imperialist context of our collections and so this 
print prompted us to ask: what’s going on here? Why was 
this print produced and for whom? And who (and why?) 
named it ‘Me Warm Now’, a title which seems to reference 
Pidgin English?

Tracing the genesis of this George Baxter print took me 
back from the 1850s, when Baxter published it, to the 
1830s, when William Henry Hunt exhibited the watercolour 
on which it’s based. And tracking the way this image 
changed over the passage of thirty years, we get a view of 
how Victorian cultural conceptions of Black children and 
race more widely changed too. 

William Henry Hunt (1790 – 1864) was a renowned 
watercolourist, who captured the fashionable subjects of 
his day: rural and domestic scenes of human interest, still 
lifes, and children. Among these, he produced a number 
of paintings of black people, including some which seem 
to show the same sitter. The paintings which survive 
are quite lovely – sensitive and charming images of real 

people who he must have encountered in late Georgian 
London and on the South coast where he sometimes 
worked.

The 1830s, when Hunt produced this watercolour, was the 
decade in which the enslaved people in the British Empire 
were formally freed, via a system of compensation which 
benefited enslavers and provided no compensation to 
the enslaved. The practice of enslavement on British soil, 
where Hunt worked, had been challenged in the 1770s by 
the Mansfield judgement and the Black people Hunt came 
across would most likely have understood themselves and 
been understood to be free. However, many previously 
enslaved Black Britons would have continued to work 
as domestic servants, where tending the fire would have 
been a common duty.

During the 1830s, Hunt showed 20 paintings at the 
Old Water-Colour Society in London and in the 1840s, 
these were reproduced in a book called Hunt’s Comic 
Sketches, printed by Thomas Fairland. The ‘comedy’ 
in these sketches is hard to access now – ‘for their 
humour is generally of the condescending kind that finds 
entertainment in the misfortunes of the less privileged,  
or mocks their aspirations to beauty’, as Christina Payne 
puts it.
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The Library at Plas yn Rhiw, Pwllheli, Gwynedd, Wales, looking 
towards the fireplace. ©National Trust Images/Robert Morris.

Me Warm Now:  
Contextualising  
Collections
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In Hunt’s Comic Sketches, the boy who will become the 
subject of George Baxter’s ‘Me Warm Now’ sits in much 
the same setting, warming his hands on the stove with the 
bellows beside him. Where’s the comedy? The image itself 
is relatively delicately drawn; the humour is to be found in 
the framing of the picture by its title: ‘Master James Crow’. 
The reader then turns the page for the companion piece – 
a black girl in front of a hearth, titled ‘Miss Jim-Ima Crow’.

These names reference ‘Jim Crow’, the comic blackface 
act first seen in Britain in 1836, but originating in the 
United States. On the wall behind the young girl, a poster 
references the character – an enslaved man, dressed 
in rags, who sang, danced, told jokes, and sometimes 
delivered anti-slavery statements. As David Olusoga 
describes, it was a form of entertainment that ‘condemned 
American slavery while at the same time lampooning and 
stereotyping black people.’ 

How and when George Baxter came across Hunt’s Comic 
Sketches is unclear, but in December 1853 he produced 
‘Me Warm Now’, a print drawn directly from ‘Master James 
Crow’. Baxter was a commercial print artist, who worked 
both on a commission basis and by proactively identifying 
works with mass appeal. And by the end of 1853, images 
of black characters were big business. 

A year earlier, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin 
hit the shelves in British bookshops. By December 1853, 

it had sold 1.5 million copies across the British Empire. 
British merchandisers cashed in, producing spin-offs and 
tie-in products, from crockery to performances called ‘Tom 
Shows’. 

Beecher Stowe’s work was motivated by her desire to 
popularise the abolitionist movement in the States. But it 
also caricaturised African Americans and her depiction of 
Topsy, an enslaved girl, is seen as having played a critical 
role in the consolidation of the ‘pickaninny’ stereotype of 
the black child. The Pidgin English which Topsy speaks is 
replicated in the title of Baxter’s print ‘Me Warm Now’.

In ‘Me Warm Now’, we can see evidence of the ‘Victorian 
capacity for being passionately committed to anti-slavery 
as both a moral principle and an article of British national 
identity, while at the same time holding old racial ideas 
and dabbling in new ones’. The boy model of Hunt’s 
original watercolour in the 1830s might very well have 
been born and brought up as a free person in Britain, and 
have spoken fluent English. But by the 1850s, the Victorian 
cultural framing of the black child is one of condescension 
and a process of othering. 

          Eleanor Harding, 

Assistant Curator (Wales) National Trust

Me Warm Now by George 
Baxter (Lewes 1804 - 
London 1867) © National 
Trust / Karen George.
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Claire Wilcox has been Senior Curator of 
Fashion at the V&A museum since 2004, 
where she has curated exhibitions including 
Radical Fashion, The Art and Craft of Gianni 
Versace, Vivienne Westwood, The Golden 
Age of Couture: Paris and London 1947-1957, 
Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty, and 
as co-curator of Frida Kahlo: Making Her Self 
Up. She is Professor in Fashion Curation at 
the London College of Fashion and is on the 
editorial board of Fashion Theory: The Journal  
of Dress, Body & Culture.
When a book comes with recommendations by authors 
Tracy Chevalier… “Unique, rich, tantalising”, and Maggie 
O’Farrell… “Fascinating, strange and enthralling” you 
just know it’s going to be a great read. Just how good 
however is something of a revelation. Eagerly anticipated, 
this publication appeared towards the end of 2020 and 
soon garnered lavish praise from a diverse readership. 
Published in the middle of a global pandemic that has 
seen the temporary closure of museums nationally and 
internationally Patch Work is as much a love letter to 
museum collections as it is a record of a working life 
amongst clothes. Wilcox writes with real heart and soul 
and the book is a refreshingly honest and original look 
at how clothes have impacted her life and work. The 
structure of the book is episodic rather than strictly 
chronological and this may not appeal to some readers. 
Viewed however like a trawl through a rediscovered 
needlework box of vintage treasures and remnants, with 
sections entitled The Apron, Flannel, Fairy Wings, The 
Clothes Moth, and Red Gloves, Patch Work is something 
of a fashion magical mystery tour.

Early in the book Wilcox’s description of using the National 
Art Library at the V&A as a schoolgirl is rendered all the 
more poignant in the light of current discussions around 
the future of Curatorial departments at the museum. The 
visit followed the advice of a supportive teacher… “Go 
to the National Art Library at the V&A she said. I felt like 
a parched traveller who had found an oasis, found their 
sensibility”. It is clear that this experience was a formative 
one for the author who determined to go someday behind 
the door marked Staff Only.

Patch Work 
A life amongst 
clothes
Claire Wilcox, 2020, 
Bloomsbury, London. 

Wilcox writes with humour and enthusiasm about the early 
work experiences that led to her career as a curator. This 
includes a Saturday job that lasted all of one weekend 
(problems with unpackable packamacs apparently) to 
a spell of packing lace items and ‘arousal cream’ in a 
sex shop. The eventual route into curatorial work via 
volunteering and study at Art College will be one that is 
familiar to many museum staff. Her love of dressmaking, 
inherited from her mother, is a constant throughout the 
book and many readers will relate to the descriptions of 
the household box of buttons to sort through, fabrics to 
be pored over, dress patterns to choose, and the whir 
of a sewing machine. “She made most of my clothes. 
She inched around me on her knees and couldn’t speak 
because she had pins in her mouth. I had to keep still. My 
grandmother won the pools and went on a cruise but had 
nothing to wear. My mother made her an evening dress 
from black Lurex. She made a copy for my doll too, from 
the scraps”. 

Anyone who has ever documented, exhibited or 
researched museum costume collections will recognise 
the challenges and rewards of doing so, detailed by 
Wilcox in several chapters of the book. She highlights 
her delight in the narratives underlying objects and the 
pleasure of uncovering the human stories in the obvious 
repairs and wear and tear of garments. In ‘Tide’ the 
author recalls working on a wedding outfit including 
breeches, worn, according to the donor, by a man who 
had drowned at sea. The original object documentation 
includes the rather poetic description ‘… the tight gathers, 
which resemble ripples on a sandy beach after the tide 

Continued on page 18



Verity Smith has been Chair of SHCG since 
2019, and a trustee since 2014. She will step 
down at AGM in June 2021. Here, Verity reflects 
on her experiences of the last 7 years and what 
she’s learned along the way.
Previous roles
Secretary (2016-19)
Journal Editor (2016/17 – covering parental leave) 
Conference Organiser (2014-2016)

Why did you want to become a trustee? 
When I joined committee, I was between museum jobs 
but I knew I wanted to pursue a career in the sector 
so I saw it as a good way of staying engaged with the 
latest developments in museums. I thought it would be 
a different kind of voluntary work that would develop my 
skillset, broaden my experience and be useful professional 
development.

What has the role of Chair involved?
Chairing trustee meetings each quarter, the AGM and 
Conference, and being a link between SHCG board 
and the firstBASE* editorial committee. I’m responsible 
for leading the strategic development of the SHCG in 
reference to its Vision and Mission. I’ve overseen the 
board’s progress on core activities as well as steering 
work on longer-term aspirations for the network. Advocacy 
for institutions, collections and professionals is a significant 
part of the Chair’s responsibilities, including demonstrating 
support for at-risk collections, organisations and sites. 

*firstBASE is the online, searchable database of useful resources relating 
to a whole range of subjects, themes and objects dealt with by those who 
work with local and social history collections.

How has your experience on committee helped  
you professionally?
I became a trustee when SHCG gained charity status so 
I’ve learned more about governance, why we should care 
about it and how it effects the museum sector. 
I’ve become a more confident professional, and I like 
to think I’m better at decision-making and delegation – 
you’d have to ask my fellow trustees! Different roles on 
committee have enhanced my skillset and enabled me to 
climb the career ladder. I’ve changed jobs a few times and 
taken the plunge into self-employment. SHCG has been a 
big part of all of that. 

I’ve improved my knowledge and awareness of other 
organisations in the sector, and how we interact with and 
work with them most effectively. It has also helped me to 
appreciate the common challenges in our workplaces and 
how we can best support each other. 
The members’ JISCMail is a brilliant resource that I’ve 
turned to more as a freelancer. There’s always someone 
out there who can help and advise as needed, whether it’s 
finding a new home for objects, recommending a display 
case company or advertising a job opportunity. 

What have been the best and worst things about your 
time on committee?
Best things: There are so many! Being Chair of a 
respected and influential organisation within the museum 
sector, and having the opportunity to shape the network 
for the future; Organising conference with the fabulous 
Jemma Conway was enormous fun and a great success; 
Co-editing the journal which commemorated the 
50th anniversary of the Sexual Offences Act (partially 
decriminalising homosexuality in England and Wales) 
felt quite momentous as a way to stimulate debate and 
consider new approaches to collecting and interpreting 
LGBTQ+ histories, and provide a voice to overlooked or 
underrepresented stories; Making lifelong friends, and 
broadening my network of peers and contacts. I could go 
on…
Worst things: Very few. It’s been a tough two years for 
many reasons and a difficult period in which to be Chair, 
but I’ve loved it. Not being able to hold and chair a 
physical conference is the one box I haven’t ticked, but 
then who would have predicted a global pandemic… 
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My experience as 
a trustee   
Verity Smith



I’m not too fond of charity commission returns so I won’t 
miss those!

What has been the highlight of the last 7 years? 
The people. During my time on committee, I’ve had the 
privilege of working with over thirty different museum 
professionals from all over the UK as fellow trustees, and 
I’ve learned a lot from each one of them. Travelling to 
museums and other parts of the country I wouldn’t have 
been to otherwise has been wonderful. Thank you to those 
of you who’ve hosted meetings / seminars / conferences 
and taken us to their local for post-work drinks over the 
years! 

What do you think the future holds for SHCG? 
It will be more vital than ever as a forum to share skills, 
knowledge and best practice, and provide support and 
advice. It’s an important and credible voice to be heard in 
the wider sector and is an organisation relevant to a variety 
of professionals, not just traditional social history curators. 
SHCG’s continued representation on the Subject Specialist 
Network (SSN) Consortium, which provides a forum 
to collaborate with other SSNs on training, events and 
resources, will enable it to help and support many more 
professionals and organisations. 

The board has made great progress on enabling SHCG to 
be a more diverse organisation and developing its access 
and inclusion policy. Diversity is one of those issues that 
can help underpin the work of museums and SHCG can 
play a crucial role in helping organisations to achieve that. 

And finally….
I am eternally grateful for the opportunity and everything 
that’s come my way, but I look forward to being a regular 
member again. A huge thank you to everyone who has 
and continues to support the work of SHCG. I’m very 
proud of everything it has achieved to date, and I know 
it will continue to go from strength to strength. SHCG 
couldn’t do what it does without the expertise, energy and 
enthusiasm of you, its members, and the wider sector. I 
hope to catch up with some of you over a G&T before too 
long! 

          Verity Smith
Freelance Curator, Consultant and Writer
E: hello@veritysrsmith.co.uk
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has retreated’. It is hard not to be moved by the author’s 
own reaction to this “Here’s the bridegroom’s jacket. 
It’s rich and complex, the black offset by velvet cuffs 
trimmed with silver braid, while on the waistcoat waves 
of rich embroidery, spangles and glass beads lap up 
against the neckline, echoed in the heavily embroidered 
and fulsome skirts of the fisherman’s bride. How rare this 
double outfit is, with its story of love and death by water, 
and its unexpected ripple of words”. Perhaps museum 
documentation databases should include a section for the 
curator’s emotional responses to the objects in their care!

Writing about her work as a curator at the V&A Wilcox 
evokes a sincere respect for the collections and 
colleagues she has worked with, including some of 
the more mundane challenges of day to day work in a 
museum store. I loved the following description … “The 
mannequin store is underground along a low corridor 
with locked doors leading to stores and plant rooms and 
places where difficult things are kept. The mannequins 
are difficult”. This will resonate with anyone who has ever 
wrestled with an uncooperative mannequin or conducted a 
search for a missing head!

Running throughout the book is a recurring theme of loss, 
of the author’s parents and the untimely death of a young 
son. These are written about with love and openness, 
inviting understanding rather than pity, a considerable 
achievement on the part of the writer. 

In quoting the words of its first director Henry Cole in 1857 
“The museum will be like a book with its pages always 
open” Wilcox has, in Patch Work, invited us into her world 
among clothes and museum collections, in a book that 
is beautifully composed, beguiling, and worthy of all the 
plaudits it has received. It is a great read, regardless of 
interest in clothes or not, but will perhaps hold a special 
interest for those of us working with dress and textiles. 

          Valerie Wilson
Curator of Textiles  
National Museums NI 
E: Valerie.Wilson@nmni.com

Continued from page 16
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