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Influence of family on liking for history as a child – attended Catholic primary school with pervasive sense of Christian heritage – stories of saints’ lives. No strong sense of Irish identity in school despite numerous children of Irish descent – broad Catholic education. Trip to a Tudor house. Owned a wall chart of the kings and queens of England – important in understanding history and passage of time. Grandmother’s attitude to English treatment of the Irish – interest in own family history. Importance of historical films in childhood. Outline of topics studied at secondary school – reading from textbooks and ‘imagine you were’ exercises in first year – followed chronological pattern. Used illustrated text books. Studied Reformation – ‘provided an anchor for things’ – sympathy with those oppressed by the Reformation. Early 1980s, a lot of teachers of Irish extraction plus some Northern Irish Catholic teachers but no links made by teachers to modern day issues in Ireland – never any comment on the Troubles. Did project on the Troubles in third year – also projects (extended essays) for O level. Use of TV media in later years at school for O and A level - likes broad approach to history – was his favourite subject. By end of compulsory study had reached James II. Views on empathy in history – can lead to too much subjectivity. Dislike of global studies in history. Bored by O level course, though liked history – social and economic history – industrial revolution still evident in Oldham – ‘it wasn’t the escape that I think history could be’ – youthful rebellion against industrial heritage. O level course coincided with Miners’ Strike – course seemed old-fashioned – same issues creating division and unrest leading to feelings of emotional depression. 
Style of learning at O level very different – independent notemaking from teacher’s lecture – took down 70-80%. A level study British and European history 1815-1945. Lectures, handouts, maps, TV/videos all used. Attended lectures for sixth formers at Manchester University – inspired to go to university by hearing a ‘proper academic’. A level syllabus 19thcentuy British history – preferred ‘higher politics’ – Palmerston, Disraeli – Irish Question only ‘touched on’ despite A level teacher form Londonderry –  majority of school fellows of Irish background but brought up in English culture and adopted English point of view on Irish questions. Discussion at A level informal rather than structured – only 4 students in the class – encouraged to challenge views and look at primary sources.  History popular subject at O level and well taught – by both history teachers and non-specialist staff despite lack of audio-visual aids and only occasional handouts. Proud of being British and of organic development of the country – distinctive path to democracy. Didn’t study the Empire at school. Recalls colour in relation to the history classroom – plenty of maps and pictures on the walls. Went to Sheffield University – ‘a buffet of history’ – modern history and special subjects including British fascism – not just male interest, a lot of girls on the course as well. History at school a good grounding for study at university, especially use of sources in sixth form. Has done family history since then and re-enactment activities as a leisure pursuit.
Can we start with where you were born and lived as a child?
Yeah, I was born and brought up in Oldham in Lancashire.  

And what did your parents do?

They’re both retired now but my dad was an engineer, and my mum, she had various jobs but she ended up as a receptionist at a health centre, eventually. 

And you said that they contributed to your learning of history.  So could you explain a bit more about that?

Yeah, not in a direct way because they weren’t, this sounds awful this but they weren’t academic people, but, you know, they were intelligent, bright people, and I think one of the big things that they always encouraged a lot of learning and brought me up like that.  But in particular, because I was a child of the ‘70s before people started going overseas on holiday, when we went on holidays, places like Wales and the south where there’s a lot of castles and things like that, so we ended up just, you know, going to castles really during the holidays and it just really sort of, you know, stimulated my imagination really.  So I think from there on in that’s what kicked a lot of it off.  So.  

And they bought you books about castles?

Yes, they did, yeah, that’s right that, yeah.  And I still read them to this day 41 years later actually, so (laughs), yeah.   

[0:01:15]

Now let’s move on to your primary education.  

Yes.  Yeah.  

So what sort of school did you go to?

I went to a Catholic primary school in Oldham.  This small one serving sort of our local parish community area.  

And what sort of history were you learning when you were there?

As such we didn’t actually do history, that I can recall, but there was a, sort of a pervading sense of history really.  Because it was a religious school a lot of the, as well as the basic educational things, I do remember we got taught a lot about, in a typically Catholic way, lots of obscure saints and their lives and stuff about the Bible etc.  So this sort of, there was like an embedding and like I say a pervasiveness of some form of heritage, something that happened in the past, and particularly sorts of, you know, saints and sinners type lifestyle.  We had a sense of that there were people from one part of a community such … the early saints the early Christians.  Then there was this other set, the Romans and then subsequent to that what looking back now much have been sort of the … age kings who needed, who went to convert etc.  So there was this feeling that there’d been something around for many centuries, and in particular its formative years had been, a long, long time ago.  I mean obviously now I know it’s about sort of 1,500 to 2,000 years ago, but at the time there was this sense that there was something had happened in the past and it was like, you know, you were at the end of this sort of journey really.  

Did they study Celtic Christianity, the Irish tradition?

No, they didn’t actually.  And I know what you mean because obviously, you know, as you can tell from my name, we’re all of an Irish background predominantly, Catholics in Britain, but there wasn’t that sense of Irishness that came through, even though if you looked at a class register, you know, we read like a Dublin phonebook basically, you know, Murphys, Rileys, Kellys, McMahons, all that.  But it was more of a broad sort of, Catholic type education really, yeah.    

Okay.  Well you did mention in the survey form some trips that you did.  
Yes. 
Those stood out in your memory.  
Yes, there was one in particular that did.  And so we didn’t do a lot but there was a place I think called Towneley Hall which I think is near Burnley, and from memory it was a sort of a Tudor, or late medieval period, stately home is the wrong word, but sort of a, you know, a grand a house.  I remember going there and I remember, can see it now actually, going into the kitchens of that, and just that and the timber frame, sort of semi thatched roofs, again that left an impression as well.  But generally there wasn’t many sort of heritage trips we did but that was about the only one I can think of really. 
Did you do anything to build up to that trip about, you know, gentry homes in the sort of Reformation period, or, after you got back did you do any drawings or charts of it?
I honestly can’t remember. 
No.  But just the …
Yeah.  I would have, yeah, I would have thought we would have done something, because, but, not that I can recall.
[0:04:11]

Okay.  You said a lot of your primary learning was extracurricular.  
Yes, it was.  

All those trips that you did with your Mum and Dad.  You did mention a chart, a big wall chart.  
Yes, that’s right, yep, yep.  
Do you want to say a bit about that and why it was important to you?
Yeah, I can see it, I can see it exactly where it was in my bedroom as well, it was opposite my bed from the side and it was probably about a three or four foot chart, it was kings and queens of England, and it was made on like a brown sort of, almost like a scroll or parchment type background, and then on it in black ink were printed all the kings and queens of England from William the Conqueror through to the current Queen.  
Were there pictures of them as well?
Yes, each, every one had a picture of them, and dates of, I presume their reign rather than their life, but certainly the dates were on there…  So, and there were I think from memory about four or five monarchs across and then whatever it is, 20 odd I’d have thought downwards.  So
Did it have any other events on, like, you know, the Wars of the Roses and things like that that were, that you know, affected the monarch?
No I didn’t, no, no, so it was just purely kings and queens.  
Why did you like it?
It looks old.  It, and even though it wasn’t it looked historical because it had this sort of parchment feel about it.  And the ink on it.  And also, I can see the individual people now in my head actually, it gave it a sense of reality because these were people.  And also the dates as well gave it that, I’d say that depth of history and passage of time.  And the way that they laid them out I’d say there were about, rows of four or five at a time, you could see a passage of time from 1066 all the way through to 1952, you know, in the terms of the reigns.  So you had this, again, this sense that it was like multilayered history going back over the centuries, and you had the start point and an end point as well. 
How long did you keep that chart on the wall?  Can you remember?  
Hoo hooo (laughs).   
How old you were when it came down? 
[0:06:11]

Oh crikey.  I think it stayed up for most of my childhood actually.  Even –
Into your teenage years?
Yes, I would have said so, yeah.  Because –
Yeah, so it was something you referred to?
Yeah.  And again mentally, I always have referred to it, because it’s always, you know, the way I’ve always developed my interests in history and been taught it and done my studying there’s always been on a very much a sequential basis of what came first and what came after.  And I’d imagine it probably stayed there until well into my teenage years, actually.  
So did the history teaching fire your imagination at all?  Can you remember anything beyond the Towneley  you visit that fired your imagination?  Any interests you developed as a primary school child?
Not particularly, because as I said, we weren’t, at primary school we didn’t seem to do subjects per se, or if we did I didn’t recognise them as … whereas when we were at secondary school you did have a distinct timetable and distinct, you know, blocks of subjects to do.  As I say it was more of a just of a sense of heritage and a sense of, there was a sense of history about what we’re taught, mainly from a religious perspective I think, but a lot of early notions of history developed outside really.  
You mentioned in the survey form quite a lot of things both in the media, in your family, that were shaping the way that you viewed history, such as World War II films.
Yes, that’s right.
Comics and soldiers, plastic soldiers.
Yeah.  
And then your grandmother’s own feelings about England and Ireland. 
Yes, absolutely, yeah.  It was funny really, because there’s nobody Irish in the family, but there’s definitely, and I think also when you’re a Catholic in Britain as well, there’s a sense of it there, and again, there wasn’t, I’m not saying we were being, you know, taught Nationalist or Republican views from, at the crib or anything, but, I just remember my Grandma saying to me about the English being cruel to the Irish, and again because I was a small…, it doesn’t really fit into my head what it meant.  Looking back now, and having studied Irish history I can see where that view must have come from, and what obviously must have sparked it, but again it was just this, that, I remember her saying it, it was just a passing remark and it just stuck in my head.  
[0:08:32]

So there was that and then my Granddad, he won a military medal in the First World War, and again that, we’ve got this citation of what he did, and you know, you read it and you can picture it in your head and it’s just things like that that, well, spark your imagination really, and think why did this happen?  Why was he, you know, at 18, 21 whatever, you know, in a trench in France, machine gunning Germans and vice versa?  Why, if there is an Irish connection, why are we here in England at the time?  What sparked that, and then, you know, you just develop it from there really.  

So family was really quite an important factor in shaping your view of history.  
Yes, I’d say so. 
And then your reading and watching TV were building on that.  
Yes, again because it was the 1970s and there was, the war as such had only been finished about 30 years, so it was something my parents, my Dad in particular had grown up through, so again I didn’t mention it here, but he talked, his childhood was like, you know, collecting shrapnel and things.  And, you know, he talks about air raids and things like that.  So again it just, sort of, like osmosis really you just sort of pick it up.  And then, and there was also the year of course that there’s a lot of, you know, these sort of semi-jingoistic … war films that, you know, The Eagle Has Landed and all this, that was there, and then, again at the time because it was a pre computer and digital age, the toys you had tended to be toy guns, toy soldiers etc, so it was still there. 
Thank you.  Shall we move on to secondary school?
Yes.  Yeah.  
So was it a much bigger school you went to as a comprehensive school?
Oh yes, much, much bigger.  Again, another Catholic one, Oldham and that part of the country is quite a Catholic area actually.  So all the Catholic primary schools fed into this one Catholic secondary school.  Well, there’s three actually but this was the one of our part of town, so it was a much, much bigger school, yeah. 
But it was a comprehensive school?
Yes it was, yeah.  
[0:10:22]

And what sort of history were you taught there?
We were taught quite a lot actually; can I just refer to my notes here?
Of course. 
Yeah.  The pre O level stuff which was just the history we all seem to have to do, we did the Stone Age, we did the early civilisations such as Egypt, the Romans and their occupation of Britain, Vikings, Normans, Reformation certainly and the Tudors.  
You did the medieval period as well with all those castles and …?
Yes, we did, it was very good, yeah.  
So as you went through, in what way were the teachers teaching you?  What sort of activities were you doing in class?
We did a lot of, sort of, you know, reading from textbooks at that period, and then also we had set exercises like we had to imagine you were, I don’t know, involved in the Gunpowder Plot, you know, why are you doing this, what are you going to do, how are you going to build the Houses of Parliament up, that sort of thing.  And then you drew pictures as well, about what you were seeing, what you were doing. 
Did you do any timelines similar to your kings and queens of England?  You know, timelines of the events that you were studying?
Not that I can recall, but it did seem to follow a build-up as I went along, because I remember in the first year at secondary school it was Stone Age and it was, you know, the Egyptians and there was the Romans, and then in the second year I remember it being the Vikings, and some medieval stuff, early Christianity, and then certainly the third year we were doing things like the Reformation, Tudor period, Gunpowder Plot as I mentioned.  So when I look back at it now, yes it did obviously follow a chronological pattern.  
[0:12:07]

And can you remember the text books at all?  Were they lavishly illustrated or lots of text and not many?
Yes they were lavishly illustrated, yes definitely.  I can see in my head now pictures of, you know, ships, castles, people in sort of, you know, late medieval, early modern dress, that sort of thing.  Kings and queens, yeah.  
And can you remember any other activities?  You mentioned discussions, when did you get to the point of doing discussions in class?
That was mainly when we were going into A level really. 
Was it?  Not before that?
I think we did a bit as the O level, that level as well, but really a lot of it was more sort of, to a degree learning by rote really, what I think we were doing, and then we’d just flesh that out, it’s only pre O level, with just, you know, joins and things and imagination type exercises.  But it was really sort of in the sixth form I think before we started, you know, having proper, meaningful discussions about what we’re dealing with.  
But you were enjoying the subject?
Oh, God I loved it, yeah.  
And so your teachers actually were, you felt they were good teachers?
Oh very much. 
Did the Catholic ethos influence the way history was taught?  You mentioned the Reformation, that’s an obvious topic.   
Oh definitely yeah.  I’d say, it didn’t shape it but I think it provided an anchor for things, and even when they went to university it did as well actually, because like you say, you know, prior to the Reformation there was only, you know, in the Western Europe there was only one religion.  But then when we started looking at the Reformation, particularly things like, you know, dissolution of the monasteries and setting up the Church of England then you, I personally, you could feel there was a sudden difference that there were some people Catholic, some were Protestants, and that definitely did feature into it, and especially like I said, Gunpowder Plot as well.  You know, when you’re learning that people were doing this because, you know, they were, I don’t mean to sound political here but, oppressed Catholics that were doing these sorts of things.  And again, it did, wrong in element, it didn’t make it political, you didn’t suddenly feel we’re an oppressed minority but you could certainly empathise to a degree that there was something different here, and that as a community and as a group we were being, you know, well discriminated against, you know, and legally trying to be suppressed I think. 
[0:14:28]

Was that something that your teacher explicitly dealt with, or was it just a feeling you got from the story?
A bit of both, and I would say the latter rather than the former, actually.  That said, because we were a Catholic school a lot of our teachers, like the pupils tended to be the first, second or third generation Irish extract and in particular, I think because again it was the ‘70s, we had quite a lot of Northern Irish teachers at our school, who would have been obviously Northern Irish Catholics.  Now again, when I look back, with the benefit of hindsight you can see that they must have felt this, you know, the Reformation current day actually rather than the 1600s.  But, that said, it was not rammed down our throats that, you know, we’re an oppressed race and that the English are bad people.  But again it was just something that, I think you pick up on as you go along. 
Well, that exercise you just mentioned about imagining you were one of the plotters.  
Yeah. 
That’s designed to get you into the mind of the Catholic minority as opposed to the people guarding the House of Commons. 
It was yeah.   Yes, that’s right.  But then the flipside of that of course is because this is, I think we’re talking about 1980s now when I was at secondary school.  At the same time you did have the Irish troubles at the time affecting what was happening in mainland Britain as well.  So whilst you may have had some historical sympathies with this sort of Catholicism and, you know, the actions of the gunpowder plotters, when the other side, you know, the IRA were blowing up London and Manchester, they were two separate issues really.  So it was something I think was historical but didn’t transfer to your modern day political outlook. 
Did you ever have a teacher that talked about the origins of the troubles?  The Irish situation?
No, I didn’t.  
It wasn’t in the syllabus either?
No, definitely no, no. 
Surprising, isn’t it?
It is actually, and I actually did a project on the troubles in Northern Ireland when I was about in my third year, and it wasn’t that well informed when I think back now.  And equally given that we had a lot of Northern Irish teachers there was never any comment made on it.  But no, it was something that we didn’t touch on at all. 
Did you frequently have the chance to do projects on your own or was that a special thing?
We definitely did in the third year, there must have been, like you know, go and do a project on X, Y, Z.  And then certainly at O level we did have to do, and I tried to find it last night but I couldn’t, we had about four or five projects, or sort of extended essays on different subjects. 
Good, right.  Can you remember any of the textbooks you used at secondary school?
No I…  the only ones I can vaguely recall was in sixth form, and it was a red book, and I can’t think, it was about European History, that’s about the only one, but titles, no I can’t.  I can remember a couple of names, there was a guy called Dennis McSmith who got mentioned.  Now, obviously since I went on that I do know he is a proper historian.  
Yes.  He’s an expert on Mussolini. 
Yes he is, that’s right that, and it was in relation to Italian history we did it.  Because again at A level that was one of the things we did do about Italian history from like the Risorgimento through to the end of the Second World War, so.  
[0:17:37]

Yes.  I wanted to ask you whether the teachers did anything different, did they show TV programmes?  Did they ever hold a debate, or take you on a trip to a historical place?
I wish they’d done the latter, I’d love to have gone to some of the countries, you know, like Germany and Italy but we never did.  What we did have, again, primarily, in fact I think, well, pick that trip thing up, we did actually do another trip, now I’ve just remembered, Styal Mill in Cheshire, because that was to do with our O levels, and then just on the TV and media side of things we did for sixth form we started watching a few film clips, video programmes, because we’re looking at this 20th Century dictators, so we’d say things about Hitler, Stalin, Mussolini, so it’s all films of those people.  
But that was mainly when you were nearing the end of your school career?
Yeah, very much, yeah.  
But not in the first few years?  
No, definitely not.  
Now one of the comments you made in your survey was that you were lucky enough to have studied prior to the national curriculum.  So I mean do you think that’s been a backwards step?
I don’t know fully the arguments on that one but I just remember when it was coming in, reading about it in the press and seeing that there was a bit of a backlash against it by various academic people, and I think one of the things that they were arguing was that we shouldn’t have the government deciding you will do this but you won’t do that.  So I always felt, and again this could be the innocence of a child this, that we were just given history to look at, per se, and because we had so many different periods to cover, I didn’t think, or I felt they’d been selective, I thought they’d give us a good general overview.  And when I remember reading the national curriculum and, you know, this other big constraint on certain periods at the expense of others, I thought, well that’s not right actually, you know, you should have more of a broad brush and a broad approach to history.  
But when you reach the end of your third year –
Yeah.  
And then you had to choose your O levels. 
Yes.  
Could you have dropped history or?
Yes, I could have done, yeah, I think. 
But you decided to carry on?
Ah, there was never an option of that.  You know, I’d have dropped everything else for history.  
So did part of your year group then go on to do a different subject?  Which was the choice that you had?
I think, ooh, I can’t remember how the options went, but not …. History.  And certainly the history O level class, I mean we had two streams of three different abilities, so when it came to the fourth year then the history O level class was made up of our class, which was one of the top ability streams, plus another one, so we all merged together at that stage.  
Were some students doing CSE as well?
Yes, they were, yeah.  Yeah, we did GCE O level history, yeah.  
[0:20:20]

And then there’d be other students who’d perhaps do geography or something else?
Yes, that’s right, yeah, there was broadly. 
By the end of that third year, where had you reached in date?  Can you remember where you’d got to?  You didn’t get up to the 20th century presumably.  
No, we didn’t, no, we got up to… definitely we were up to that sort of Tudor, Stewart period.  I can’t recall, I think we may have just gone slightly beyond it, but it was certainly on the cusp of the current era back to, you  know, the 20th and 19th century.  But we certainly covered things like, you know, the Tudors, and definitely went into the Stewarts as well, because I’m sure I remember James II appearing in one of my books, but it was that sort of area we’d got to.  
End of the 17th Century.  
Yeah.  
Yes.  You also said you didn’t think empathy and global studies had been good for history. 
No.  I still don’t, because, I think they’ve got some sort of role, but, like with empathy, you know, if you say alright, there’s a soldier in the Somme, can you tell me how you’re feeling?  Well you’d be feeling the same doing that as you would be if you were at Agincourt.  You know, you’re going to be standing there, you’re going to be scared and expecting a battle, so I don’t think it tells you much about history, and the danger of it is is, you know, if you start to empathise with every single person and their interaction in history then, you know, the ultimate is that, that you start empathising with what the Nazis did and the communists did in Russia.  So it doesn’t teach you anything to be subjective and make views on things, it’s, I think it’s a bit of a, it’s a sort of dangerous parlour game really, to me, when you’re studying something 
But you were set exercises, you said, where you had to –
Yes, we were, yes that’s right, there was a degree of that, yeah.  And it’s interesting, and I think, you know, it gets you animated in it, but again, I think whether it teaches you a lot about the subject matter and the context of what’s going on and indeed, you know, the morality of what’s going on, I don’t think it does.  
And the global studies, what’s the problem with that?
I just think it’s too vague and fluffy and also I think there’s a lot of people who’ve used it for, again, a sort of an anti-imperialistic view and sometimes trying to make us as a country and a culture and the West, Britain whatever feel or over guilty for things.  Now, there’s no doubt about it we’ve done bad things in the past, but by comparison with other people and even with other countries in Europe, you know, we’ve got, we had a better colonial legacy than say the Portuguese did or people like that, so again I think, I think for me personally with history you’ve got to have a framework first set, about the facts, the timeline, the countries you’re looking at, and then if you want to widen that into a more global view, then I think that’s appropriate at a later stage when you’re developing your knowledge.  
[0:23:08]

Thanks very much.  Now, your O level course, you said you didn’t really enjoy that.  
I hated it.  Ironically I was talking to a colleague at work about this earlier on, and we, because he mentioned Jethro Tull, you know the group, and of course I said I was coming here and I said, ‘Well, you know, he was also a character in the agricultural revolution.’  Straight away he said, ‘Oh yeah, the seed drill.’  And I thought, ‘That’s right,’ and I thought, ‘Yes.’  And then I mentioned about Farmer George, because you know George III was involved with it, and then we said about industrial revolution and of course we meant Crompton and Arkwright and all this, and it’s obviously still there within me, but (laughs) it never really caught my imagination at all.    
No?  Why do you think that was?
I found it boring if I’m honest.  It was interesting but really, it didn’t motivate me or stimulate in any way, and I think also because we were from Oldham, which is obviously a real product of industrial revolution, at that time there were still cotton mills about, terraced houses and, you know, it wasn’t the escape that I think history could be, whereas when we started doing things later on at A level about, you know, Mussolini and Stalin and Bismarck and these exotic characters that was more something that fired the imagination than knowing that somebody had set a spinning-jenny up and, you know, apart from a few chartists and … plotters nobody really bothered about it they just got on with it.  It was just a, I think it might have even been subconscious, you know.  Youth, adolescent rebellion against my industrial heritage.  I don’t know but – 
That’s an interesting thought actually, yeah.  
Yeah.   
You mentioned the Miners’ Strike was on at the same time. 
Oh yes it was, yeah.  So we were, as a country I think we’re still going through this transition from a heavy industry economy to like, you know, whatever we are today, but again, that was a lot of it, was, because a lot of the stuff that we did in O levels about trade unions as well and chartists and things like that, which again was interesting, and you know, to go back to this empathy thing, you could see why in the 1800s it was right and it was proper because they were sending three year olds up chimneys and putting them into mills where there was no decent wages, no health and safety, but then you had at the time in the mid ‘80s then the complete opposite where you saw a very extreme side of what the trade union movement was doing.  And again, I think it was very much a polarised society then than it is today.  So again, it didn’t, there was this contrast between what was going on in your world and what had happened in the past.  
[0:25:41]

So it didn’t seem a course which was relevant to what you were interested in?
No.  In fact it seemed, as I said in the questionnaire, quite old fashioned really because here we were learning about why the mines, the mills and things that evolved in the 1800s when actually at the time in the country it was becoming a thing of the past.  You know, and I think, and also a past that as it became a thing of the past was creating a lot of division and unrest really, and a feeling of depression and, I mean in an emotional rather than economic sense that something was, we’re moving away from that, whereas we were talking all about these things in the history.
Perhaps it was a bit too close? 
I think it was.  When I look back, yeah.  
That’s interesting.  What about A levels?  Shall we go on to talk about that?  Oh actually I ought to ask you, how you were taught at O level.  What was the classroom practice? What was the teacher doing with you?
It was definitely taught in a different way, and I remember rather than having exercise books we actually, and it sounds bizarre this, but when I look back again in retrospect I can see where it was going; we were lectured at.  Rather than having lessons, that you had when you were in pre third year, third year or below, you had exercise books and you had to, I don’t know, draw a picture of a pyramid or whatever.  For the O level course, we were bringing big A4 pads, and she would just, you know, talk to us about it and you were just taking notes then.  So at an early stage we were starting to get into that sort of, when I think back now, lecture mentality of listening, taking notes, deciding what’s salient and there’s more sort of reading out.  It wasn’t quite at that stage but it was more that lecture sort of format we were doing.  
But you don’t mean dictation, you didn’t absolutely write down everything she was saying?
I think we did broadly, but it wasn’t 100% but I’d say it was more like, sort of, you know, 70/80%.  
Was she training you in how to make notes?
I think she was, looking back now, but it was definitely a different way of doing it.  You had a, you know, you had a folder, you had your, just like I did when I was a student.  You had your A4 pad and you’d make notes as you went along.  You know, she’d talk about, say you know, Jethro Tull and his seed planting drill, and you’d write that down as you were going along.  And there were a few but a lot less drawings and pictures we had to do, so we would have to draw a picture of somebody, you know, chucking seeds round a field and then getting a plough on afterwards to get it going, but there was less pictorial stuff I think at that stage, compared to what there had been previous. 
[0:28:14]

And you were writing essays for homework?
Yes, we were, yeah.  
In terms of the essays did you get lots of feedback from the teacher about what was a good essay and what was a bad essay?
Yeah, we did, broadly, to a degree we did actually, yeah.  More so at A level but certainly at O level we did start getting it.  Because they were marked and you were given, you know, nine or ten or whatever.  
So let’s move on to A level.  
Yes. 
What were you studying at A level?
We studied modern British history from very roughly the end of the Napoleonic Wars through to the Second World War, and then we also did modern European history, again similar position from end of the Napoleonic era up to the end of World War II.  And the European we did Russia, Italy, Germany and France.  
So quite a lot of ground to cover. 
Yes, it was, yeah.  
What style of teaching was employed for that?
It was a mix.  It was again the sort of lecture type scenario, but also we got, and again this made an impression they brought them to the, lots of handouts as well, of maps and things, with annotations on them.  They were quite good maps, and so they really made the impression in your head and, you know, they served as a very good adjunct to the written stuff you were doing.  And then you had a few TV videos we watched, not a lot but we did a few of those.  And what else were we doing?  We also had a sixth form event in Oldham where all the sixth former from the town went to and who also did A level history.  That was quite good.  And then finally we went to Manchester University for like, to have these summer schools, and went to a lecture there by somebody on the Nazi Germany, and that was very good. 
You said you found those two events very motivating. 
Oh, very much, yeah.  
What was motivating about them?
It, this might sound a bit arty this, but there just seemed to be a much higher level of really getting into the depth of history and discussing it, looking at it, and also getting, you know when we had a proper academic as opposed to a teacher.  That sounds awful, you can cut that out if you want actually.  But you know, and like yourself, you know, a doctor somebody doing it or a professor somebody doing it, you just felt you were at a much higher level of learning and understanding it, and as I said, the Manchester University one, this guy, I forget his name now, but he was, his specialist subject was on, you know, the German state in the Nazi period.  And the depth of knowledge he seemed to have just bowled me over really, and the way he could discuss it and the context of and implications.  And I’d always knew, or I thought I was going to go to university but that really nailed it on for me and I thought, you know, to get this depth of knowledge and intellectual ability was what I wanted to do, so. 
[0:31:07]

I wanted to ask you actually, whether you were given any handouts, printed handouts before the sixth form, when you were in the earlier years, because they would have been, technologically available.  
Oh yes, they would, yeah.  I think they were, but I can’t, there’s nothing jumps into my head.  
Didn’t do worksheets or anything like that where you had to fill in the answers?
It rings a bell but I couldn’t say hand on heart.  
Did the British history motivate you more?  Because you said it didn’t at O level so when you were doing it at A level?
Yes, it did. 
And why?  Why do you think it was more interesting?  Because it is generally 19th Century political history so it’s the same period, isn’t it? 
It is, but we started looking at things like the Great Reform Act, the 1867, you  know, extension of franchise.  Looked at Chartists, Corn Laws, what I’d call proper trade union history like Robert Owen, people like that.  There was a bit about the Irish question, Gladstone, Disraeli.  To me it was a higher politics side of it rather than the, you know, what’s a mill worker doing in 1851?  Probably just doing what they did all the time, spinning cotton basically.  But you know if somebody said, well, this, Lord Palmerston’s about at this and he’s sending gun boats around, or Disraeli’s looking to get, you know, the working class vote for his party, or it’s Gladstone looking at trying to, you know, push non-conformist ideals through, that was really interesting to me.    
You mentioned the Irish question. 
Yeah. 
How was that presented in class?
Again, thinking back now it was never really pushed in a big way.  It was sort of touched on, that you know, there was, the Corn Laws for example and the famine, that came on.  But again, not in a major way, there was none of this, that this was really bad, the Irish were being coerced, or anything like that.  Which again is surprising given that, it’s probably a good thing actually, given that we’re a Catholic school, a lot of our teachers in fact, my sixth form A level teacher Mr McPhillips he was from Londonderry so, you know, of all the places you would have thought given what had happened in the times, in Londonderry over the time, and it would have been pushed a lot more but it wasn’t.  And perhaps that’s a good thing in some ways, you know, but it’s, but there were…I remember there were a couple of guys at school who were of like the immediate Irish family, and they did have really strong views on it.  But again, I think, and again it’s a bizarre historical thing, even though the majority of us were an Irish extraction, you never thought of yourself as Irish, you were brought up in a very English way of life and culture, so your outlook actually, in relation to Irish questions and Irish history was very much an English sort of view, so.  
You … in a group discussions?
[Indicates agreement]
How often would you have a discussion, and how would it be structured by a teacher?
[0:34:01]

It wasn’t a regular event, but it was more a question of, you know, let’s say for example, when we’re dealing with Russian history about Alexander III or II, I can’t remember which one, but emancipation of the serfs, you know, it was things like, what you think he was trying to achieve by this, what would be the knock on effect, and there was a, in general bit of discussion in the class.  There were only about four of us went for the hour, so it was quite a nice, small group, and as luck would have it we were all really good mates as well, we still are actually.  So there’s bits of discussion about things, and the same like if we’re discussing about Hitler or Stalin, you know, what, again, what was the context, what was happening, that sort of thing.  And it, I think, again that what they were trying to get into you at A level was to challenge things more and look at the primary sources, and you know, challenge the established views.   
Do you think then on balance history was taught well during those years at school?
Yes, I do, yeah.  On balance, yeah.  
You didn’t have any teachers you remember as not being very good?
No, not at all.  We had a teacher for O level and a teacher for A level who were dedicated to it, and then in the years below that we had teachers who did that as well as something else, so like first year we had a guy who was head of German, he did ancient history as well, and again they put it across very well actually, you know, and these were the days when, I know it’s only 30 odd years ago, but there was still, like we’ve got now, blackboard and desks, you know, and books, there was no audio visual assistances as such.  You would get occasional handouts like you say, but they just put the character into it and project it.  But then again, I was a historical sponge and I still am, so I’ve always had an interest in it, but some people aren’t, so.  But I think on balance yes it was.  And I think the acid test for that was that our O level class was quite big, there must have been about 30 odd people in it.  You know, whereas when they did under sufferance you had to do a science subject, the chemistry class was a lot smaller, and the same with the language classes.  So it was obviously a subject that pulled people in because of either an interest and/or the fact that they had teachers who were doing it well.   
Why were there so few doing it at A level?  Was that a factor of the school that sixth form wasn’t very big?
Yeah, it was, yeah.  It was a very happy school but it wasn’t the most academic of ones I’d say, yeah, so we were the happy few really.  
Do you think it helped you to feel proud of being British?
[0:36:39]

Yes, I do.  But not in a jingoistic sort of way, because we got that sort of warts and all side of it, and I think that’s a good thing as well, because whilst … at A level you could see that the way we’d developed as a country was mostly organic, and things had just developed and moved on, whereas when you looked at how Germany, Russia, Italy, France, you could see that they’d veered from periods of authoritarian rule to experiments with democracy then slipping back into that, and you could see that there was, that we’d followed a distinctive path, and it just, I mean you could see there was something to be, proud of is sort of the wrong word really, but certainly not ashamed of.  I think any period of our history you can look back and say, well, it was in its context, we didn’t do anything compared to other people as bad as they could have done.  
But you didn’t specifically actually study the Empire then?  The British Empire?
No, we didn’t, no.  Not at all, no.  A lot of that was just sort of knowledge afterwards that I picked up.  I remember post school, just as I finished sixth form I went on a student camp in Germany, people, students from all over the world, and there were some Brazilians there, and they actually said, and I remember it sticks in my mind this, they said, because we had some Portuguese people on the camp as well, this would much rather have been colonised with Britain in retrospect, because the way the Portuguese left us was in a real bad way, and they were extremely cruel to people, whereas you know the British Empire, it was, comparatively speaking a much more, I know it wasn’t but by comparison it was a more liberally inclined way of administering people.  So.  But then the flip side of it was that we did, as I say, we did things like the Great Reform Act, Corn Laws, so you could see that it wasn’t this, happy we’re all best buddies together, but there was an element of class division, there was an element of authoritarianism, very subtle in the background, so we did get a warts and all picture, but overall yeah, I’d say we did.    
What sticks in your memory most from your history lessons?  What’s the single thing you pick out?
Colour.  Just, when I imagine it it’s just…
Are you referring to what was on the walls?
Just imagine it.  Yeah, I am actually yes, because we had a distinct history classroom at school, that we went into for A level rather than O level.  We did a couple of O level ones in there but definitely, you could, there was maps up, there was pictures of colour, it was a colourful sort of image, and again I think perhaps the sort of subjects it fired things in your mind that always sent my imagination going.  So there was a feeling of colourful and warmth, it was more of an emotional thing than, you know, particular artefacts or anything. 
And what have you done related to history since you left school?  You did a degree, didn’t you?
[0:39:35]

Yes, I did, I went to Sheffield and got a 2.1.  Just frustratingly six points short of a first, which I’m still bitter about years afterwards.  So I did that, did my degree. 
What sort of things did you study at degree level?  Obviously you’ve got more choice there.  
Oh, we did, it was like a buffet of history we did there, and we did, saying about, you know, global history one, did one course on world civilisation which was interesting, seeing how civilisations are grown.  A lot of the stuff we’d done in A level but in greater depth, modern European history, modern British history.  We did medieval periods you could pick, I did 1066 to 1272.  We did specialist subjects such as state and society in 17th Century Europe.  We had a real weird one, but again quite a bizarrely popular one, British fascism.  It was a very strange subject but a lot of people went and did it, and it was about, you know, Oswald Moseley and people like that, before the war and that was an interesting one.  Again, the German history one, people went towards that as well, that was quite popular, and you don’t know whether there’s something subconsciously sinister in these things or not, but I think it’s the things that stand out as being different and a bit exciting and a bit different and a bit dangerous, they tended to attract a lot of people to it.  I think, you know, it’s not so much the Jethro Tulls it’s the Joseph Stalins that fire imagination, I found anyway.  
Do you think that’s a male thing?
Yes.  But that said there was also a lot of girls on the course as well.  But predominantly, it was probably about 50:50, 60:40 I’d have said.  But it wasn’t completely male dominated, but there was a definite element there of it, I’d say.   
Did you feel that the history you’d done at school was a good grounding for what you did at university?
Oh definitely, absolutely, particularly the sixth form, in that it got you to look at primary sources, questioning documents that you’d seen, and trying to set things in a broader context of, you know, relating like what was happening in Britain, how that related to France, Germany, Italy, etc, so it was definitely good grounding. 
And what other things have you done in history since you left school?
Family history, a big thing, I’ve done that.  I’ve got family traced back on both sides, you know, about five or six generations, actually really interested in.  I’ve also joined, recently actually, a thing called the Towton Battlefield Society which is a society which is, it’s like part living history, part environmental because we’re preserving the battlefield in Yorkshire, and also part educational because we’re trying to promote interest in War of the Roses and what life was like in the 1400s.  But to be honest, Nicola, it’s also, it’s an escape mechanism.  You know.  I have a fairly pressured job, but whatever night it is I can go there and listen to a lecture on Richard III and it just switches off, so it’s good.  And I do watch a lot of UK history type things and Discovery etc so it’s there as well.  
Excellent.  Thank you very much for talking to me today. 
Thank you.  Right. 
[End of recording]
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