Ann Heeley and Oral History

The first autumn meeting of the Street Society was at the Leigh Road Methodist Hall on Tuesday, October 28, when Ann Heeley from the Glastonbury Rural Life Museum gave an interesting talk on her work, which involves recording the oral history of the region. Collecting started in 1972, and for the first 10 years they were on cassettes. They are now on "open reel", and Ann made an appeal for volunteers to come to the museum to help transcribe the cassettes on to CDs.

We were treated to many live recordings, including a 90-year-old lady, Rose Stacey from Nether Stowey, who left school at 13 years of age to help her father strip bark for the tanneries there for a shilling (5p) a week. Other recordings were of willow basket workers; a peat digger, Percy Lovell, who deposited all his tools at the museum; cider makers; and farmers, who were recorded in the early 1980s.

There are few young people now to carry on the tradition of willow basket-making. Only one or two are still making baskets in their own homes. Where it is taught in the colleges, new basket shapes from abroad are woven as opposed to the traditional shapes, such as the potato basket or the apple basket. 

One of Ann's most interesting projects was in 1988 when a wagon works at Brompton Regis on the Brendon Hills was closing. Two brothers, who were retiring, gave their complete collection of tools to the museum, and Ann, with her tape recorder, took three days to go through the works, shop by shop, recording the history of the family business.

Another project in 1993 involved the Somerset Federation of Women's Institutes. In four months Ann completed 27 recordings of individual ladies recording the social life of their villages.

In 1988, Kate Walters, curator of social history at Taunton Museum, wrote a policy for the collection of oral history, which is to create a body of material based on Somerset rural life from the late 19th to the 21st century, in conjunction with other projects of the museum. Ann mentioned how, in the early days of recordings, the women of the households were reluctant to come forward, as they thought their experiences were not relevant.

Material is available for public reference, for talks and exhibitions, and the Rural Life Museum holds 410 recordings of different people on a database. There are five packs on Victorian Glastonbury available for school use. The collection has been used by university graduates, including a German lady for her PhD on the Somerset dialect, and a Finnish postgraduate. However, the museum does need more material on work experience in the shoe industry.
