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Editor’s introduction
This Spring Newsletter, as ever, aims
to divert with insights into the riches
of the contents of The Keep, and their
relevance to today’s world. Kate Elms’
article on the Brighton Electrobuses
suggests an alternative reality of the
development of motorised transport;
even now, maybe owners of electric
cars could look to swap rundown
batteries for fully-charged replacements,
rather than the tedious business of
recharging them. Sadly this is Kate’s last
contribution to the FoTKA Newsletter;
she is leaving for opportunities
elsewhere. She has been a reliable
contributor of entertaining articles for
the Newsletter, and will be missed. Keep
staff have been busy over lockdown,
and their various activities feature here,

from Anna Manthorpe’s description of
dealing with archives from Eastbourne,
an archivist’s bread and butter, to the
role of the building and staff in directly
aiding the response to the pandemic.
Christopher Whittick writes about the
serendipitous discovery ever hoped
for by archivists, in this case a Lewes
connection with a naval surgeon who
sailed on HMS Terror to the Antarctic.
He luckily avoided the subsequent illfated expedition to the Arctic featured
in a recent TV drama, but took part in
one of the many expeditions mounted
to discover what had become of Sir John
Franklin. I am grateful to all contributors
working in difficult conditions.
Diana Hansen

At this time of immense change, Mass Observation will
be doing what it does best and once again collecting the
testimonies of ordinary people. The annual call for 12th
May diaries will be going out and we would love to hear
what you did on this day. How were you feeling? Excited?
Apprehensive? What did your daily routine consist of? How
has the past year been for you? Write in and ensure that
your story is one that history remembers.
For contact details see page 20
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Report from the Chairman
I should like to begin by thanking Sir
Peter Field, our President who retires this
July as Lord Lieutenant, for the support
and interest that he has taken in The
Keep and in our organisation. Peter has
been assiduous in chairing our Annual
General Meetings and has always stayed
to hear the Pam Combes Memorial
lecture. Margaret has been with him.
She has been a most welcome and
cheerful presence: one feels better for
having spent time with her.
The Covid restrictions have put on
hold our plans for visits, which we
know members enjoy. The plans
will be resuscitated as soon as the
Government’s route map is unlikely to
be changed. Members will recall that
the Government dates are conditional at
present.
The squeeze on local Government
finances will remain and so it is more
important than ever that we continue to
support the work at The Keep so far as
our resources allow. We were delighted
to be asked by the University of Sussex
to make a modest grant to help them
to bid for a book of literary confessions
which included the likes and dislikes
of some well-known authors of the
Bloomsbury period including Virginia
Woolf. Sadly, anything Bloomsbury is
of great interest and the highest bid of
the University was unsuccessful. Earlier
we had managed to fund the purchase
of the 1910 diary of St John and Mary
Hutchinson, who were on the periphery
of the Bloomsbury Group and were
2

parents of Jeremy Hutchinson QC (Lord
Hutchinson), whose archive has been
acquired by the University.
The committee made representations
about the significant reductions in the
opening hours of The Keep, which are
being introduced to save on staff costs.
Sadly, these were not successful, and
the shorter opening hours are now in
operation. We are concerned that these
shorter hours will be difficult for those
who have to travel a long way to The
Keep. Members should let Diana Hansen
know if they have problems in practice.
We have also commented on the
revision of The Keep Collections policy.
Since The Keep has itself no budget for
acquisitions, it is essential that this policy
is acceptable to FoTKA . The policy
makes clear that close collaboration
between Keep management and FoTKA
will be maintained. We were pleased
that our suggestion for a change of
wording was agreed, to make clear that
donors should not face requests for an
“endowment” when donating their
archives to The Keep.
I should like to add my thanks to Ceris
Howard and the staff at The Keep for
their work during this difficult period.
Life has not been quiet: as Ceris reports
below, The Keep became a Covid Mass
Testing Hub. The staff at The Keep have
shown a willingness to adapt quickly
and to support the Covid response.
The University of Sussex had to give up
some teaching rooms. The pandemic
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Richard Attenborough’s old reel-to-reel editing equipment repurposed to divide
test-and-trace barcodes

has taught us all to adapt, often with
pleasing results.
The committee of the Friends look
forward to the next year with greater
hope and enthusiasm and thank
members for their continuing support.
Bill Shelford
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A Lewes Connection with
HMS Terror
When in 2006 ESRO staff visited the
home of the Lewes environmental
activist and Borough Councillor
Elisabeth Howard, they were
unprepared for what awaited them.
Elisabeth had recently died, and the
state of chaos which greeted us was of
little surprise to those of us who had
known her. We expected, and duly
found, voluminous and mostly jumbled
papers derived from Elisabeth’s many
campaigns for better housing in the
town, traffic-calming, the unlamented
Lewes Relief Road and bypass, and
the preservation of historic buildings;
indeed it can safely be said that the
Lewes we know today owes a great
deal to her tireless campaigning against
the thoughtless demolition of the
town’s built environment.
The house also contained much of more
personal interest. Elisabeth was born
in 1929 at Seaford, where her parents
ran the Chesterton Boys’ Preparatory
School. Her father Edward Rée (the
resistance hero Harry Rée was her
uncle) was taken prisoner at Dunkirk
and spent most of the war as a PoW
in Oflag IX, and as well as his regular
letters home to his wife Olga and two
children, the archive contains their
photographs, still bearing the holes
of the drawing pins which attached
them to his bunk. So far so moderately
interesting, and very bulky – enough to
fill 78 archive boxes.
4

Photo of Elisabeth, showing pin holes
But the great and thrilling surprise
was the mini-archive of her ancestor
David Lyall RN, a naval surgeon and
botanist. Born in Kincairdineshire
in 1817, Lyall received his medical
education at Aberdeen, and sought to
extend his experience by undertaking
a journey to Greenland as the surgeon
on a whaling ship. He joined the Royal
Navy in 1839, and was immediately
selected for service with Sir James Ross’s
scientific expedition to the Antarctic.
He was appointed assistant surgeon
on HMS Terror, the sister-ship of HMS
Erebus, whose assistant surgeon
was Joseph Hooker; the two were to
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David Lyall in civilian dress
become collaborators and lifelong
friends. Built to the same design in
1823, Erebus and Terror were bombships – essentially floating platforms
for mortars; ‘bombs bursting in air’
from The Star-Spangled Banner is a
reference to their deployment at the
siege of Baltimore in 1814. At 104 feet
they were less than half the length of
a standard warship, and at 372 tons
minnows compared with Nelson’s 2141ton Victory. Sturdy vessels, reinforced to
withstand the recoil of two big onboard
mortars, they proved ideal icebreakers
in the frozen waters of both poles.
Polar explorers were the celebrities of
their day, as illustrated by the playbill
from the Royal Victoria Theatre of 1841
(right), celebrating the discoveries of
Captains Ross of the Terror and Crozier
of the Erebus, with starring parts for Sir
John Franklin and Lady Franklin and the
allegorical characters Fame, Science and
Britannia.
5
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The voyage did not return to England
until 1842, and Lyall was appointed
to several commissions as assistant
surgeon in the Mediterranean until
1847, when he was selected as surgeon
and naturalist to accompany an
expedition to survey the coast of New
Zealand.
Lyall’s posting to the Mediterranean
probably saved his life, as he would
have been a natural recruit for Sir
John Franklin’s expedition to explore
the North West Passage; Erebus and
Terror set sail from the Thames on
19 May 1845. No news had been
heard of Franklin by 1847, and largely
under pressure from his wife Jane,
the Admiralty sent out a series of
expeditions, some financed by Lady
Franklin and others by Sir John’s
admirers around the world, to discover
what had become of him, his ships
and their crews; all proved fruitless.
Lyall joined Sir Edward Belcher’s 1852
expedition, and his participation was
graphically illuminated in the papers
we retrieved from Elisabeth Howard’s
house.
Among the treasures, some of which
we displayed to Her Majesty and Prince
Philip when they opened The Keep
in 2013, was the programme for a
celebration of the birthday of the Prince
of Wales at ‘the Queen’s Arctic Theatre’
on 9 November 1852 (image to left),
and the banner for Her Majesty’s Sledge
Hope and Strength, commanded by Dr
Lyall, decorated with an embroidered
polar bear. On one of the items the
printer complains that his task had been
hampered by the ink freezing to the
rollers.

David Lyall in naval uniform

On his return from the Arctic Lyall’s
career progressed. He served in the
Baltic theatre of the Crimean War, and
was present at the bombardment of the
forts at Sveaborg, where naval mortars
were again used. The remainder of his
naval service involved the surveying
of maritime boundaries, and further
botanical research, including a posting
at Kew. He died at Cheltenham in
1895.
The story of Sir John Franklin, and his
wife’s efforts to rescue him, captured
the Victorian public imagination,
inspiring yards of newsprint, the ballad
Lady Franklin’s lament and Landseer’s
painting Man proposes, God disposes
of 1864 (image on page 20 and 21).
The discovery of the two vessels –
Erebus in 2014 and Terror two years
later – rekindled public fascination,
which continues to this day with the TV
7
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show The Terror, the star of which (to
my mind) is a polar bear with the rather
improbable ability to climb rigging. In
2018 Michael Palin’s book Erebus –
the story of a ship was published by
Penguin, and I chanced my arm to invite
the author to The Keep to examine
David Lyall’s papers. It was a highly
entertaining occasion, and I retain the
hope that Michael might visit again
to discuss the Franklin expedition or
perhaps his next book.
Christopher Whittick
Michael Palin with Christopher Whittick

Man proposes, God disposes. Painting by Landseer
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Lady Franklin’s Lament
We were homeward bound one night on
the deep
Swinging in my hammock I fell asleep
I dreamed a dream and I thought it true
Concerning Franklin and his gallant crew
With a hundred seamen he sailed away
To the frozen ocean in the month of May
To seek a passage around the pole
Where we poor sailors do sometimes go

In Baffin's Bay where the whale fish blow
The fate of Franklin no man may know
The fate of Franklin no tongue can tell
Lord Franklin alone with his sailors do dwell
And now my burden it gives me pain
For my long-lost Franklin I would cross
the main
Ten thousand pounds I would freely give
To know on earth, that my Franklin do live

Through cruel hardships they vainly strove
Their ships on mountains of ice were drove
Only the Eskimo with his skin canoe
Was the only one that ever came through
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The Rise and Fall of the
Edwardian Electrobus
The Edwardian era was a fascinating
time for transport historians. Horsedrawn vehicles remained in use, but
they jostled for space with trams and
the first motor cars and buses. In
Brighton and Hove, the contrast was
epitomised by two distinct personalities.
Hotelier and car enthusiast Harry
Preston persuaded local officials
to tarmac a stretch of road on the
seafront. He then staged Brighton’s first
Motor Race Week in 1905, establishing
Madeira Drive as a venue for motor
sports. American millionaire Alfred
Vanderbilt, on the other hand, had a
passion for traditional coaching skills.
In May 1908, he drove his horsedrawn Venture coach from London to
Brighton’s Metropole Hotel, launching a
service that ran for many years.
A couple of weeks earlier, the
Metropole held a reception for a
very different kind of vehicle. On
14 April (Easter Sunday), the first
‘electrobus’ acquired by the Brighton,
Hove & Preston United Omnibus
Company arrived in town. Many
journalists had travelled on the bus
from London to Brighton, and press
coverage was enthusiastic. ‘The only
omnibus in London which is at once
unobjectionable and commercially
successful is the electrobus,’ reported
the Islington Daily Gazette. ‘Its value...
was further demonstrated by its being
run from London to Brighton on one
10

charge of battery,’ it continued. In
fact, the bus encountered problems en
route. To ensure it could complete the
journey, it carried the equivalent of two
batteries and the extra weight caused it
to overheat. This delayed its arrival, but
wasn’t common knowledge at the time.
It’s a cliché to say that history repeats
itself, but so often it turns out to
be true. Motor vehicles did grow in
popularity in the early 20th century,
but many people disliked the noise and
pollution they produced. In November
and December 1907, the first of many
petitions (image opposite) opposing
motor buses were delivered to Hove
and Brighton Borough Councils. These
highlighted their ‘dangerous speed,
enormous weight, unbearable noise
and unpleasant smells’. Trams were also
unpopular in some quarters, including
genteel Hove, thanks to their workingclass associations. Battery-powered
electric buses, pioneered in London,
offered a possible solution.
The Brighton, Hove & Preston United
Omnibus Co bought four buses from
the London Electrobus Company, itself
set up in 1906. The company asked
local architects Clayton & Black to
design a garage and charging station in
Montague Place (see image on page10).
Plans were approved in October 1908
and Brighton’s four electric buses
entered service in June the following
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year. Initially, they covered a route from
Portslade to Kemp Town, returning to
the garage at lunchtime so mechanics
could replace and recharge depleted
batteries.
End of the road for the electrobus
In 1910, the London Electrobus
Company folded and eight of its
secondhand buses were added to the
Brighton fleet. They remained in use
until April 1917, when they finally
reached the end of the road. There are
many reasons for the demise of Brighton
and Hove’s electric bus service. First,
spare parts were no longer available
and, during wartime, the skills and
labour to produce them were in short
supply. Running costs were high, too;
the bus company was charged more for

electricity than Brighton Corporation’s
trams.
But the fundamental reason is much
more complex. In his book A Most
Deliberate Swindle, writer Mick Hamer
reveals the fraud that caused the
collapse of the London Electrobus
Company. The knock-on effects were
far-reaching, in the short and longterm. Edwardian electric buses were
quieter and cleaner than their petrol
counterparts. The buses themselves
were durable. The technology was
new, but who knows what might have
happened if in 1910 it had gained the
upper hand?
Kate Elms
Brighton and Hove Museums
11
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Montague Place Charging Station West Elevation
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News from The Keep
In line with the government’s roadmap
out of lockdown, The Keep reopened
to the public on 13th April and we
plan gradually to increase access to
services as each step is confirmed. The
public service team are really looking
forward to welcoming people back
into the Reading Room, although
numbers are still limited and all visitors
must book seats and documents in
advance, wear face coverings and
adhere to social distancing rules. As
the country’s lockdown eases we hope
to increase numbers of visitors on site,
welcome back volunteers and restart
our events programme. However, we
will be moving slowly with each of
these steps, doing all we can to support
the wellbeing of staff and visitors and
following government guidance as it
progresses. There will be regular updates
in our newsletter and you can look out
for the latest news on our website,
Facebook and Twitter.
We have been able to contribute directly
to the pan-Sussex Covid response
throughout March by hosting the Mass
Community Testing distribution hub at
The Keep. The hub has now moved to
more long-term premises in Newhaven
but was on site for a month, thanks
to the use of the University of Sussex
teaching rooms. Our Archive Assistants
have been helping to unload lorry loads
of tests and PPE and repackaging them
for distribution to pharmacies and
testing centres all over East and West
Sussex and Brighton and Hove. It was
great to feel we could make a difference

to the pandemic response and made a
welcome change from working from
home.
The public consultation into changes
to opening hours was completed
before Christmas; thank you to all who
responded. The opening hours will be
10am – 4pm Tuesdays, Wednesdays and
Fridays and 10am – 1pm Thursdays and
Saturdays .
We have now completed phase two
of the Keep Sustainabiltiy Plan and
there will be some changes as a result
of an internal staff restructure. We
are very sad to say goodbye to David
Myers, our Systems Officer, and Melissa
Williams, our Conservator, who will
be leaving in May. We’re very grateful
for all their hard work at The Keep
and in their roles at the Maltings and
Records Service. Kate Elms from the
BHCC team will also be leaving in May.
Kate’s expertise in Brighton and Hove
records and her contributions to our
social media and newsletter will be sadly
missed. We wish them all luck for the
future. There are new roles for Annette
Moss, our Building Manager, who has
been appointed to the post of Public
Service and Building Manager, and for
Steff Shepherd and Tomasz Kowalczyk,
who will both be working as part time
Development and Communications
Officers. We are currently recruiting to a
part time Conservator post .
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The team have been busy drumming up
support for our work through a series
of grants and funding applications and
working with our stakeholders to raise
funds for projects. We are delighted the
National Manuscripts Conservation Trust
has contributed nearly £4,000 to enable
us to make some wonderful Brighton
scrap books available. Thank you to
FoTKA who have also contributed to
the funding of this project – more
information will follow soon as the team
work on making this wonderful resource
available and protect it for the future.

Most of the team have been working
from home since Christmas with just
occasional visits to work on those jobs
that can’t be done from the kitchen
table or garden office (shed). Everyone
has coped brilliantly and produced some
fantastic work, whether that’s listing
previously inaccessible documents,
sending out messages and pictures to
cheer our customers on social media, or
preparing for reopening to the public.
We now can’t wait to get back to The
Keep and welcome our customers back
on site.

Our Conservator has secured £9,000
in funding from The National Archive’s
Covid 19 grant which will be used to
clean and repackage a section of the
stores currently affected by mould. We
have been hoovering and cleaning some
ginormous maps, removing their old
wooden poles and repackaging them
in calico bags. This is a time consuming
and costly process, but well worth it to
preserve these items and protect the
rest of our stores from the mould spores
which can live in the wood.

Personally, I’m so grateful that my
two boys are back to school full time
(the feeling is mutual as they race
out the door each morning) and I’m
allowing myself to get excited about
sunny weekends in the motorhome.
I’m also very excited about the next
phase for us at The Keep. It’s been a
very challenging couple of years with
the Keep Sustainability Plan changes
and the Covid pandemic. While we
still have some challenges to meet and
a new staff structure to settle into, it
does feel like we can look forward to
the future now that the sun is out and
the customers are returning to the
site. Everyone working at The Keep is
brimming full of ideas about how to
get people excited about the history we
hold in our stores and I hope to have
lots of exciting projects to tell you about
in the next Keep update.

Andrew Bennett, Archivist, has been
working with Sussex Family History
Group, who have kindly donated
funds to digitise the Hellingly Hospital
records which include many snippets
of information that family historians
and researchers may find interesting.
The project will take up to a year to
complete, with Keep staff digitising
the records and volunteers from SFHG
listing the contents for the use of their
members and our customers.
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Ceris Howard MA
Team manager, Archive Services and
The Keep
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Mass Observation during COVID-19
Mass Observation was founded as a
social research organisation in 1937.
The Mass Observation Project remains
an active source of narrative data with
a national panel of volunteer writers.
They respond to regular questionnaires
(Directives) constructed jointly by
the team and through academic
commissions on personal, social and
political topics.The archive today
provides us with an insight into ordinary
people’s lives in modern Britain.
Throughout 2020, Mass Observation
sent out several directives which
captured the thoughts and feelings of
people living through the COVID-19
pandemic. The first directive was
issued in March. The directive asked
questions around the behavioural
changes that people had made in
response to the virus, the way the
pandemic had impacted them and their
thoughts on the government response
to the pandemic. This was followed

by directives in Spring, Summer and
Autumn.
The annual call for 12th May diaries
also went out and remarkably, 5000
entries were received. The 12th May
2020 directive encouraged writers to
consider topics such as their thoughts
and feelings on the day that they were
writing, reflections on the past decade
and hopes for the future. The responses
we received were phenomenal in their
depth and detail. Diaries arrived from
every corner of the United Kingdom,
from Aberdeen to Marazion in Cornwall.
Responses came from people of all ages,
races, religions and gender, from cities
and countryside. Similarly, the range
of occupations of our writers was also
broad, from school children (image
below and next page) and students
to nurses, archivists, photographers,
bakers, civil servants and engineers.
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The diaries are incredibly insightful
and provide information which will be
invaluable to future researchers and
historians trying to understand what it
was like to live through the COVID-19
pandemic. Many of the diaries detail
ordinary daily routines during lockdown,
from hobbies to housework. Others
describe what it was like to visit the
supermarket or attend a virtual funeral.
Many writers discuss politics and social
issues, and they are a useful tool for
understanding national mood, especially
towards the government. Several
people who sent in materials to Mass
Observation in 2020 noted their hopes
for a vaccine.

16

Over a year has now passed since 23rd
March 2020, the date that the United
Kingdom first went into a national
lockdown in response to the pandemic.
We are hoping that responses to our call
for 12 May Diaries will provide a further
rich source of material for historians of
his extraordinary time, and encourage
you to send in your own experiences .
Chloe Daniel
University of Sussex Special Collections
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Eastbourne Legal Agreements
Lockdown has made taking new
accessions difficult, but sometimes
work had to continue on-site if
circumstances demanded. Last year we
were contacted by Eastbourne Legal
Section stating that they had a series
of agreements dating from the 1880s
which they needed to get rid of before
the building in which they were held
was vacated. I arranged to inspect, then
lockdown intervened.
Time ticked on and the deadline for
moving these approached. Fortunately,
there was a lifting of restrictions
before Christmas, and I was able to
visit, observing social distancing and
masking up. The series of nearly 9,000

agreements was held in 27 large
bankers’ boxes, and although the
current storage conditions were good,
the records were suffering from mould
which created further problems.
It was clear that the agreements
could be appraised – many were very
minor and could be disposed of. But
I was particularly keen to take ones
covering the Second World War
when Eastbourne is thought to have
suffered the most air raid attacks on
the south-east coast. Plans showing
air-raid shelters would be particularly
interesting.
Space in quarantine for the treatment
of mould is very limited, so it was
decided that we would take the first 14
boxes which covered the period up to
the 1940s, and hope that the rest could
follow if we were given an extension –
we were told that the building had to
be vacated by Christmas.The first batch
was delivered just before Christmas,
after which lockdown only permitted
us to spend limited time at The Keep.
Appraisal continued whenever possible.
We were allowed more time and took
the second batch covering the period
to 1962 at the beginning of March.
Selection for preservation of these too
is now complete – our conservator
Melissa Williams will be leaving in May
and she hopes to manage to get the
agreements cleaned and through the
freezers before she departs.

An Archivist’s bread and butter
17
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Both space in quarantine and time
were limited, and it was only possible
to make a broad choice. We discarded
minor agreements such as urinals,
licences for television aerials, provision
of supplies, rentals of bathing chalets
and minor building works or those
without plans. It is possible that more
can go when we catalogue, but it was
tempting to keep all plans and any
material illustrating life in a seaside
town during its heyday.
There were indeed agreements relating
to air raid shelters, some disappointingly
without plans. They do exist – the plan
from an agreement with Southern

Eastbourne Station Bomb Shelter Plan
18

Railway shows three surface shelters,
each accommodating thirty people,
which were built beside the platforms
and in the booking hall of Eastbourne
Station. Shelters were not always
effective; the town suffered a major
disaster on 3 April 1943 when the
Spencer Road shelter suffered a hit and
39 people were killed.
East Sussex Brighton and Hove Record
Office already holds many photographs
showing the impact of the bombing
on Eastbourne, and it is hoped that the
agreements will add to our knowledge.
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Bomb damage in Eastbourne
The series spans the period from the
1880s to 1962 and covers a whole
range of different subjects including
tenancy agreements, alterations to
public buildings, theatrical productions,
the seafront, apprenticeship agreements
and child maintenance. They are
supported by four volumes of indexes
giving brief details of all contracts and
will be catalogued as DE/A 57-58.
Anna Manthorpe
Archivist
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Mass Observation diaries
Please send diaries to moa@sussex.ac.uk
Postal address:
The Mass Observation Archive
University of Sussex
The Keep
Woollards Way
Brighton
BN1 9BP
If you consent to your diary being used as part of the archive,
please include the following statement:
“I donate my 12th May diary to the Mass Observation Archive.
I consent to its being made publicly available as part of the
Archive and assign my copyright in the diary to the Mass
Observation Archive Trustees, so that it can be reproduced in
full or in part on websites, in publications and in broadcasts as
approved by the Mass Observation Trustees. I agree to the Mass
Observation Archive assuming the role of Data Controller and
the Archive will be responsible for the collection and processing
of personal data and ensuring that such data complies with the
DPA.”
Please do include a brief self portrait eg location, age, gender
and occupation; do not include personal information that could
identify you, such as name, address, date of birth, employer
Length is up to the discretion of the writer .
Please send in Word/PDF/photograph/letter
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