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Past traces, present memories: exploring life history 

accounts from the Mass-Observation Archive. 
Memory is shaped by the social context within which remembered actions or 

events were first experienced, but also by a personʼs subsequent life 

experiences. Memories and reflections upon them are refracted through 

these, with life history accounts weaving the threads of dominant discourses 

alongside the competing and conflicting strands of uniquely individual 

experience: 

Memories of the past are […] strangely composite constructions, 

resembling a kind of geology, the selective sedimentation of past 

traces (Johnson, et al, 1982). 

Exploring life history accounts offers a way of understanding this complex 

interplay between the social and the personal, and the interaction of the past 

in the present, within life narratives. In this paper I draw upon the education 

life histories of correspondents to the Contemporary Project of the Mass 

Observation Archive, held in the University of Sussex Library, to explore the 

complexities of working class family responses to education during the 

interwar period in England, and consider the impact of the Second World War 

on their education and occupational trajectories. 

 

I draw upon case studies of three men and three women who grew up during 

the 1930s in England, and whose accounts narrate both a personal and an 

intergenerational story. Their accounts recall family narratives of conflict and 

disruption for some and disrupted occupational or education trajectories for 

others. The conflict and disruption recalled does not always appear dramatic 

but reflect significantly discordant moments in terms of expectations of class 

and gender during a time of economic uncertainty and of war and conflict. I 

strand menʼs experiences alongside those of women to highlight continuities 

and difference in correspondentsʼ classed and gendered experiences; while 

these case studies indicate similarities across class they also demonstrate 

tensions embedded in gendered experiences within families and through 
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education. These narratives enable us to read the traces, and explore the 

significance, of gendered and intergenerational conflicts within individual ʻlived 

experienceʼ. 
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 Introduction: 
 My research has been concerned with the inter-relationship of class and 

gender in the education life histories of correspondents to the Mass 

Observation Archive (MOA). I have recently returned to my MO life history 

narratives to review them in the context of research into the life course, and 

this paper represents some tentative steps towards a re-analysis of my earlier 

material, and hence, work in progress. 

 

 The MO Archive is held in the University of Sussex Library and consists of 

documents and books from the early project (1937-50) plus more recent 

papers (1981- 2007). The primary objective of the initial project was to 

document in detail the experience of everyday life in Britain using 

observational techniques similar to those used by anthropologists to 

document other cultures. The project was relaunched in 1981 with the 

recruitment of a new panel of volunteer writers or correspondents.  All the 

correspondents are assured of confidentiality and, since 1983, have been 

allocated an alphanumeric number so that Directives replies can be made 

available for research soon after receipt. The term  'Directive' is used by 

Mass-Observation to mean a set of questions on a particular theme and was 

used originally to 'directʼ volunteer writers in their written responses. Directives 

are sent out 3 or 4 times per year with no prescriptions regarding length or 

form of replies: 

The emphasis is rather on self-expression, candour and a willingness 

to tell a good story and be a vivid and conscientious social 

commentator as well as an open and thoughtful autobiographer.  

(Sheridan, 1994.) 

The Directives I used to write my case studies are: 

Spring Directive 1990 Part1: Social Divisions. 

Summer Directive 1990 Part1: Close Relationships 

Spring Directive 1991 Part1: Education 

Spring Directive1993 Part1/2: Growing Up. 
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I first provide a brief biography for each of my 4 correspondents, 2 women 

and 2 men, before a thematic discussion of the intergenerational and 

situational influences on their life course trajectories evident from their 

narratives. I then conclude with a series of observations drawn from my case 

studies, regarding comparisons between men and women across the life 

course. 

 

The names I use I my case studies are pseudonyms.



WHN08-case studies -FINAL     7/3/12 18:50 5 

1. Biographies 
Rose Evans (R1760) was born in 1930 in Liverpool, and attended her local 

Elementary School from 1935 until 1939. She never knew her father and was 

brought up alone by her mother until her motherʼs remarriage. Roseʼs 

narrative recounts the effects of poverty on her life and is characterised by 

disruption to her family and education, caused by the onset of the Second 

World War. Evacuation of children from key industrial centres resulted in Rose 

attending Carmel Village School in North Wales for a year from 1939 to 1940 

while she and her mother lived with relatives. She then attended an 

elementary school in Southport from 1940-1941 before moving back to 

Liverpool and Elementary School, in the junior department from 1941–1942, 

then in the Senior Girls department from 1942-1944. Rose left school in 1944 

at the age of 14, without any qualifications, to work for the Liverpool Gas 

Company.  

 

The disruption caused by the outbreak of war is central to Roseʼs narrative. 

Rose and her mother stayed as evacuees with relatives in Carmel, near 

Caernarfon, North Wales, until Roseʼs mother argued with her relatives and 

they returned to Liverpool. The outcome for Rose was missing her scholarship 

exam for which I was marked as the favourite: 

Had the war not intervened, things may have been different for me, for 

I was selected at the age of nine with two other children to be groomed 

for the scholarship class by the headmaster. The blitz and mass 

evacuation finished that. [R1760, Spring Directive 1991-Education, 

Part1] 

As a result of this Rose 

 ended up in secondary education where we were destined to become 

hewers of wood and drawers of water, and educated accordingly. 

[R1760, Spring Directive 1991-Education, Part1] 

 

Rose blames her mother for this, rather than the disruption of war: 
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Offered the chance of the 13+, I was unable to take it, as my mother 

required me to go to work and bring home money to help maintain the 

family (and incidentally enable my brother to go to grammar school, 

from which he was expelled two years later). [R1760, Spring Directive 

1991-Education, Part1] 

 

Evelyn Winslade (E2069) was born in Ipswich, Suffolk, in May 1924, the 

youngest, by four years, of two sisters. She attended a local council 

Elementary School before she gained a scholarship and followed her older 

sister to Northgate Grammar School for Girls in Ipswich in 1933, at the age of 

nine years. It is possible that Evelynʼs parents found the financial resources to 

pay the fees that enabled Evelyn to attend the junior department of the 

grammar school for two years, before she obtained a scholarship place. In the 

same year, her parents bought a semi-detached house of their own, costing 

£425, and became the first members of their family to own their own home. It 

is unclear from Evelynʼs accounts what her parentsʼ occupations were, 

although she repeatedly describes herself as working class, and refers to her 

parentsʼ working class background in her narrative. 

 

Bourke (1994) indicates a shift during the 1930s towards owner occupation by 

working class families, and Scott (2004b) suggests that the aspirational 

behaviour represented by home ownership during this period did not indicate 

a desire to move into the middle classes, but was ʻclosely associated with […] 

new notions of working-class respectabilityʼ (Scott, 2004a: 2). Parents saw 

home ownership as a stage towards material improvement, secure 

employment and a better life for their children; an attitude shared by her 

Evelynʼs parents. 

 

Evelyn passed her school certificate in 1939, and in 1942 passed her Higher 

School Certificate. She was awarded a County scholarship that enabled her to 

study at Bedford College, University of London in 1942. Evelynʼs degree 
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course was shortened to 2 years due to the Second World War, and she was 

awarded a 2:1 honours degree in English Literature in 1944. Evelyn then 

spent 1945 studying at the Institute of Education, London University for her 

post-graduate teaching certificate, before working as a teacher from 1945 until 

1968. Despite studying in London during a crucial period of the Second World 

War, it does not figure significantly in her narrative, even as a backdrop to her 

life.  

 

Norman Buxton (B1520) 

The development of a traditional craft identity is the principal theme in 

Normanʼs narrative as his apprenticeship is interrupted by war service. 

Norman Buxton (B1520) was born in 1920, the older of two brothers. At 14 in 

July 1934 Norman left Elementary school and in January 1935, became 

apprenticed to a local printer on a 7-year apprenticeship. However, his family 

moved to a different part of the country in 1938, and this forced Norman to 

break his apprenticeship, although he found work in a small print shop without 

benefit of proper apprenticeship. He was sacked on his 18th birthday in July 

1938 because of lack of work, although, the likely reason is that, at 18, 

Normanʼs wages would have increased and he would no longer have been as 

cheap to employ. 

 

Wilfrid Tyrell (R2143) has lived and worked widely around the world as a 

chartered engineer, from Western Europe, North America, British Columbia, 

West Africa, Indonesia, Iran and South America. Wilfrid was born in 1922, in a 

small village of approximately 100 families near Teesside, in the North East of 

England: really a housing estate for the iron and steel works which dominated 

our lives. Wilfrid met his wife when he was 24, whilst working in Caracas, 

Venezuela. His wife has not been employed except briefly on a casual basis 

since their marriage. They have three children, all boys.  
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2.Thematic discussion 
Exploring life histories in the context of life course research, it is important to 

consider the ways in which individuals are linked to others, and the extent of 

their obligations both between and across generations. The inter-relationship 

of life courses within and between generations are reflected in linked lives.  

 

Elder (1978) argues that the family represents an important dimension in the 

multi-dimensional life-course. Elder and OʼRand (1995) further propose that 

inter-dependent or linked lives reflect the fact that biographies meet in families 

or close social networks as co-experiences. Heinz and Kruger (2001) indicate 

how, to understand the life course it is important to link social indicators such 

as class or gender with an analysis of the extent to which lives are linked 

across and within generations. Certainly, the examples from MO illustrate the 

value to this strand of analysis, as the geographic and temporal 

considerations of family life are rehearsed across correspondentsʼ narratives. 

 

Rose focuses on her motherʼs actions and emphasises her motherʼs flawed 

judgement and perceived rejection of herself, along with inadequate family 

finances. In a terse comment about her birth family, Rose states: my mother 

lost interest in me when she remarried and had other children. Roseʼs 

comments about her subsequent elementary education continue the trope of 

maternal culpability: 

Apart from the brief period in 1941, although I was always top in the 

class exams. I played truant repeatedly in 1943-4 by informing my 

teachers that I had to go to the dentist or the clinic. It should have been 

possible for the teachers to inspire us [...] but there was nothing but dull 

interminable boredom. [R1760, Spring Directive 1991-Education, Part1] 

 

Whilst the disruption of war thorough evacuation is a crucial theme in Roseʼs 

narrative, more significant are her motherʼs actions, which are implicated in 

Roseʼs failure to take the scholarship either at 11 or later at 13. There is no 
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sympathy for her mother evident in Roseʼs account of events, and she truants 

in rebellion and protest at her motherʼs insistence on her leaving school to find 

work. Rose implies she was required to leave school in order to support her 

step brotherʼs education.  She does not indicate the influence of her 

stepfather, but it is important to be aware of the probability of Roseʼs motherʼs 

dependence on her new husband, and the imperative for a collective family 

income for economic survival. Decisions regarding Roseʼs education may not 

have been her motherʼs but her stepfatherʼs. However, Roseʼs narrative 

indicates her motherʼs central position in her childhood memories.  

 

As an adult, Rose remakes herself as an educated person after she has 

completed her role as mother and as wife. Rose gained a number of formal 

qualifications: O and A levels during the 1970s, and RSA and Pitmanʼs 

qualifications in typing and shorthand after taking a TOPS course in 1975. 

Rose returned to work in 1975 after 19 years at home bringing up two 

daughters and a son. Rose was widowed after her husbandʼs death from 

cancer at the age of 54 in 1977, and then began an Open University degree, 

completed in 1985. During 1985-6, she took part of an MA course at 

Middlesex Polytechnic. She worked as a finance specialist in the Civil Service 

at executive grade, with control a £5m budget.  

 

For Evelyn Winslade, education has a pivotal place in the organisation and 

focus of the entire family.  Evelyn describes her childhood growing up in an 

aspiring and encouraging working-class family, and recalls how the local 

community was 

divided into two camps: some families accepted their ʻlowlyʼ lot […] 

while others were full of ambition and strove constantly to climb up into 

better things.  

She explicitly places her family amongst the ambitious: 
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I was fortunate that my family belonged to the second group and my 

sister and I were always encouraged to have a pride in achievement 

[E2069, Spring Directive 1993-Growing Up] 

Evelynʼs mother is the stronger of her parents, the disciplinarian who emerges 

as a motivating force in fostering educational success through her daughters. 

The motherʼs story, re-told by her daughter, is formative in framing Evelynʼs 

narrative. Evelyn recalls how  

  new goals were repeatedly put before us, mostly by my mother whose 

ambitions to be a teacher or an engineer had been dashed by being 

one of the older ones of a typically large Victorian family. [E2069, 

Spring Directive 1993-Growing Up] 

As a result of their motherʼs frustrated educational aspirations, and unusually 

for girls, neither Evelyn nor her sister were asked to do housework, but 

instead were expected to focus on their academic work: 

My sister and I were not expected to do many chores around the house 

– it was much more important that we should do our homework and the 

best conditions for doing this in our small house were provided i.e. 

peace and quiet. [E2069, Spring Directive 1993-Growing Up] 

 

Education is central to the family narrative of striving for better things, while 

the home is arranged around their daughtersʼ education, as Evelyn and her 

sister fulfil the educational ambitions denied to their mother because of her 

gender and historical circumstances. It is also significant that there were no 

sons in the family who might have been prioritised by Evelynʼs parents and 

competed with the daughters for support. 

 

Wilfridʼs account of his early life documents his fatherʼs efforts to educate his 

son, which resulted in Wilfrid starting school at the age of three: 

I was an unofficial pupil for the first year. My father had cajoled the 

headmaster to take me in. I could already read. I was taught to write 
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and to perform some simple mathematical tasks. [R2143, Spring 

Directive 1991-Education, Part1] 

However, this situation did not last as an education official discovered Wilfridʼs 

attendance and removed him from the register until he was five: 

Father continued to coach me, somewhat in advance of the school 

syllabus. (When I was eight we spent time struggling with algebra; I still 

remember quite vividly my tears of frustration and his expression of 

astonishment as I tried to digest the concept of “half as much again”). 

[R2143, Spring Directive 1991-Education, Part1] 

 

His fatherʼs early and continued involvement in his sonʼs education provided a 

valuable educational grounding for Wilfrid: Back in school I stayed with the 

group which I had joined on my initial entry   and was subsequently entered 

for the scholarship exam at the age of nine: I passed, and went to the local 

grammar school soon after my tenth birthday. Wilfrid offers no indication of 

similar coaching for his sister. However, the involvement and investment of 

Wilfridʼs father becomes doubly significant when Wilfrid explains:  

My father had been the first boy from the village school to do this; I was 

the third. [R2143, Spring Directive 1991-Education, Part1] 

Tragically, Wilfridʼs father did not live to know this: 

He did not see the results of his coaching and enthusiasm; he died a 

couple of weeks before I took the examination. [R2143, Spring 

Directive 1991-Education, Part1] 

Wilfridʼs fatherʼs early death profoundly affected his later education trajectory 

and subsequent life course: 

My fatherʼs death had more impact on the family than simply disrupting 

my private coaching. We were, Mother and 2 children, plainly and 

simply poverty stricken. Such expenses as were incurred by my being 

at the grammar school, such as the cost of books and uniforms, were 

met from some ad hoc charitable fund set up by the vicar of the parish 
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with the aid of the headmaster of the primary school. [R2143, Spring 

Directive 1991-Education, Part1] 

 
The headmaster who had taken over Wilfridʼs grammar school after the First 

World War had realised that, as the majority of the pupils came from working 

class families on industrial Teesside, few would stay past the age of 16. The 

head therefore reduced the length of time taken to study for the School 

Certificate from five years to four, and to complete the course for the Higher 

School Certificate from two years to one year. Pupils therefore completed by 

16 what would normally be expected in other grammar schools by 18. 

 

For Wilfrid, the outcome of this educational cramming meant that he had 

completed his School Certificate by the age of 14, and was into the second 

year of the Higher Certificate course when his future became of interest to his 

relatives: 

Mother had no income beyond what she could earn by domestic 

chores. We soon found ourselves living with my maternal grandparents 

and a bachelor uncle, all out of work since time immemorial. They 

knew little about the education system into which I had been flung, and 

showed even less interest. It was only when I revealed, what I 

supposed everyone knew, that after Higher School certificates there 

were either more such certificates or University, and then not until the 

age of eighteen, that interest in my future was aroused. In the middle of 

the first term of my second year in the sixth form I was found a job 

[R2143, Spring Directive 1991-Education, Part1] 

Wilfridʼs subsequent decisions indicate how his father continued to influence 

his education and employment trajectory even after his death. Wilfrid was 

found a job through the good offices of a former colleague of [his] father and 

became an errand boy in the accounts department of a large steel-making 

company. Wilfridʼs reflections indicate why his father had so intensively 
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coached his son in algebra, but also point to the difficulties Wilfrid was to face 

in finding a suitable job: 

My father had been an engineering draughtsman. Apprentices to that 

trade were, by my time, usually recruited from the technical schools. 

[R2143, Spring Directive 1991-Education, Part1] 

 

Ryder (1965) suggests that change occurs when there is a marked 

discontinuity between the experiences of a cohort and those of its 

predecessor, while Hareven (1978) indicates that social change can also take 

place through important discontinuities within the same cohort. There are 

important discontinuities between Wilfridʼs expectations, those of his maternal 

family and with his colleagues at work. Wilfrid resolves these tensions in his 

decision to enrol at the local technical college as an engineering student, 

rather than study bookkeeping or commercial subjects at evening classes like 

his work colleagues. His decision led to an invitation 

[a] year later to take part in an entrance examination for six vacancies 

for apprentice draughtsmen in the structural engineering company […] I 

had to compete with eighty or so boys mostly from the [local] technical 

schools […] I was accepted. [R2143, Spring Directive 1991-Education, 

Part1] 

 

However, his success marked the beginning of a long and tedious learning 

process as Wilfrid embarked upon six years of study at night school, from 

1938 until 1944, most of it during the war years, three evenings a week for 40 

weeks of the year. Since Wilfridʼs occupation was reserved, war meant his 

education became more difficult as his Home Guard duties kept us up nights 

and busy on Sundays when there was homework to be done. Wilfrid 

completed his Ordinary National Certificate, then his Higher National 

Certificate before he passed the exams for Graduate and Associate 

membership of the Institute of Structural Engineers. Wilfridʼs move abroad to 

work as a structural engineer was made possible by the post-war expansion 
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of overseas construction markets in the aftermath of the destruction of the 

Second World War: I soon found an opportunity in field construction, almost 

as soon as the war was over. Wilfridʼs narrative is about the educational and 

social aspirations of his father as much as it is about Wilfridʼs own journey of 

social mobility.  

 

In contrast to Wilfridʼs experiences, Norman Buxtonʼs narrative describes a life 

course based more upon situational imperatives, occupational identity 

interrupted by war work, rather than decisive action by his family. His narrative 

emphasises his actions as provider for his own family, rather than the 

influences of his family of origin on his life trajectory. 

 

Norman joined the Army in September 1938 as war threatened.  However, he 

sustained an eye injury and was discharged from the army as medically unfit 

in February 1939. He returned to work in the print industry, as a junior 

compositor in a print office, until May 1940 when again the course of work 

dried up.  Now 19 years old, he states that my printing apprenticeship went on 

ice for the duration of the war as he took on war work in an aircraft factory, 

after training for 5 months as an aircraft fitter at a Government Training 

Centre. Although initially in a reserved occupation, he was eventually replaced 

by women workers, and his work as an aircraft fitter led to his recruitment into 

the Royal Air Force, In May 1941.   Despite his eye injury, his skills were 

needed, and the armed forces were not so particular about physical standards 

now that the nation was at war.  After 6 months training as an airframe fitter, 

now aged 21, he spent the following years of war service [keeping] the air 

force flying in various part of the world.   

 

Normanʼs period of apprenticeship and training for war work and his later war 

service, act as a transitional space as he moves from unqualified elementary 

schoolboy to time-served craftsman. This is a period when his comments 

indicate an identity in flux: By now I was 21 and wondered when all the 
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training for various occupations was going to end! Normanʼs return from war 

service and the completion of his printing apprenticeship as a hand 

compositor at printer number four, […] achieved finally in September 1947, at 

the grand old age of 27, signal a return to a stable existence where he is 

secure with his newly acknowledged craft identity. Family moves, economic 

pressure on the print industry, and finally war, had all delayed this important 

ʻrite of passageʼ for Norman.  

 

Two distinct discourses are evident in Normanʼs story.  His narrative moves 

from a discourse critical of his elementary education and his early identity as a 

working class Elementary school boy with no qualifications, to a discourse 

that engages with his craft identity as a printer: My ensuing technical training 

was excellent and prepared me well for a career in printing. He emphasises 

the value of his craft skills accumulated through experience and demonstrated 

by the number of printing firms he worked for: changing my employer 19 times 

throughout my 43 years in print. He also emphasises the value of practical 

learning over paper qualifications: 

I did not take an exam that could have granted me a City and Guilds 

certificate and not many of my associates did. Such a qualification 

bestowed no financial benefit and was of no help when changing jobs  

[B1520, Spring Directive 1991-Education, Part1] 

 

It is important to read Normanʼs account of his time as foreman against a 

background where the old manual skills in the Print industry were rapidly 

being overtaken by changes in technology. His ambivalence about his 

education is bound up with his identity as a successful, time-served printer. 

Normanʼs identity is bound up with a working class gendered occupational 

hierarchy, in which his trade skills enabled him to earn a good living, […] raise 

a family, and […] be relatively successful. His abilities as a skilled craftsman 

are central to his role as family provider. The acquisition of his trade is the 

foundation of Normanʼs identity, and his narrative takes place within public 
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arenas of work and training, with family restricted to the margins of his life. 

Norman narrates a story of craft identity rooted in the Print industry in 

metropolitan London and its satellite towns.  
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3. Conclusion 
For the men correspondents, occupational success is predicated upon family 

investment in their education and access to male occupational structures and 

identities.  

 

For the men, occupational mobility was still possible despite their initial lack of 

educational credentials, since the limitations on working class male 

occupational mobility was much less restrictive than for women, for whom 

domesticity was the assumed ultimate destination.  

 

Education was more of an imperative for the women than the men. For the 

women, lack of education resulted in early entry into paid employment, a role 

in the economic survival of their families and personal domesticity  

 

Discontinuity in individual biographies is institutionalised for female 

biographies, in terms of the way the family is organised and the relationship to 

access to education occupational pathways – teaching is central to womenʼs 

education narratives, a gendered pathway. As Heinz and Kruger (2001) so 

aptly argue: 

Women have to balance more and often contradictory institutional 

demands […] than men (Heinz and Kruger, 2001: 42). 

 

These narratives offer a powerful indication of the narrow and conflicted 

nature of womenʼs lives in comparison to men of the same generation. There 

is a qualitatively gendered ambivalence to their education and life trajectories 

evident in women correspondentsʼ accounts, something that only becomes 

apparent by stranding both male and female experiences alongside each 

other. 
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