ALL PARTY PARLIAMENTARY WAR HERITAGE GROUP


SPECIAL DISCUSSION MEETING: CENTENARY OF THE GREAT WAR, 2014–18
TUESDAY, 6 DECEMBER 2011, COMMITTEE ROOM 4, HOUSE OF LORDS

MINUTES OF THE MEETING


Present: Lord Faulkner of Worcester (Chairman), Lord Boswell, Lord Eden, Baroness Golding, Lord Lee, Lord Roper, Baroness Sharples, Julian Lewis MP, Peter Barton (Co-secretary)

Apologies: Earl Attlee, Lord Bilimoria, Lord Gardiner of Kimble, Lord King, Baroness McIntosh, Baroness Royall, Lord Selkirk, Lord Walker of Aldringham, Michael Dugher MP, Jeffrey Donaldson MP, Anne McGuire MP, Professor Peter Doyle (Co-Secretary)

In attendance: Andrew Murrison MP, Carole Souter and Jon Armstrong (Heritage Lottery Fund), Geert de Proost (Representative of the Flemish Government), Captain Simon O’Brien RAN (Australian High Commission), Frances Moreton (War Memorials Trust), David Symons (Commonwealth War Graves Commission), Nigel Steel and Gina Koutsika (Imperial War Museums), Julian Humphreys and Simon Marsh (Battlefields Trust), Richard Hughes and David Tattersfield (Western Front Association)

Lord Faulkner of Worcester: Lord Faulkner opened the meeting at 6.45 and introduced Andrew Murrison MP, the Prime Minister’s Special Representative for the Centenary of the First World War.  Lord Faulkner invited Andrew Murrison to address the meeting.

Dr Andrew Murrison: Dr Murrison explained that he had been appointed by the Prime Minister to act as his Special Representative to explore and determine how the country should commemorate the centenary years of the First World War between 2014 and 2018.  These were, he felt, seminal years in British history.  But why should we be celebrating the outbreak of the First World War in the United Kingdom?  Was it not traditional to celebrate the end of conflicts?  And was that not usually synonymous with the celebration of victory?  In this instance, he felt, the Great War was so monumental an event and had left such a powerful legacy within British society that it would not be sufficient to wait for 2018 alone.  It was felt, and generally accepted, that the people of Britain would expect more to be done to remember the early years of the conflict as well, to commemorate the way points of the conflict such as the Somme, Jutland, Gallipoli and Passchendaele.  All would need to be commemorated.  It would not be enough just to mark the overall end.

It was clear too that Britain’s friends and allies would also want to mark these events in which their people too had fought and suffered.  It would not be right to second-guess how they might be viewed in those countries and so it was felt it would be useful to have a telescope to look into other people’s history from their perspectives, to reflect their different national views on the same events.  This was one of the most fascinating aspects of the First World War’s history – seeing what happened from another’s point of view.  Ireland was one very clear example, a country in which national views varied considerably and attitudes to the war had changed over recent decades.  In such instances working together to remember and record the war would generate much good will.
In driving forward the Centenary he would be looking for some tangible outcomes.  The returning soldiers in 1919/1920 wanted homes, healthcare and hospitals.  There needed to be a reflection of this today.  There should be an investment in schoolchildren and learning to ensure a long-term dividend.  He believed a uniquely British view of the Centenary would arise through harnessing the wealth of grass roots history, preserved in families through fading photographs and letters.  The British contribution would come from these grass roots and was likely to be community based, with a range of different projects brought together centrally through the simple use of the First World War Centenary Mark already being used and promoted by Imperial War Museums.  The IWM was going to be central to this process, focussing and guiding interest by a range of different community groups and ensuring that none of the potential was wasted.  The IWM’s First World War Centenary Programme was already playing a crucial role and would be highly important in delivering the national cultural commemoration of the First World War.
Dr Murrison noted that some elements of the press and media had recently expressed concern that Britain was falling behind other countries in its preparations for the Centenary.  He hoped firstly that the public announcement of his appointment by the Prime Minister would placate them.  But he added, although there were a number of important events coming up in 2012 in the shape of the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee and the Olympics, a lot was already in hand for 2014.  President Sarkozy had recently opened the new Musée de la Grande Guerre at Meaux, championing it as a new gallery-based interpretation of the First World War.  But Britain had done this in 1917 with the formation of the Imperial War Museum and had maintained it since.  The IWM was planning a radical new re-presentation of its First World War galleries for 2014 and he felt this would exceed the square footage encompassed by the new museum at Meaux.  But the two museums would not be locked in competition, but partners in engaging a new generation and able to move forward together as friends.
He knew too that the Flemish government in Belgium had been in the vanguard of preparing cultural responses to the First World War Centenary.  Flanders encompassed many of the most important 1914–18 battlefield sites and had a number of initiatives in development to mark the events that took place there.  Australia too was well advanced in its plans.  These would work around the central idea of the ‘Anzac brand’ and include not only Gallipoli but later events on the Western Front as well.  The Americans too wanted to mark the events of the war right the way through, not just from the start of their formal involvement in 1917.  The Germans were also keen to give the First World War the dignity that it deserved within the run of modern German history.  The Great War is seen in Germany as embodying the more traditional heroic values and a cause for celebrating soldierly virtues.  Other countries that took part or were forged as a result of the war, like many nations in the modern Middle East and central Europe, would also be drawn into it.  The war was, in many ways, a monumental human catastrophe and Dr Murrison felt reluctant to commemorate it further in stone.  But wanted to make sure, instead, that it was marked in a way that produced lasting goals, such as learning scholarships for young people.
Since his appointment had been announced, he had talked to a lot of people about what Britain should or might do.  He had encountered many different opinions and suggestions.  But generally the consensus of feeling, both in Great Britain and across the Commonwealth, was that government should not control or dictate the response.  But this should be more of a people’s celebration or commemoration.  The beauty of what was emerging in Britain is that it is rising up from the grass roots.  Government could offer leadership and co-ordination, such as for example through the founding of a Centenary secretariat in the Department of Culture, Media and Sport.  Some concern had been expressed that DCMS were likely to be busy over the coming year, but he felt they were used to that and that this was definitely the right place for the secretariat to be based.  He envisaged a fairly tight knit committee that reached out through an electronic community to co-ordinate the extraordinary and wonderful patchwork of ideas intent on producing enduring deliverables.
Dr Murrison ended with thanks in advance to the Heritage Lottery Fund.  The government had no money to offer to the Centenary in the current economic times.  However, he was very much hoping the HLF would be able to do this which it had indicated it was willing and keen to do.

Lord Faulkner of Worcester: Lord Faulkner thanked Dr Andrew Murrison for a very interesting and stimulating presentation and explained that he would shortly open discussion to the floor.  However, he first invited Carole Souter, the chief executive of the Heritage Lottery Fund and National Heritage Memorial Fund to say a little more about their Centenary plans.

Carole Souter: Carole Souter began by thanking Lord Faulkner for the opportunity to add to what Andrew Murrison had said.  HLF was already working closely with the IWM to begin promoting its ‘Remembering the First World War’ campaign which had been launched on 11 November offering moderate sized grants.  This was already bringing together a range of organisations and interested parties, and she showed the group the new leaflet/booklet, which explained what the HLF was able to offer people in terms of grants and outlined some of the kind of projects it might be able to support.  She felt that HLF could certainly help to contribute to a wider understanding of how to become involved in learning and the engagement of new communities.  HLF had extensive experience of dealing with community groups at many levels and also of supporting Great War projects.  It could now offer more money in this way, without a specific time limit.  No money had been ring fenced specifically for this, and she highlighted the initial grant of £4.5m that had just been awarded to the IWM for its new First World War galleries, a heritage award to the Museum of Free Derry in Northern Ireland which is a clear community based project and a project in Yorkshire to reprint a book of the fallen.

Lord Faulkner of Worcester: Lord Faulkner thanked Carole Souter for this further insight and then invited contributions from the floor, beginning with parliamentarians.

Lord Eden: Lord Eden commended both speakers on excellent presentations.  He imagined there must be a plethora of ideas and suggestions for the Centenary, and he had some of his own.  He felt the Centenary was happily coinciding with an increasingly urgent need to protect war memorials within local communities.  He felt one way to begin this would be for local school children to identify the people and regiments behind the names.  This was very much ‘local history’ and it would involve young people directly in making a connection back to the war.  He felt the Centenary should not be about rejoicing, but more sombre and reflective.  To this end war memorials would provide an ideal focus.  On a final note Lord Eden urged that the Royal Armouries should not be overlooked in the Centenary and fully involved as, because of their location Leeds, they were often left out.

Dr Andrew Murrison: Andrew Murrison agreed particularly with Lord Eden’s final point.  He was already concerned that the Centenary should not be London-centric but embrace a range of sites across all the regions of Britain.  He also felt Lord Eden was right about war memorials.  He had already been struck by the way in which they could be brought to life.  In many rural communities in particular the names on the memorials are still there and a continued presence in the community.  He also thought that individual war graves in local cemeteries could be used as a focal point for children, engaging them without being morbid and explaining tangible things that had been present in their midst for generations.

Lord Boswell:  Lord Boswell said he wanted to make three key points. First, it was vital that local regimental museums should be closely involved in the Centenary.  Second, he stressed the importance of oral history, including collecting the memories of the next generation, the children of those who experienced it first-hand.  Third, among all the talk of service and sacrifice, it was crucial also to highlight peace as an alternative to war.  As part of this it was an opportunity to set aside former enmities and include dialogue with other nations to show more recent reconciliation.  He cited the particular example of Australia and Turkey over Gallipoli.

Dr Andrew Murrison: Andrew Murrison agreed.  He believed the Centenary would involved a large number of events in a large number of countries, including France and Belgium as well as Turkey.  There would also in these places be some controversial and difficult issues raised, such as the Armenian question, which would need careful treatment.

Lord Boswell: Such issues could become unifying factors.

Dr Andrew Murrison: Not just in relation to the soldiers who took part, but all manners of people.  The role of women should also be highlighted and fully contextualised, along with that of minority ethnic groups, and the home fronts in general.  These were all important elements of the whole picture.

Lord Lee: Lord Lee suggested that one overall approach would be for schools in local communities to ‘adopt’ a war memorial and research the names and history of those who died.  This would be an interesting way of placing this generation in touch with that of 1914-18.

Dr Andrew Murrison: Andrew Murrison agreed this was a very interesting idea.  He felt the Commonwealth War Graves Commission were the experts on preserving war memorials and wondered if maybe they might be able to use or guide any volunteer effort in looking after local memorials.  Such a scheme would require proper accreditation and need the tools to undertake the work.  But it would be good if communities could be encouraged to take up ‘ownership’ of the memorials in their midst.

Lord Lee: Possibly by maintaining the plots.

Dr Andrew Murrison: And hopefully too by involving adults to supervise, as well as schoolchildren.  He cited the example of Sutton Veny in his constituency which he knew well.

Lord Faulkner: Lord Faulkner asked Frances Moreton if she would like to comment on these ideas.

Frances Moreton: Frances Moreton (Director of the War Memorials Trust) began by explaining the Trust had just recruited a new Learning Officer.  Part of this new role would be to look at how children could interact with memorials.  She would like to see them become custodians of the memorials and hoped the new HLF grants would provide the support for this and create a structure for focussed work.

David Symons: David Symons (Director of Communication & Information at the CWGC) added that it was important that all these initiatives be co-ordinated through the IWM and its Centenary Programme.  The CWGC had lots of locations and sites, with many people being commemorated under their auspices within the United Kingdom.  He had previous experience of the maintenance of war memorials and ‘adopt a grave’ schemes, but felt most had not worked well when the emphasis was placed on school children.  He believed such schemes were not an appropriate substitute for proper maintenance, and we should be encouraging local authorities to play their part in maintaining the memorials.

Lord Roper: Lord Roper was impressed by the ‘ground roots up’ emphasis that appeared to be consistently emerging.  He again stressed that it was important to involved all the countries of the Commonwealth.  He personally had been impressed on a visit to France by the Indian cemetery at Le Touret, which reminded visitors of the very significant contribution to the war made by the Indian sub-continent.

Carole Souter: Carole Souter added that many of the large, formal war memorials were recognised and well known within communities.  What was often less known was the range of other sites that had been founded as memorials, such as halls, parks and gardens.  Discovering these offered a chance to find other local stories and increase awareness of the breadth of those who served.

Lord Faulkner: Lord Faulkner invited first the Australian and then the Flemish representatives, whose national plans had been previously presented to the All Party Group, to comment on what they had heard.

Captain O’Brien: Captain O’Brien (Naval Advisor, Australian High Commission) confirmed that the focus of the Australian centenary would begin in April 2015 with the centenary of the Gallipoli landings, but that this would be coupled with parallel and later events on the Western Front.  The Australian government was determined to push people beyond Gallipoli to France and Belgium.  The term ‘Anzac’ had been adopted at the centre of the Centenary events to embrace all elements of Australia’s First World War experience.  Although originating at Gallipoli, it was being freely used to incorporate events and experiences on the Western Front and beyond.  The Australian government had recently announced the investment of $A1.3m in an Anzac Interpretive Centre at Albany in Western Australia, from where the first contingent of the Australian Imperial Force and New Zealand Expeditionary Force set sail in November 1914.

Geert de Proost: Geert de Proost (Representative in London of the Flemish Government): explained that the federal government in Belgium had also recently appointed a co-ordinator of the Centenary events, the Governor of West Flanders.  Over the next year, the federal governments aimed to achieve a national focus for the Centenary, although it was understood the bulk of the events would be in Flanders.  The First Minister of Flanders had visited London in November and presented their emerging plans to various people.  The main focus would be local and regional, but also international too in aspiration.  The Minister had also raised the idea of people signing up to the International Declaration on Flanders Fields to focus attention on the events of 1914-18 in Flanders and encourage an awareness of world peace.  Already Flanders had a number of plans in hand in London including the Flanders Memorial Concert and the building of a Flanders Memorial garden near the Guards Museum.  The Minister’s visit had helped to widen awareness of the Centenary plans being implemented by Flanders.

Lord Faulkner: Lord Faulkner invited Peter Barton to update the Group on other initiatives going on along the former Western Front.

Peter Barton: Peter Barton explained that there were many interesting projects either underway or being developed, all of which would add considerably to our understanding of the history of events in France and Belgium.  On the old Somme battlefields, archaeology was now being taken very seriously and its value was fully appreciated.  He mentioned the success of his excavations in 2010 of the Livens flamethrower at Mametz.  As a result of this, the landowner of the renowned ‘Glory Hole’ trench lines at La Boisselle had asked him if he would like to excavate that site, which he and three other historians have now begun.  He explained that there were only four surviving 1916 battlefield sites north of the Somme river: Beaumont Hamel, La Boisselle, the Tambour and the Bois Francais. A new awareness of the unique value and significance of these sites had prompted the private owners of three of them to form a new Association specifically to ensure their preservation.  The research of the La Boisselle Study Group at the Glory Hole was taking knowledge down to minute level.  Through meticulous archive research in British and German archives, they could now pinpoint the men who dug individual trenches and tunnels and those who remained buried in them, French, German and British.  Their goal was to interpret the landscape, on the surface and underground.
An Anzac Trail was being developed and sponsored by the Australian government to span both the Somme and Flanders.  Local communities in these areas were also now taking an increasing interest in the events that had taken place there.  He had become aware, amongst the communities of Mametz and La Boisselle where he had worked extensively, that they had seen three manifestations of German invasion: 1870, 1914 and 1940.  The Conseil General of the Somme had joined with a number of other French Departments to apply to UNESCO to have certain key sites, including the large memorials, the untouched battlefield areas already mentioned and other surviving structures, added to the World Heritage register.  In Flanders new or enhanced museums were being built in Ieper, Zonnebeke and Kemmel.  All were keen to attract youth audiences.

Julian Humphreys: Julian Humphreys (Battlefields Trust) stated that he believed we had to accept that some parts of the population were uneasy about war and during the Centenary commemorations we should not ignore those who were opposed to it.  He would not want to see them overlooked and he asked, for example, if approaches had been made to Quaker organisations.

Dr Andrew Murrison: Andrew Murrison agreed and confirmed that faith groups were highly important.  He had written to Lambeth Palace and awaited a reply.  He noted that a large number of non-combatants did in the end serve in the Royal Army Medical Corps.

Carole Souter: This kind of thing was likely to arise from local projects.  She hoped this would continue to be the case and that communities and individuals would be able to deal with some of the difficult issues they uncovered.  The National Arboretum was a space intended for reflection and remembrance.  It was possibly a good place for those who did not agree with war.

Lord Faulkner: Lord Faulkner asked if either of the Western Front Association members wanted to add anything.

David Tattersfield: David Tattersfield (Western Front Association) said that he was concerned to make sure that the modern understanding of the war would represented as part of the Centenary not the outdated concept of ‘Lions Led By Donkeys’ and ‘Haig the butcher’ which was so often repeated by the media.  The WFA had a large grass roots representation with 50 branches and many were in touch with schools.  He believed the Association had been working closely with the IWM to preserve oral histories there and with the digitisation of their trench map collection.

Dr Andrew Murrison: Andrew Murrison welcomed this input from the WFA, which had also been represented at the national meeting he had convened the week before to begin collecting ideas for the Centenary.  David Tattersfield was right.  History was often contested and needs to be carefully considered before any declarations are made.  His point about Lord Haig was well made and he believed the strength of Stephen Fry’s depiction of the fictional General Lord Melchett in Blackadder had coloured public perception of the First World War and, while very funny, was not true.

Lord Faulkner: Lord Faulkner thanked everyone, but particularly Andrew Murrison and Carole Souter, for their contributions to what had been a very interesting meeting.  After a slow start, he now felt more confident that things were finally moving in the right direction with regards the Centenary.

Dr Andrew Murrison: Andrew Murrison agreed and added that this was in no small measure thanks to the All Party War Heritage Group which had succeeded in stirring things up and precipitating action, and doing exactly what All Party Groups were intended to do.

Lord Faulkner: Lord Faulkner reiterated his thanks and closed the meeting at 7.30pm.
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