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Museum of Welsh Life, St Fagans & Carew Cheriton Control Tower.
……………………………………………………….

Organisations like these two are often created by people who have a vision which has arisen from a love for their subject and a passion for what they want to achieve.  That is usually the starting point for any new venture, but where it goes from there is highly dependent on money, politics (organisational or external) and the changes that always come within any organisation when the original creator hands it on.  Whose vision does it become then, and what new constraints might come into play, which will affect their rationale and direction?  This handover, of course, has happened a number of times at St Fagans, as it is celebrating its 70th anniversary this year, but it is yet to happen at Carew Cheriton, and their challenge will be a very different one..  

It is worth noting however, that while it is easy to criticise what others do, we cannot always fully understand the constraints under which those who manage the establishments may have laboured, or the passion that led to each establishment having been brought into existence in the first place, where previously there was nothing.  On the other hand, it is also easy to look through rose-coloured, or single-focus glasses and see perfection, where there was none in life, especially if you are looking to entertain.  But, when you are looking to educate and inform a wide range of people, from children to adults, how fully real, and comprehensive can you afford to make what you present? 

St Fagans was created in 1948, just after the end of world war 2, as the Welsh Folk Museum, by the National Museum of Wales in Cardiff (Mason 2007:).  They were given 20 acres of land, and St Fagan’s Castle, by the Earl of Plymouth. This gave them the freedom to fulfil their ambition to bring together examples of real, normal Welsh buildings used by ordinary Welsh people, not the so-called elites.  The project grew from the Welsh Bygones collection at the National Museum and the original curator appointed to bring St Fagans into being was Iorwerth Peate, who was curator of the Bygones collection.  He was a passionate supporter of Welsh culture: the culture of rural and village life.  He was a Welsh poet, writer and student of Welsh human geography, and a heartfelt believer that holding onto the folk life of Wales was an absolute necessity, in order to defend and protect its civilisation, as a bastion of both reason and tolerance, against the chaos be believed society was descending into as the 20th century progressed.  This, after having grown up in rural Powys and lived through the great depression and both world wars, the second as a conscientious objector (Owen 2009:1-3).  So his intense focus on what he believed to be the heart of Welsh culture, and the saving of it for future generations, was about returning to a time of community and connection - to the land and to the country itself.  This dedication was the driving force for St Fagans for the first 23 years of its existence.  

Added to the personal passion and expertise of Peate, the political climate in Wales at the time was such that there was very keen interest in bringing Wales into the limelight as a true nation, with its own national museum, university and national library.  This offshoot was about recreating what was seen as the real culture of Wales - that of the ordinary people - the people who lived on the land, worked with their hands, went to chapel and lived in community with each other.   This must have also been the vision for those in charge of the National Museum, as Peate was already working for them.  This passion and enthusiasm for Welshness is one of the collection’s great strengths, even today, when corporate and financial pressures are part of life for every publicly funded organisation. 

So this new outdoor museum found, deconstructed and reconstructed good examples of the main types of buildings used and lived in over the centuries, mostly (initially) before the 20th, including farmhouses, various kinds of workshops and public buildings (church, school and post office, etc).  Each was then populated with the most accurate complement of contents for the time and location they were first, or most in use.  Enthusiastic staff and volunteers still provide both guidance and information and, wherever possible, re-enactment of various activities - including in the smithy, pottery and bakehouse.  This collection of real buildings and their contents is certainly a great strength as most of them would have been lost to history by now, and forgotten.

Of course not everyone was happy with the collection, as there was no connection with maritime, industrial or urban Wales, or Anglophone Wales.  All of which were and are part of Welsh life - but are they part of ‘Folk Life’..? 
Certainly John Geraint Jenkins had some stern views.  He worked for a time alongside Peate and, after a acquiring the Drefach Woollen Mills for the National Museum, plus taking on the role of initial curator for Welsh Industrial & Maritime Museum in Cardiff, eventually took on the curator’s job at St Fagans.  Jenkins was a generation younger than Peate, with a much different life experience, coming as he did from seafaring family in Llangrannog (https://museum.wales/news/?article_id=540).  He thought all aspects of Welsh life were equally important and that they ought to be represented, and represented accurately, something he wrote about with much passion (Jenkins 2009).  
 
	‘It is far easier to arrange ‘ye olde Welsh farm kitchen’, complete with
	dresser, cradle, Bible and framed picture of William Williams, Pantycelyn
	than to present an authentic picture of the poverty that characterised
	much of Welsh rural life.’
								(Jenkins 2009:6)

Mason (2007:1) also questions choices that are made regarding what is displayed and what is withheld, because this can then come to define the national character in the eyes of those of later generations who come to see and experience it.  And, to a large extent this ‘ye olde Welsh kitchen’ idea that Jenkins hated so much is precisely what St Fagans has done, despite Jenkins’ leadership.  

But, after the initial passionate endeavour to recreate a view Wales before the time of chaos and change, what could the driving forces have been to maintain that view, when others found it wanting?  As with most publicly funded organisations, the main drivers are finance and politics.  Most cultures whitewash the past - it is normal behaviour.  And of course funding bodies don’t want to fund the nasty stuff - particularly if the main funder is the national government.  While the visiting public generally wants a nice day out, learning a little cultural history, having a bit of lunch - and buying things in the gift shop.   

Most places like St Fagans end up having to diversify - rent out facilities for functions, training and events, in order to break even and to put by some unrestricted funds for a rainy day.  So showing people fighting starvation and disease in the grounds is not likely to be conducive to entertaining the general public.  However, museums do tend get people’s attention - they put a foot in the public’s mental door and begin to create an inflow of information, and even create new thoughts and questions - about the differences between then and now.  So showing a version, an idea, of a more salubrious past than it really was: accurate, but without the more difficult and painful information on display, might be more than enough to begin with.  The really hard facts some people will learn later, when they are ready - at school, or perhaps in university.  Like everything in life, taking baby steps at the beginning and only later getting to the emotionally and politically complex information, when people are more able to understand and contextualise it. Of course as generations die off, this tidy history can become ‘the truth’ for many - but does this actually matter, in the grand scheme of things?  Not everyone wakes up to the realities of the world around them - and that will include history.  Most of the time history is rewritten as it happens anyway.  Just watch the evening news.  

As for showing other aspects of Welsh life - is St Fagans the place for that?  It is neither urban nor maritime - or industrial.  It’s rural.  It is a branch off the main trunk of the National Museum and other, specialist locations have presented and hopefully will continue to present their part of what it has meant to live in Wales - the good and the bad - outside of the mansions and castles, which get more than enough attention as it is.  So what could be seen as a weakness of the collection, could rather be playing to its strength.   

At the other end of the size and funding spectrum, Carew Cheriton Control Tower is both very different and yet very similar, in at least one aspect.  It, too, was brought back to life because of love and passion - for a very particular time, place and function.  

So much recent history is slowly disappearing under vegetation, or being demolished for housing or ploughing, yet there are still quite a number of people alive for whom much of the early 20th century is their living memory, particularly the life-changing events of World War 2.  Carew Cheriton’s project came to life because of these people and their memories.  The control tower is on land owned by a local farmer, who offered it to the local historical society on long lease in 2000 (https://www.carewcheritoncontroltower.co.uk), so it is a relatively new project.  A group of individuals from the historical society then set up a separate group and took up the challenge of reviving the control tower, with a view to sharing the airfield’s history with the wider community, particularly the younger generations, for whom both world wars are often unknown history - along with the local connection to events.  

The group’s stated aims focus on creating a ‘lasting memorial’, delivering education, and creating a tourist attraction providing a wartime experience (https://www.carewcheritoncontroltower.co.uk).  The group have completely recreated the control tower, and populated it, and their museum, with accurate and contemporary artefacts they have acquired.  They have also resuscitated a number of related buildings, using them for education, as a museum for other wartime related material culture, and as a workshop where they restore vehicles that were used at the time - including an aircraft.   They are a very active and passionate group who take every aspect of what they are doing very seriously - particularly education = sharing their personal memories.  Some of these folks were actually there during the war and worked or served on the site at the time.  So the connection is direct and very real - no distant history, this.  They share the day to day and both happy and sad memories. No gory details, but dead comrades are not forgotten.  

The group are very passionate about what they do - and they do their own fundraising.  So there is no political pressure on them to do, show or teach anything other than what they are already doing.  What they do is all their own idea and what they share is their own truth.  There is no conflict of philosophies in this instance, and no criticism of sanitising or massaging history to clean it up.  It truly is a privilege to experience one of their education sessions - their knowledge, humour and enthusiasm are infectious - and that is their collection’s greatest strength: they are the heart of the ‘collection’.  And, best of all, an unintended result of all their work: they are the healthiest and most engaged group of octogenarians and nonagenarians you could wish to meet.  They have meaning and purpose in life, where most folks their age have given up. They are not just teaching history, but life skills as well.  

The key challenge for them, and their collection, is themselves - because of their age.  Although they network with other enthusiasts and military organisations - as well as regiments which have a link to the airfield or the area - and between them share material history and major events, they still have sole responsibility for the collection, and eventually the main group members will no longer be there.  Unfortunately, at the moment they report that they have no strong contenders to hand the project over to - there is no succession plan.  They have done their best to record memories on CDs and DVDs for posterity, and hope their ongoing engagement with the community may bring new recruits.  Even if successful, it won’t be first hand stories the new ones will be telling, it will be second hand at best, as the heart of the collection, the people, will no longer be there.  Even if there is continuity for a time, it might well eventually close down and, with the closure of so many council authority museums, other options to take over the collection need to be explored and set in place now - before everything they have built up ends up on eBay or at the tip - lost and forgotten..    

………………………………………………………………….
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