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Reflective Essay

The writing of a dissertation is one that is done by all students across universities. However, my dissertation for my Archaeology degree is something a little different to what is considered normal. For my dissertation, I am creating a short documentary about Tyneham village in Dorset and how the role of memory and identity, and the loss of both, creates a political situation which alters the perceptions of people across the world. By creating a documentary I am hoping to get people to question what they know of archaeology. Tyneham village is not the conventional archaeological site. For a start, it was evacuated during the Second World War, an event where many people who lived through it are still alive (Buckton 2008: 11). Secondly, it is not buried under the ground awaiting excavation. It is a site that people can still visit to this day, although not as it once was. 

The key concept behind my dissertation is the idea of memory and identity and how politics and war influenced a loss of memory and identity of the villagers. The people who left the village still had memories and still held on to their identities (Wright 1995). However, over the space of the last 70 years this identity begins to diminish. There is no better place, for myself to set my dissertation, than Tyneham village.  It is a site that I have a very keen interest in, having grown up in the surrounding area and visiting Tyneham on numerous occasions. The site of Tyneham has always intrigued me and I have often wondered about the stories hidden in the walls.

The village of Tyneham is nestled in the Tyneham valley in the South of Dorset (Elmes 1994: 1). Evacuated by the Ministry of Defence in preparation for D-Day in 1943, it was overtaken by the US Omaha division in December of that year (Lewis 2016: 5). The villages, having been given one month to evacuate, left their homes in the belief that, not only were they aiding the war effort, but that they would also get to return back to the little village they called home (Legg 1985). However, this was not meant to be and Tyneham is still abandoned (Norman, Hurst 2003: 99). What intrigues me so much about the site is how, even now, the site is shrouded in politics; numerous people having very strong opinions about the site. There are still a number of people who believe that the Tyneham and the surrounding area should be returned to the villagers who left it in 1943. Other people believe that the village should be handed over to the National Trust (Wright 1995). It is this contrast in opinions which has constantly captured my curiosity; especially the loss of an identity which has resulted in so many different responses. In summary, the question is referring to the loss of memory and identity as both have an impact on how the site in question is viewed by a variety of people and how the politics surrounding the site are shaped.

The reason why I chose to research this question is predominantly embedded in the way I will be presenting the answer. In contrast to the conventional 10,000-word essay, I will be creating a ten to fifteen-minute documentary. There will be textual elements within my research, including scripts, storyboards and shot sequences, however the final piece will be the film itself. I have chosen to create a film as, not only does the film offer a unique experience which may not be achieved through reading an academic document, but it also engages a wider audience (Turner 1993). It has been the case that archaeology is often looked at through academic eyes. The last major archaeological TV show was Time Team (Hilts 2012). I would like to bring archaeology back in to the mainstream by encouraging and engaging a wider audience and showing them a world which they have not yet encountered. It is important to get people involved in archaeology because archaeology influences people’s perspectives of history, sometimes altering them. If archaeology is purely academic, then it is difficult for a wider audience to understand more about their past in order to shape the future (Dornan 2002). Therefore, it seems logical to present Tyneham in a way that engages as wide an audience as possible. 

Tyneham has been examined before, in both written texts and through the medium of film. For example, “The Village that Died for England: The Strange Story of Tyneham” (Wright 1995) goes into detail about the history of the site and the political events which occurred from 1968 onwards. There have also been documentaries where previous residents have returned to Tyneham and described what life was like when they lived there. However, as a whole there are few written texts on Tyneham and even fewer academic analyses of the village. Therefore, I have decided to conduct research through interviews with both previous residents and current conservers of Tyneham. Also, in contrast to previous documentaries which have been made, I am not only enquiring into the ex-residents lives and what Tyneham was like before the Army take-over in 1943, but also into how the loss of memory and identity has influenced the politics surrounding the site and what impacts that has on how the site is viewed today. I am examining this side of Tyneham as it is fundamental in understanding the history of the area as a whole.

I will be answering the question on memory and identity, ultimately through the use of a film. It will be a ten to fifteen-minute documentary and it will be supported through textual research, including a script and a storyboard. As previously mentioned, there is a lack of academic texts surrounding Tyneham, possibly because of how recent the site is. As a result, a lot of my research is based on interviews with people who have either lived in Tyneham or are part of the Ministry of Defence team helping to conserve the village. Most of my research has involved contacting individuals and travelling to the offices of magazines, including Dorset Life Magazine (1968-1974). Such publications have recorded the events surrounding Tyneham from 1968 onwards. A key individual that I am researching currently is Rodney Legg (1985, 1992, 2002). His involvement with Tyneham resulted in a number of key publications which I have examined in my research. One example is the publication from the Tyneham Action Group which offers an interesting opinion into the events surrounding the site (Tyneham Action Group 1969). However, I have been conscious that in carrying out my research, I have had to be careful to maintain a critical and open-minded view of what is said. Oral evidences based on interviews, which I have already conducted, has shown that the topic of Tyneham is a highly emotive one. Indeed, this is something that I have needed to be personally aware of, given my close proximity to the village and the history of the site. As a result, I have tried to maintain objectivity from the sources which I have used. The publication of the Tyneham Action Group is a very politically orientated document and the author has an ulterior motive of shifting the reader’s perception of both the Ministry of Defence and the army (Norman 2007: 107). However, it still offers an interesting outlook. Other documents that I have looked at in my research include other documentaries, a number of publications by Rodney Legg as well as newspaper articles (The Times 1973). As with the publication from the Tyneham Action Group, all of these need careful handling and consideration as sources. There are a few difficulties which I have faced whilst conducting the preliminary research. For example, a lot of books were of little use as they discussed very little about the site. I have attempted to find literature discussing the more political aspect, however, it appears that it has not been addressed substantially. Another issue that I have had to work around is related to the interviews themselves. A number of individuals have refused to be interviewed due to ill-health or they just have no wish to be spoken too. There is little that can be done about this. I have had to acknowledge and respect their wishes and try to reach out to more contacts. I was lucky in the fact that I managed to conduct and record an interview with an ex-resident of Tyneham. Not only did that interview go extremely well, it also gave me more contacts to examine and follow-up. Essentially, what I have realised about creating a documentary is that you are faced with a number of problems and you have to work around them. There are some issues that you are unable to solve and, therefore, you have to forget that line of enquiry and follow a different lead. This whole process, though frustrating and occasionally negative, also has potentially positive effects. On reflection, I consider that the logistical difficulties I have encountered have led me to be more stringent and rigorous in the way I have and will conduct my research.

Other difficulties that I have come across revolve around ethical issues. I have been in contact with the Ministry of Defence as the location of Tyneham is situated in a gunnery range (Lewis 2016: 5) and I am also intending on interviewing members of the M.o.D. This is not much of an issue however, as I am in continual contact with members of the Ministry of Defence in reference to the interview questions and the locations I am permitted to film. Fortunately, the area which I wish to film in has public access during the times of year when the gunnery range is not in use and therefore I am able to film without too much trouble. The other issues will be in regarding interviews and using information and images with permission (Copyright, Designs and Patent Act 1998). I have and need to make sure that I get written or recorded permission to use people’s intellectual property in my research and my work.

Other issues will be a result of filming the documentary itself. So far, I have only two days in which I can film due to work and travelling restrictions. This requires me to do a considerable amount of prior planning in order to make sure that everything is recorded without too many issues. However, there will be elements that will be out of my control, including the weather. This would be a problem that would have to be resolved on the day, if resolvable. The main issue would be if one of the filming days were to be called off as then it would reduce my filming time substantially. Other issues include specific areas of Tyneham in which I can film due to the fact that a few of the buildings are in state of collapse (Lewis 2016: 44). Therefore, I am unable to film in the specific building and it is again an issue out of my control. I am in a situation where I will just need to show some flexibility and attempt to work around the problems present should they arise. 

What I now need to focus on with my dissertation will be the planning of the filming sessions and storyboarding, how the documentary will hopefully look; placing ideas onto a timeline so that the film will make sense to those who watch it. I will also be starting to script the documentary with the aim of editing the film in January. There will be issues regarding the editing but those will be faced when I get to them. The key issue will be condensing all of the information and footage into one short documentary and still get across the message that I wish to present to the audience. This task requires that I be very careful during the editing process, that I maintain an objectivity to the best of my ability. 

In conclusion, I am ongoing with my research in regards to Tyneham village, a process that will probably continue into the editing phase of my work. I have chosen to create a documentary as it is not only a career that I wish to engage it, but it would also allow a far wider audience to watch the story of Tyneham. Furthermore, it presents the story of Tyneham in a way that is different to the conventional dissertation. I have addressed the majority of problems that I consider I may have to deal with over the course of planning, filming and editing. I have also stated what is next in the creation of my documentary. Ultimately, I am hoping to create something that will engage a wide audience and address a topic from a different angle, which will hopefully get people thinking about the archaeology visible to the wider population.
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