A Remembered Soundscape: A British Family
Listens to the Wireless in the 1930s and 1940s

Peter M. Lewis, London Metropolitan University

Drawing on media history and studies of soundscahes essay uses a reflexive
self-ethnography to recover and provide a conterapointerpretation to
remembered acoustic experience. The focus is sBehild’s experience of
listening to radio in the 1930s and 1940s. The @ydcas two aspects: one is the
author’s personal audio memory, the other is thikucal context of radio
listening in the pre-television age when the ondans of reception was the
“wireless”, a medium which occupied, along with ig@mophone and the
cinema, almost the whole known world of public, isted sound. “Wireless”
listening thus had a significant place in a ratherdeveloped mediascape.

Contemporary sources — family diaries, the authdetters home from
boarding school, social histories, and recordshs period, including Mass
Observation — assist in reconstructing the congéext culture of listening within a
domestic and school setting.

Throughout, an attempt is made to trace and imigate the interweaving
of public and personal memory and, drawing on résémdies of “memory
work,” to recognise that the past is constantly néten, revised, and
misremembered. The experience under study wagtipiealiterate, while the
long-gone radio listening culture, situated witlain acoustic environment less
busy and invaded than that of today, bears compangith the geographically
remote cultures more usually studied in aural aofology.

A Remembered Soundscape

It is night time. Down the long path, at the bottofrihe garden, the wicket gate
clicks open and bangs shut, clicks and bangs,schekl bangs, until the last boy
has gone through. Silence, the boys now safe indiraraid shelter in the woods,
my brothers and | in bed upstairs in the housengé — and waiting, ears
straining to catch the next sound, the throbbirandrof German bombers. They
might not come this time, the silence might congingo then, only the night
sounds of the wood beyond the gate, and, oncegradpepping from the tree in
the yard below our window, an imagined time-boneliying at the time, later a
family joke.

The date: mid-1941; London, forty miles to the gasterging from the
worst of the Blitz; for us, in the boarding schioehere my father was a

! Wellington College in Berkshire was a leading “fizilschool,” which in the misleading English
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housemaster, the night-time alerts less frequeatgked by stray planes
returning from targets in the West and Midlandst &ill, on receiving the
“orange alert” by telephone, he would switch onelextric bell in the dormitory
that signalled the routine decamping to the shéttethe thirty or so boys in his
charge. Months earlier, at each alert, we too hkert refuge — in the cellar
beneath our house, we slept in the bunks improwbgeady mother, and heard the
whistle and thud of bombs. Now it was safer, mhdatsaid. | did not have to
leave my bed, normally a safe haven for a childixfbut now | was not so sure.
The silence after the gate’s last click and bangmhthe boys were safe. | was
not sure about us. Was it better, perhaps, to dauhdif-asleep trying to find the
door to the cellar round the twists and turns daohgays of this old Victorian
house? That was a dream often repeated in lates.yea

So | start with a memory charged with emotion,réeeson, perhaps, for its
remaining in my repertoire. It mixes place and tamel sound, and introduces a
family: my father, a teacher who was inspiring, @hodox and strict, and a
brilliant club cricketer. My mother, capable andngpathetic, began a lifetime of
“putting up with him” when he insisted on taking hi®r her honeymoon, on a
cricket tour of the Channel Islands. So cricket wasy mother’'s milk and, no
sooner weaned, my two brothers and | were beinghmzhhow to hit a half
volley through the off-side field. My mother’s ung@gob, as the wife of a
housemaster, included supervising the domesticrestded to clean and keep a
house running smoothly, and crucially to assistfatlyer in the social dealings
with parents. He could do male camaraderie, as evitheting friends, but could
not match her sensitivity — and memory for nameasktastories. She came from a
sociable family (unlike his) where emotion was giVeee rein. This was a
passport into the wives’ network, in effect an exiied family for us children in
whose company we were able to detect a softenusy subversion, of the
institutional disciplin€ Later in the war, it was my mother who organized a
cricket match between the wives and the men o$theol community. The
younger boys, including my brothers, and | wereuied into the wives’ team to
make up numbers. Here is my extended family onghahy August afternoon,
and within it my father (standing'®From right), my mother (seated®3om
left), and in the front row my brothers'{Zrom left, and &' from right). In the
right-hand corner, myself, my grumpy expressiorrainder against nostalgic
misremembering.

usage stands for “private school.” Pupils atterebéhschools from the age of 12 or 13 up until 18.
Entry is by an examination, known as Common Engataken at preparatory schools (“prep
school”), which are usually boarding schools are tia boys from the age of 7 or 8.

2 peter M. Lewis, “Mummy, Matron and the Maids: Faine Presence and Absence in Male
Institutions, 1934-63,” iManful Assertions: Masculinities in Britain sinc80, ed. Michael

Roper and John Tosh (London: Routledge, 1991), 174.
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Image 1. My Extended Family: Wives versus Men GetdWatch, 3 August 1944

In what follows | will move in different directiaaway from these
wartime memories and return to them, positioniregrtiwithin my
memoryscapé”and its motivations, within the contemporary “sdscape® as
far as | can recall it, showing its connection wittmediascap&whose main
inhabitant at that time was the wireless, and disicly the methodology and
sources of this type of investigation.

Memory is performative, a staging, as Annette Kphts it:

We cannot access the past in any unmediated fdnepdst is
unavoidably rewritten, revised, through memory; ar@mory is
partial: things get forgotten, misremembered, regped. Memory, in
any case, is always already secondary revisiom the&memories we

® Photographer unknown, Lewis family photograph, rimthe possession of Peter Lewis.

* | use memoryscape to mean the whole field of rynested memories, rather than implying an
association with a walk through a physical landscas in Toby Butler's usage. See, for example,
http://www.rhul.ac.uk/whats-new/news2005/Thamesi@uehlk.html, last accessed on 24
September 2009.

® Murray Schafer coined this word to mean the a¢oestvironment. | refer to his work later in

the article.

® | use “mediascape”, a notion introduced by ArjgspAduraifo mean the range of visual and
audio media available at any one time and plaee, for exampléviodernity At Large: Cultural
Dimensions of GlobalizatiofMinneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996)
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run and rerun inside our heads are residues ohpsalqrocesses,
often unconscious ones; their (re)telling — puttudjective memory-
images into some communicable form — always inoiwelering and
organising them in one way or anotter.

My recall here of the memoryscape under considaras complicated by the fact
that, aside from the repeated rehearsals in whemany is usually staged, | have
twice previously visited this landscape/memoryscagi@ough without the
particular attention to sound | am now giving.

The first time was when | returned to teach in @mipér's school some ten
years after the rest of my family had left it ird89 | was a young adult, in a
different role, but though my experience of thecplavas obviously different from
when | was younger, | inhabited the same physpats and frequently, as |
walked about the school buildings and grounds, sea$ronted by childhood
memories. The result is an added “layer” of men®ofiéis picture is rich in
layers. As a child | was a curious spectator ofdayrchapel services; as a teacher
| endured them, clad in hood and gown. The par&theys, before and after
chapel, was matched by the gathering of teachetshasir families in a
guadrangle beyond the chapel, for both groups aastan for the ritual of gossip.

The second re-visiting was of a different kinaoatribution to a book on
British masculinitie$. The chapter, titled “Mummy, Matron and the Maids”
(MMMs), was a critical analysis of male institutoand feminine presence in,
and absence from them. In it, | launched an attecén ideology unquestioned in
my upbringing: the values of the British public eoh | wrote of “the repression
of the private that went on in this public schopkrhaps the contradictory title is
after all apt.® It was an attempt to exhume feelings systemayigathscribed in
that educational environment, and to repair, alwitly therapy and participation
in a men’s group, the emotional damage | had ezpeed.

For MMMs, | used the same primary sources whiamlusing here: my
mother’s diaries and the tapes of several recocdedersations with her, as well
as (unrecorded) conversations with my parent’serapbraries, colleagues, and
servants. | also used, as | am using now, my gtteme from the prep school to
which | was sent in 1942. Though that experienakdtane negative
consequences, for my present project it has prataseadvantage: contemporary

" Annette Kuhn, “A Journey through Memory,” Memory and Methodologgd. Susannah
Radstone (Oxford & New York: Berg, 2000), 184.

8 peter M. Lewis, “Mummy, Matron and the Maids: Faine Presence and Absence in Male
Institutions, 1934-63,” itManful Assertions: Masculinities in Britain sinc8d0, ed. Michael
Roper and John Tosh (London: Routledge, 1991).

° Ibid., 174.
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Image 2. Wellington College South Front 1958: befSunday morning chapel (photograph by P.
D. Waghorn)

evidence — for example my letters home - which, éx@v, must be treated with
caution. As Raphael Samuel said of memory, “whebiittrives symptomatically
to forget is as important as what it remembefsr MMMs, | drew on historical
and fictional accounts of boarding school, socimabstudies of institutions, and
contemporary analyses of masculinity. | was infleezhby critical or
“revisionist™* autobiographical writings like Carolyn Steedmarémdscape for

a Good Womalf and Ronald Fraserls Search of a Past® My chapter included
both autobiographical passages, some reflecticgh@sources, and a
contextualization of my account within historicaldasociological perspectives. In
other words, there was an attempt to recollect iapee and my feelings at the
time of that experience, as well as to take a jwsdf critical distance. The result
of having done this exploration is that in the prasventure there is a feeling of

19 Raphael SamueTheatres of Memory: Past and Present in Contempo@arture(London and
New York: Verso, 1996), x.

1 Kuhn, “A Journey through Memory,” 181.

12 Carolyn Steedmat,andscape for a Good Woman: A Story of Two L{esdon: Virago
Press, 1986).

13 Ronald Fraseln Search of a Pagt.ondon: Verso, 1984).
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added familiarity about a memoryscape that careballed in my mind, but
which also exists as a written text.

Memories have something in common with Walter Omgadity. Before
they are written down, they are, like the bard’smoey “a float of themes and
formulas out of which all stories are variouslylbtt* But Ong goes on to say in
a later chapter in his bodBrality and Literacy “print encourages a sense of
closure [...] [and] is comfortable only with finality> We might, then, regard
writing as a performance which is in contradictiorithe inherent
incompleteness of oral sources,” each performaagay therefore “the
unfinished nature of a work in progre<$.”

For this current “performance,” | revisited themsaprimary sources as
those for MMMs, and checked them against accountsreless listening in the
Mass Observation Archive (MOA)and the publication of edited material from
the MOAX® My interrogation of the interweaving of public apersonal memory
has had, this time, the benefit of work on memany methodology not available
to me in 1991° The secondary sources | used include work initié 6f sound
and radio studies.

Sound studies have, in Britain, been encouragdtidyounding Out
series of conferences organised by the Univer$i§umderland; this has been an
attempt to raise the profile of sound within theaga-sound relationship, and to
promote a dialogue between sound practitionerssahdlars working on different
aspects of sound, like radio, video, sonic artd, elactro-acoustic musfé.My
interest in the sonic arts aspect of radio studigs stimulated by an earlier event
at Sunderland, thidearing is Believingonference of 1996, where | was

14 Walter J. OngQrallity and Literacy: The Technologizing of the \W@rondon and New York:
Routledge, 1982), 60.

* Ibid., 132.

16 Alessandro Portelli, “What Makes Oral History Rifént,” inThe Oral History Readeed.
Robert Perks and Alastair Thomsoff &dition (London and New York: Routledge, 2006), 39
" Mass Observation Archive, http://www.massobs.ddindex.htm last accessed on 27 July
2009. Founded in 1937, Mass Observation recruitedia of observer/investigators to record
ordinary life in Bolton in North-West England, adirists from across the country who were also
required from time to time to answer specific gisstaires. The activity continued through
World War Il until the early 1950s and is now kegtan archive at the University of Sussex.
18 For example see Simon GarfieWeg are at War: The Diaries of Five Ordinary Peojple
Extraordinary TimegLondon: Ebury Press, 2006).

!9 susannah Radstone, “Working with Memory: An Introiion,” in Memory and Methodology
ed. Susannah Radstone (Oxford and New York: BE@0OR Annette Kuhni-amily Secrets: Acts
of Memory and ImaginatiofLondon and New York: Verso, 1995); Kuhn, “A Joeyrthrough
Memory;” Katharine Hodgkin and Susannah Radstolmerdduction,” inContested Pasts: The
Politics of Memoryed. Katharine Hodgkin and Susannah Radstone (iroadd New York:
Routledge, 2003).

2 Sounding Out 4, http://www.soundingout.sunderlandik/ last accessed on 25 September
20009.
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introduced to Murray Schafer’'s work on soundscajiegas his comment that
“sounds may alter or disappear with scarcely a centrfrom even the most
sensitive of historiané* that led me to explore the theme of remembered
soundscapes — an attempt at a sort of aural “reschaeology.”

Historical accounts of British radio listening befdNorld War 1l are
available in the work of Shaun Moores and PaddyiSetand David Cardiff?
While Moores interviewed people who recalled ligtgrto the radio in their
sitting rooms in the 1920s and 1930s, ScannellGardiff emphasised the British
Broadcasting Corporation’s (BBC) “calendrical rolathe nation’s life: “the
cyclical reproduction, year in year out, of an ehg@and regular progression of
festivities, rituals and celebrations — major andan civil and sacred — that
marked the unfolding of the broadcast year [...].1SBomadcasts unobtrusively
stitched together the private and the public sghprd. [The calendar] not only
coordinates social life, but gives it a renewaldptent, anticipatory pleasures, a
horizon of expectations® This might be a description of life in a boarding
school. | remember my father saying that, if youegaim any date, he could tell
you exactly what was going on that day, so repetitvas the routine of sports
fixtures and events. “Crossing off and countingdhgs in the school calendar till
the end of term rationed our longing for home,”rbte of my experience in the
school to which | was sent at the age of efght.

Listening tothe Wireless

But all of that happened later. First let me bryog downstairs from the bedroom
where | listened to the clicking gate to the sgtroom where the wireless lived. It
was positioned at the side of the fireplace inditieng-room, the sofa and the
chairs grouped around it. The receiver was setwadnut veneered plywood
cabinet, with brown Bakelite and bronze trim” —iage of furniture rather than of
technology. It was a version of the Mullard MAS4ade in 1936.

When you switched it on, a bulb lit up the dialt pau had to wait a
minute for the valve to warm up before you heardriksh or mush of background
and the emerging station sound. The slowly lightiatye could be glimpsed

% Murray SchaferThe Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Gufithe World
(Rochester, Vt: Destiny Books, 1977/1994).

2 shaun Moores, “The Box on the Dresser’: MemoréEarly Radio and Everyday Life,”
Media Culture and Societ}0 (1988), 23-40; Shaun Moorésterpreting Audiences: The
Ethnography of Media Consumpti@hondon: Sage, 1993); Shaun Moorgedia and Everyday
Life in Modern Societ{Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000); d3a8cannell and David
Cardiff, A Social History of British Broadcasting: Volume @©1922-1939 - Serving the Nation
(Oxford and Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1991).

% Scannell and CardifA Social History of British Broadcasting78.

% Lewis, “Mummy, Matron and the Maids,” 176.
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behind the patterned cloth which covered the gilaen we listened, we looked
at the fire, or out of the window or at each otiMy. mother might be sewing or

Image 3. Our WirelesS

darning, my father reading the paper. No mobiliything portable: the sitting-
room was where we listened. And what we listenedas the BBC’'s Home
Service, aptly namedchildren's Hourwith its plays and features introduced us to
the radiophonic idiom. Later our wireless diet urdzd talks The Brains Trugt
comedy and quiz shows, sport and thrillers andr lstill, classical music. The
tunes and voices and stories that illuminated bidicood imaginations were
undisturbed by the visual interference of telewisiaffection and warmth clung
to our wireless, but it was not the only focus aurse of sound in the room.
There were other activities. One childish sketcl (nother’s note at the top says
it is drawn “from memory” in December 1941 whendsixseven) is of my mother
playing the piano to my younger brother perchea chair to the right. We
would often join in singing as she played nursémntes and carols.

% Image found in Jonathan HilRadio! Radio!(Bampton: Sunrise Press, 1988), 145.
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Image 4. “Mummy playing the piano to Davig”

Therewasone other wireless in our house — in the room teite
kitchen where the domestic staff relaxed. This vasiddle-class household in
the Home Counties in the 1930s, servants did hoaseand the house included
thirty teenage boys so there was plenty of cleaamdjcooking to do. When the
cook and the housemaid relaxed, they would listethe wireless and | would
often be there, enjoying the announcer’s intonadéi®ie read the football results
that made no sense to me then (“Partick Thistléeart of Mid-Lothian 3”), or
enjoying the popular tunes on the BBC’s Forces Rmoge.

Later, we acquired a third wireless, a “radiogran@imbining radio and
gramophone in one. This was put in the boys’ commom and was ours to use
in the holidays. In the winter of 1946, | recall fiagher waking us to listen to the
live broadcast of an England versus Australia @tickatch, the first Test Match
series since before the war. The four males irfamarly huddled in the dark
before dawn, the only light coming from the glowtlo¢ dial. And from it,
magically, came the twang of the Australian comratanmt using strange and
graphic descriptions of the game, the excitemehisrvoice quite foreign from
the measured gravity of the BBC style, the crovadsing and barracking in a

% Drawing by Peter Lewis, December 1941, in the gssion of the author.
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shockingly un-English way, the whole aural expereeswelling and dying on
waves of short-wave mush, relayed across the world.

Six years before that, on the first Sunday in Seyier 1939, | recall a
very different wireless experience. | was playimgtloe steps that led from the
sitting room down to the garden when Prime Mini€gaamberlain announced his
declaration of war. “I have to tell you now that suech undertaking has been
received, and that consequently this country isatwith Germany?' Do |
really remember hearing those words or have Ileteto the BBC recording so
often that | have laid the soundtrack alongsidenmeynory of playing on the
steps? Certainly, for many others across the cyptinis was a remembered
moment, recorded in the diaries of the Mass Observarchive. Christopher
Tomlin in Lancashire heard the news announced &éytlest during mass; Eileen
Potter in London listened to Chamberlain on a egjlee’s portable set outside her
office; in Cornwall after the broadcast, Tilly Riaad her family “sat around the
wireless set in silence. Even the children weretjGf My mother wrote, “And
so that's that. Let’s hope it will mean the endHilerism. We all felt almost
relieved | think.**

Memory gathers accretions in the telling and tiage After a while, we
get lazy and tell ourselves or others shorthandioes of the past. For years |
remembered my fifth birthday party, which followadew days after
Chamberlain’s broadcast, being interrupted by anaéd warning. Parents
gathered up my small guests and their gasmaskmgaw brothers and | to eat
all of the remaining ice-cream — it made a cutet stamy war. Only after reading
my mother’s diary did I find it happened a yeaetain 1940. Historically, not
much hangs on the difference, but it is a salutanyinder of the work of
secondary revision — a term used by Freud inrtespretation of Dreams
outlining what happens when we remember and trgake sense of a dreath.

The Mediascape

What else inhabited the mediascape? Where el$gsiperiod did | encounter
mediated sound? Thgramophonewind-up, 78s, needle hiss, scraping of the
head if you forgot to lift it at the end of a redpcomic distortion of pitch if you
did not keep winding. The Savoy Orpheans, LaytahJohnstone, the

2" Sound file from the British Libraryhe Century in Soundo 20: Declaration of War. Speaker:
Neville Chamberlain. To listen to this clip see #temached sound file.

8 Simon GarfieldWe are at War: The Diaries of Five Ordinary Peopié€xtraordinary Times
(London: Ebury Press, 2005), 23-24. Garfield’s booksists of edited excerpts from diaries
preserved in the Mass Observation Archive.

“ Diary of Mary P. Lewis, 3 September 1939, in thsgession of the author.

30 Sigmund FreudThe Interpretation of Dreamgans. and ed. James Strachey (London: Vintage
Books, 2001).
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Californian Blue Boy — | have them still, a recarfdmy parents’ courtship in the
late 20s. Theelephonewas fixed in the hallway in public earshot, it® wgas
strictly regulated by my father; the point of rettep for the “orange alert,” the
bell, was fixed high on the wall, ringing apartrfrahe apparatus. To make a call
you spoke to a human being at the local exchangeoabld answer your
guestions, no bleeps or pips, no recorded musichoie of options. The
cinema in the village and in the nearby town: my firsjaaintance with Walt
Disney — Snow White, Dumbo. Robin Hood was thd feature film | saw. At
the cinema there were also newsreels with theraerdinary measured,
triumphalist commentary, immortalised@itizen Kane But the newsreels,
changed only once a week, were out of date byiitie anyone saw them, and
with the arrival of war, radio news was paramotim, daily routines being
organised around it. “I find | am listening to tBBC news more now. | did not
usually bother about bulletins before the war” wratseventeen year old student
in Manchester, a month into the waiMy mother’s diary provides a good
example of the way the news nevertheless had &italplace alongside the
banalities of everyday life.

RY TN ST ol R Sl ) P SR wn-—‘ | -AL,&..
”14,' Sk E= iy v 3
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Image 5. My Mother’s Diary Entry for 21 July 1944

On 21 July 1944, BBC bulletins announced the failofrthe assassination plot
against Hitler. As the scan image above indicatgsmother wrote:

Hitler in a mess with his generals. Out shoppingthig special.
Watched relay races. Peaceful evening. Did mentfing.

31 Mass Observation Archive, letter 5121, 10 Octdlg89.
%2 Diary of Mary P. Lewis, 21 July 1944, in the passien of the author.
33 H

Ibid.
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Image 6. A Letter | Wrote to My Parents, 16 May 394

By this time | was in a prep schoBIThe headmaster, a retired Major who had
fought in the World War I, followed the military mgpaigns closely and explained
the news in current affairs sessions, aided by rttegidined the walls of the
classroom. Keen to have us follow events, he renged the timetable to allow
us to hear the one o’clock news in a corridor agt$he dining room before we
went in to lunch.

3 Letter by author addressed to parents, 16 May 1943
% See footnote 1.

Peter M. Lewis, “A Remembered Soundscape: A British Family Listens to the Wireless 12
in the 1930s and 1940s.” Oral History Forum d’histoire orale 29 (2009), Special Issue
“Remembering Family, Analyzing Home: Oral History and the Family"



We go in ten minutes earlier to lunch and when exsehwashed etc,
there is a wireless in the corridor and we listethe news?®

It was not only the news that became embeddednmedtic routine. As a family
we never missed ITMA if we could help it. This wag hugely popular and
morale-boosting weekly show featuring the comediammy Handley that
satirised wartime personalities and stereotypesgjing from Hitler (“It's that
man again” — ITMA — doubling as an acronym for bbitler and Handley) to
domestic objects of hate (bureaucrats) and admirglirs. Mop, the cleaning
lady). That | missed the show when | went awayctwsl is evident from a letter
written a few months into my exile asking, “Whaflismmy Handley like to-
day?” The next sentence ends the letter, “Welgn'dthink there is anything
more to say¥ It might be taken as the ultimate accolade to ITN#t thinking
about it, | detect some pathos in a referencel thigd to link with home, and left
me feeling blank.

My point here is that radio, “the wireless”, oc@gpnot just a major
space within my mediascape, but the dominant sfiaan as a teenager,
sweeping the dial of our wireless set was my déféistraction when bored or
avoiding work. Shortwave stations brought me irai, directly — and
magically — into a realm of linguistic otherness.fiear that therare other
languages, to begin to recognize them as diffecerd,from another and to enjoy
the music and emotion of language without necdgsanderstanding it — this
was and still is part of the European radio listgrexperience. But mostly what |
was searching for was music, at first classicalgwthe BBC’s new Third
Programme was in a modern mood and | could findlassical concerts), and
later jazz, when the only jazz program within rea@s Hugues Panassidazz
Panoramafrom Paris.

The Soundscape

As | have explained, listening to the wirelesscogtamophone records, and going
occasionally to the cinema constituted, for ménat time, the entire mediascape
— and was relatively a small proportion of what @ays took in. The day to day
acoustic environment, the natural and human soweds what Murray Schafer
has categorised as the soundscape. His typologystemfkeynote sounds,
signalsandsoundmarks

36 H
Ibid.
37 Letter by author addressed to parents, 09 May 1943

Peter M. Lewis, “A Remembered Soundscape: A British Family Listens to the Wireless 13
in the 1930s and 1940s.” Oral History Forum d’histoire orale 29 (2009), Special Issue
“Remembering Family, Analyzing Home: Oral History and the Family"



Image 7. A Letter | Wrote to My Parents, 09 May 384

The keynote sounds of a landscape are those crggpiesigeography
and climate: water, wind, forests, plains, birdseicts and animals

[.].

38 |bid.
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Signals are foreground sounds and they are listened
consciously [...] for the purposes of our communitiented study
[...] signals whichmustbelistened to [...] bells, whistles, horns and
sirens.

The termsoundmarlcf. landmarks]...] refers to a
community sound which is unique or possesses glithich make
it specially regarded or noticed by people in trahmunity>°

Schafer’s interest in the acoustic environment siated a succession of
initiatives among sound artists and academicsnitzate use of the introduction of
light-weight, portable audio recorders to recordrsbcaptured in natural or urban
settings. No such equipment was available to miewhile at the second of my
two boarding schools between 1947 and 1952, whetpérienced as more
lonely and isolating than the first, | inventedravate game of pretend
communication with my mothelisteningto sound as | walked in the open as if |
couldrecord it, and “sending” it to her in my mind.drcremember nothing of
what | “recorded,” only the physical places wherealked doing it. But the habit
has remained, and years later it came into usa agexcise that |, like most
colleagues who teach radio work, use with studengncourage them to open
their ears and divert their attention from therdisting and socially dominant
visual signals that surround them.

To recall the soundscape of the period when | fivetd in Wellington
College is hard work. Schafer states that “[tojorépne’s impressions of sound
one must employ sound>That would be the obvious course if | was prefagn
piece of audio for replay or broadcast. | coul@matew contemporaries for their
recollections, spoken with voices that had agedesthe memories they recalled.
| would also consider what broadcasters call adnstruction,” drawing on
countless archive and album sources to use recemieus to stand in for the
sounds | want to mention. But | cannot do that hiecan only write words and
since “there is virtually no language to describersl in our culture®* | have to
choose my words carefully, hoping that they doigesto the remembered sounds
they represent.

What was the soundscape | inhabited in the pemagustudy? In
answering that, | have to try to strip from my aagball contemporary experience
of sound. | want to show how listening to the wessd took on a different meaning
and an added significance, compared to nowadayen vhvas, within the
mediascape and the soundscape, a relatively smgxparience. In order to make

39 Schafer;The Soundscapé0.

0 SchaferThe Soundscapé53.

“1 Bernie Krause, “Nature’s Surround Sound,” intewieith Jennifer Ouellettd\ew Scientis(12
July 2008), 42-43.
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the comparison with contemporary life, | will betimg absence, absence of other
mediated sound and a less cluttered soundscapeca@raefinesomethingyy
what itis not

Where we lived, near the Berkshire/Hampshire/ Subaders, sandy
pinewoods, scattered with oak and birch and sorathbeand scrub, covered the
local terrain. A quite extensive wood lay acrosstbad from our house. In hot
summers it often crackled into flame. Our house arathe edge of a large estate
enclosing the main school buildings. Outlying hauaed classrooms dotted the
area between considerable open spaces of plaglus fiBeyond our garden at
the back of the house a small wood, in which amaagr shelter was built around
1938, opened out to a playing field where crickaswlayed in summer.

It was not the heart of the countryside, but at tin@e it was as quiet as
you can find nowadays in the country. Wind in ttees, the pear falling from the
tree in our yard, birdsong. Dogs barking. There littis traffic on the road, even
less when wartime fuel shortages discouraged th®isars. On a clear evening
you could hear, from the railway station, a mileagwCharlie the porter’s shouted
announcement on a train’s arrival: a short “Crowied repeated in a long drawn
out “Cro-o-ow- thorne”. A few minutes later the kgalischarging shunts of
steam as the train left. | recall other soundseafgbe working and the machines
they used: there was the clinking of the milk detiy once | heard and saw the
muffin man with his bell passing along the road slound of the printing works
by the station where we scrounged off-cuts of paberschool carpenter’'s where
circular saws screeched and rasped. In the sclodidblys we would often stay
with my grandfather in Wherwell, a Hampshire vikaghere he was vicar.

Thatched cottages border the road that led toitlagye from his vicarage.
At the end is the little bridge over the stream mehse stirred up the mud with
sticks. “Charles,” | can hear my grandfather’s lekeeper say to my brother in
her Hampshire burr, “all you ever do is play, plphay!” On the skyline is the
tree-lined hill where we would picnic — it was,aftll, a children’s holiday.
Round the corner, at the village sawmill, usingelextric saw powered by a
waterwheel, before my eyes the sawyer cut a srhall or me from a single
block of wood. The village smithy provided a feasound: the huff and puff of
bellows and the roar of the furnace from whichjwiing-handled pincers the
smith withdrew the red-hot metal; then the ringsogind of repeated blows as he
flattened and shaped the shoe, the hiss as it ppedlin water, then the snort
and fidgety shuffle of the horse as with a différeammering sound the nails
fixed the shoe in place.

At Wellington, the school clock, striking the quarhours, could be heard
across the grounds. The nostalgic attraction sfrdgalled time and place must
have much to do with the safe containment of ti®akestate, within which as
children we could wander in safety, and the Foudianlregularity of the striking
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hours, a Garden of Eden from which the family wgseied some years later.
Bells are an important “signal” to use Schafer'say@and had added significance
in our family as my mother was a trained bell-ring#o it was a great loss when
the ringing of church bells was banned in June 164 to be used thereafter as
a warning of enemy parachute att4€Rwo years later, my mother's diary
records the conclusion of the battle of Alamein:

Image 8. Wherwell, circa 1940

Heard bells being rung on wireless to celebratedvycin Egypt and
Nortﬂtl1 Africa. Grand to hear them again, includisgtool] chapel
bell.

From Easter the following year the ban was lifieanty delight, expressed
in a letter to my aurt

“2 Garfield, We are at War260.
“3 Photographer unknown, Lewis family photograph, fiothe possession of Peter Lewis.
44 (1.
Ibid.
> Letter of author to Clare Newhouse, 25 April 19#3he possession of the author.
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Image 9. My Mother’s Diary Entry for 15 November4p$

The chief wartime signal, the air-raid siren, isaggl known it has passed
almost into cliché. But its use as a sound efieciintemporary television does
not do justice to the drawn out descent into tieekdt pitch, which preceded the
tense expectant silence before the bombers canmdo€al siren was fixed on the
roof of a building across from our house, so weagoaural close-up of the sound.
Less well-known was the use of a rattle to signghs attack. Once, a hoax alarm
by a passing cyclist sent my brother and | rushinipe cellar. Another use or
meaning of rattles was celebratory: noise as fineyTIcan sometimes be glimpsed
in newsreel footage of crowds watching football chat in the late 1940s. A
smaller version is used to good effect by childreaynagogues at the festival of
Purim when the hated Haman’s name is read in stény.rattle’s different uses
illustrate how the social and temporal context eband, or a sound object,
anchors the meaning.

Soundscapes Compared: Then and Now

Mechanical sounds, less common in my childhoodeweore significant in the
soundscape than now. The first sound | rememleece passing outside our
house in the middle of the night. | was in my dtst.eerie sound, growing louder,
then falling in pitch, a wailing effect, was, | tis®@d many years later, an example
of the Doppler effect. Then, it was just scary.téke the noise of aeroplanes —
commonplace, irritating, unbearable if you live and flight path. In World War

“° Diary of Mary P. Lewis, 15 November 1942, in tfesgession of the author.
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Il obviously the meaning was different for domegtapulations. Most had never
flown in an aeroplane. In the part of England wheedived, the sound of
German bombers passing overhead was disturbiraytthe least. Often the
engines seemed to be desynchronised. A contribothie BBC'sPeople’s War
Archiveremembersthe discordant noise of the German aeroenginescvasted
by running the two motors at different speedsrddpiced a very sinister and
menacing sound; a throbbing drorfé.”

In my family, as | have noted, the sounds of crickere very meaningful.
Early on my brothers and | became used to therdiftesounds made when bat hit
ball. A defensive stroke will sound different frahe satisfying slam of an offside
drive, sweetly hit in the middle of the bat. A nhig-has a higher pitch and is of
briefer duration. When a ball hits the edge of aamal is scarcely diverted from
its course, the snick is a very distinctive sowighalling in a split second that
there could be a catch by wicket-keeper or slips.

In the period | am talking about, sound was fas l@svatised, more
social. For example, shopping was about walkingtahdhg. You had to talk,
make contact, to explain what you wanted from theh&es behind the counter. It
was the same on the bus. You had to speak to thednductor and he or she to
you, then the whirring series of clicks as theeickas produced. No place for
Michael Bull's “aural solipsism?® no drifting round a supermarket with a
Walkman or iPod in your ears, no bleep as you pyeastravel card on the
electronic reader of a bus without even lookinthatdriver.

The sound ofpeechwas obviously an important part of the soundscape,
that is, theexchangeof speech. Talking to yourself, children told trsmtves, was
“the first sign of madness;” by contrast today, inaring the sound of one side
of a mobile phone conversation in public is a compiace experience — a sign
perhaps of a different sort of madneS#encecarried great weight in our family.
The silence of disapproval was a weapon my fateed in argument and he
could carry it on for days at a time — my motheligry confirms this. In
arguments in our family, the expression of emoti@s taken to be a sign of
female weakness, not by any means an exceptiosaiqo It is one that
underlay the whole public school philosopfiythe ideal, we three brothers
learned, was to drain all affect from our intonatio

" See the BBC'’s People’s War Archive,
http://www.bbc.co.uk/ww2peopleswar/stories/80/aB@Mshtm| last accessed on 22 October
2008.

“8 Michael Bull, “Thinking about Sound, Proximity, @iDistance in Western Experience: The
Case of Odysseus’ Walkman,” in ed. Veit ErimBearing Cultures: Essays on Sound, Listening
and Modernity(Oxford: Berg, 2004).

9| have elsewhere described this philosophy asminteng “a system in which masculinity is
defined by absence of the feminine.” Lewis, “Mumrvatron and the Maids,” 176. The
significance of the nineteenth century public s¢fiopbBritain’s imperial role is discussed by

Peter M. Lewis, “A Remembered Soundscape: A British Family Listens to the Wireless 19
in the 1930s and 1940s.” Oral History Forum d’histoire orale 29 (2009), Special Issue
“Remembering Family, Analyzing Home: Oral History and the Family"



Music a legitimate vehicle for emotion in our familyasvan important
feature at home and in both my schools, musicgbaple activated or made
themselves, playing an instrument, singing or vinigt Whistling — an
interesting activity with a range of different meags. You could not take your
music around with you, so you had to produce itrgeli, something that required
an exercise of memory. Does the widespread usecofded sound, replayed in
personal devices (Walkmans, iPods etc.) explain evteyrarely hears public
whistling of tunes nowadays? People can whistlge@sally when in the final
minutes of a football match they think the refesheuld blow time, but you do
not hear much whistled music nowadays.

Conclusion

| have only scraped the surface in an attempt hw&p my remembered
soundscape, and | must again emphasise that & i0ot unproblematic.
Clifford Geertz remarked that “ethnographies anggpssed to be what [we]
ethnographers think about things, as much as tteegupposed to be accounts of
what we think the locals think they are doirfg 3o what is happening here? | am
both the local and the ethnographer. From a distahsixty years | have been
trying to recover the meaning for a small boy &f &coustic experience, and to
interpret that experience from a contemporary peteyge. To recover the
meaning, | cannot simply describe the soundscdpavé to recover the
“structures of feeling” that gave it meaningSome parts of the exercise have
been straightforward. | have compared my mothefsrences to wireless
listening to those of diarists in Mass Observatlaran put myself in contact,
sometimes embarrassingly, with myself at a yourggtagreading my letters
home, but | do not have to remind myself, becaws®a Feminded as | read them,
that they were increasingly self-censored as tiraptwen. | have many memories
that were not recorded at the time — for instahdel not write letters when | was
home.

In making comparisons between then and now, bet@eemembered
and a contemporary soundscape, | shuttle betweeroks of investigator of a
remote culture and that of contemporary observethé latter role, however, |
cannot shed the past connection. In the formermptbgect risks falling into the
state described by T.S. Eliot in the pessimistilections ofEast Cokein The
Four Quartets

John Tosh irA Man'’s Place: Masculinity and the Middle-Class Hom Victorian England
(Newhaven and London: Yale University Press, 1999}-119.

* paraphrased in Steven Fekhund and Sentiment: Birds, Weeping, Poetics and BoKaluli
Expression(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Pre€82/1990), 253.

®1 Raymond WilliamsThe Long Revolutio(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1984).
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And so each venture

Is a new beginning, a raid on the inarticulate
With shabby equipment always deteriorating
In the general mess of imprecision of feeling,
Undisciplined squads of emotidh.

Still, writing brings closure. The attempt to regony past in this way
involves, for me, assembling the several versidiitiememory in question, the
candidates, as it were, for accurate representatidrfixing on the choice of one
of them. But it is important to emphasize that kb “successful candidate”
among the short-list and my act of choosing ittaeeproduct of “the interaction
between individual and public forms of memory;that “memories are at once
intensely private and seemingly unique, and ineabiy shot through with the
social conditions of their production™In my case, the experience remembered is
that of a child, a male, living in a middle-classie at a certain period, and the
remembering, revisiting and revising of the memohas been undertaken over
decades by the person who grew up from those arithiese are the social
conditions of production. But the production of themories have also been
affected by what a widening circle of “editors” geoto remember: that is, the
stories accepted in the family canon, the pictsedscted for the photograph
album, the secrets deliberately hidden or unconstyamverlooked, and the
significance accorded in public memory to the eseavitich form the backdrop to
my account.

2T S, Eliot,Quartet No. 2, East Cok€kondon: Faber & Faber, 1952), Stanza V, 22.

*3 Michael Pickering, “Introduction,Research Methods for Cultural Studies.. Michael
Pickering (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Pres302).

> Emily Keightley, “Engaging with Memory,” iResearch Methods for Cultural Studies.
Michael Pickering (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Universityess, 2008).
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