
Outreach
The newsletter of the Friends of The National Archives                                                           Vol 6: No 5, October 2019

ftna.org.uk                      FOLLOW US! @FriendsTNA

This year has proved to be a rather
difficult and challenging one for
some of my colleagues, myself
included, with ‘home front’ issues
that have significantly detracted
from the time available for the
running of the Charity. It has also
impacted upon our ability to finalise
our application to the Charity
Commission to become a Charitable
Incorporated Organisation (CIO).

This  year  has  h igh l ighted the
vulnerability of the Charity, operating
on an entirely voluntary basis. As ever,
we could always do with more help and
assistance to spread the load. We are
slowly transforming our governance
structure so that eventually most of the
operational roles will no longer carry a
trustee responsibility too. 

This means that the trustees can focus
on their fiduciary and strategic
responsibilities. Eventually, we will have a
board of trustees who will provide
strategic oversight alongside an
operational team that looks after the
day-to-day functions of the Charity. All 
of this should come to fruition when we
have moved across to become a CIO. 

Alexandra Ralphs who undertook our
outreach coordinator role has now left
us to pursue her career. We wish her well
and need to find a replacement to carry
on her role. This involves contact with
Friends organisations of other archives.
We are in urgent need of finding
additional support for membership
services and a new membership
secretary. This is a vital role for the
effective management of members’
records ensuring they are up-to-date
and comply with all data protection
requirements.

Julie Senior will be stepping aside
from her current webmaster role in the
New Year so she can focus on the editor
role. This means we also urgently need
to find a replacement who can look
after the website and related tasks. 

Alongside those current roles that are
vacant, or will be before too long, we
have ideas for new roles to assist the
effective running and management of
the charity.

We are  look ing for  someone
interested in training, either to provide
or to identify and source providers. The
role will involve identifying training
opportunities and compiling a rolling
programme to assist trustees and
support roles involved in the day-to-day
running of the charity. This is to ensure
that trustees and support roles are kept
up-to-date with new guidance from 
the Charity Commission, Information
Commissioner’s Office and general
training for the management of small
charities. There is a training budget that
the applicant will also be responsible for.

Another new role involves someone
with good IT skills to monitor TNA’s
website to provide a summary of
events, news, blogs and features for the
trustees. Workload and commitments
mean it is not always possible for
trustees to keep up-to-date with news,
developments and information at TNA.
The idea is to have a dedicated person
to keep the management team well
informed and also to identify
opportunities for the editor to enquire
about articles for the members’
magazine and to inform our social
media coordinator about events and
other information that can be circulated
to our members.

A challenging year
The chairman reflects on the year to date.tration, 

COMING SOON

The new edition of Magna is 
due out in mid-November. 

If you are interested in assisting in any
of the roles mentioned then please do
get in touch with our vice chairman,
Eileen Wicks, for more information
(vicechairman@ftna.org.uk). I cannot
stress too strongly the need to find new
volunteers to assist with the running of
the charity and continue the good work
we have done over the last 31 years.

I t  has  been a  long haul  but  the
application process for the CIO is
near ing  complet ion . Once  the
application has been approved we will
be in touch with the members to
explain the ‘what next’. I do urge all
m e m b e r s  t o  e n g a g e  w i t h  t h e
subsequent process by voting to agree
(or disagree) with dissolving the current
unincorporated charity and moving
resources to the new CIO. 

Dr Tony Wakeford

chairman@ftna.org.uk
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Tony Wakeford highlights a recent members’ event.

O n  Th u rs d ay  1 9  S e p t e m b e r,
members and their guests, TNA staff
and also staff from Decca Records
joined me for an evening event to
showcase the activities of the Decca
Record Company during WWII. Daryl
Easlea, Decca’s curator for the Decca
90 project and joint editor of the
book celebrating the company’s 90
years, introduced the event. 

My illustrated talk, with audio
segments of Decca recordings from the
1940s, was ably supported by Lee
Oliver, TNA’s Head of Venue
Management & Services, who looked
after the technical audio-visual
aspects. The talk focused on the secret
work with the various military
operational and research units, based
on material in the ADM, AIR, AVIA and
HW series.

Edward Lewis set up Decca in 1929
when he bought the Barnett Samuel
company which specialised in a wide
variety of objects such as door knobs
and umbrellas, before moving into
gramophones when they became very
popular in the early 20th century.
Lewis ’ v i s ion was  to  br ing the
manufacturing of gramophone players
and gramophone records together into
one company. 

The Barnett Samuel Company coined
‘Decca’ as a brand name because it
could be said in any language and 
had no meaning. Their portable
gramophones were very popular and a
trench version was made and used
widely during WWI. The 1930s was a
tough time financially and the
company struggled but eventually
became profitable by the time war
broke out in 1939.

The outbreak of war brought a surge
in demand for records as nightlife
closed down and the blackout was
enforced. It was very much business as
usual for the record industry and Decca
had to employ more staff to keep up
with demand. That soon changed as
shellac, the material that records were
made of, became restricted due to its
importance for military use. Recycling
of old records and an exchange system
of old for new soon became common

Decca: The supreme record company goes to war

Cover of book celebrating Decca’s
90-year history.

practice to ensure there was sufficient
shellac for new records. 

Decca’s first contribution to the war
e f fo r t  was  the  re su l t  o f  the
Concentration of Production scheme to
restructure manufacturing to meet the
needs of the war effort. Decca was
expected to give up space for
alternative production purposes. Lewis
brokered an arrangement with Rolls
Royce to hard chrome parts for the
Merlin engine. By the end of the war
Decca had processed over 300,000
engine parts.

The origins of the highly successful
Navigator project were in America and
the friendship between William (Bill)
O'Brien and Harvey Swartz, who were
radio engineers working for the
Brunswick Radio Company in the early
1930s. O’Brien developed a system
using radio waves for navigation but
American authorities were not
interested. The outbreak of war
prompted O'Brien to write to his friend

Swartz, who was by now chief radio
engineer with Decca's radio and
television business in London.

O'Brien's theory measured distance
by deploying two transmitters – a
master and a slave that listened and
only transmitted when the signal from
the master was received. The speed of
radio waves was known so the time
lapse could be measured and the
differences plotted, hyperbolic in form,
onto a chart to provide a visual
representation of the geographical
position.

Decca approached the Air Ministry
who showed muted interest but
supported further research. It was not
until the Admiralty became aware that
the project made significant progress.
The frequencies used were better
suited to long distances over water.
Several trials were conducted around
Anglesey and the Irish Sea that
conclusively proved the accuracy of the
system (code named QM by the
Admiralty). 

Following a full-scale exercise on the
east coast of Scotland, the Admiralty
decided to use the Decca Navigator for
Operation Neptune, the prelude to
Overlord and the D-Day landings. The
Navigator provided highly accurate
results that contributed to the overall
success of the offensive. In their post
war review the Admiralty described the
Navigator project as a 'romance' – its
success entirely due to the vision and
determination of three men: Lewis,
O'Brien and Swartz.

The work on the Navigator system

Tony Wakeford explaining Decca’s ‘Music while you work’ series.
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drew attention to Decca, who were not
initially listed as a government
contractor. This led to other work
including the recording of German coded
and encrypted radio traffic for the RAF Y
Service to assist with decoding and also
provide training records. 

However, probably the most
significant contribution was the
assistance given to the Admiralty and
Coastal Command. The U-Boat war had
become an intractable problem. During
1941 two unrelated events provided
the  ca ta ly s t  fo r  a  s i gn i f i cant
development in the quality of recorded
sound. The first was the invention of
the sonobuoy – the combination of a
hydrophone and radio transmitter
fitted to a disposable buoy for use by
Coastal Command to locate and
destroy submarines. 

The second event was the capture of
U-570, a type VIIC submarine on her
first operational patrol. She was
eventually brought back to Barrow-in-
Furness where every aspect of the
vessel was forensically examined,
measured and tested. It was discovered

that the German boat, now renamed
HMS Graph, had a higher range sound
profile than allied submarines. 

The band width of records was
typically 50-4000Hz, but Coastal
Command needed recordings up to
12,000Hz for training crews to
accurately determine the nature and
origins of the different sounds
transmitted by the sonobuoys, and
crucially the difference between British
and German vessels.

Coastal Command’s request for
Decca’s help presented a considerable
technical challenge. Decca’s chief
recording engineer, Arthur Haddy, was
eventually successful in developing a
cutting head that increased the
frequency range to 14000Hz, so
enabling the full frequency range of
sound from German U-Boats to be
recorded.

Haddy recognised the potential for
recorded music and the new process
was coined Full Frequency Range
Recording. Attwood, the Company's
advertising manager, came up with the
idea of ffrr emerging from an ear – the

birth of the famous trademark. The first
music recording using the ffrr process
was made at the Kingsway Hall in May
1944 heralding a new era in recorded
sound.

The talk ended with an early example
of a ffrr recording and a recording by
Vera Lynn, the Forces’ Sweetheart, who
at 102 is still contracted to Decca as a
recording artist. After the talk there was
an opportunity to view a collection of
Decca brochures, records and artefacts
from the 1940s.

The records showcased during the talk

1. BBC recorded commentary: Air
Battle, SP 35

2. USSR Ensemble of Red Army Song
and Dance: Dunya The Fire Spinner,
F8379

3. Harold Collins and his orchestra:
Doll Dance, MW 82

4. Flanagan & Allan: Run rabbit run
F 7265

5. Josephine Bradley and her
orchestra: Out of the dawn, F 8293

6. Dickie Valentine & Ronnie Aldrich,
with the Decca Dixielanders: One
Two, Button My Shoe, LK 4269

7. The Griller String Quartet with
Denis Brain: Mozart Quintet (K407),
K1188-1189

8. Vera Lynn:   Kiss me, F 8407

Tony Wakeford with Decca guests, l-r, Andrew Dalton, Adam Freeman, Stephen
Greene and Daryl Easlea (photo courtesy Stephen Daglish).

Display of 1940s era Decca catalogues, brochures and ephemera. 

DATE FOR 
THE DIARY!

Join us for the end-of-year event at
5pm Tuesday 10 December - light
refreshments followed by a talk by 
Dr Chris Smith on his latest book 
The Last Cambridge Spy. There will 
be a book signing afterwards. 
Booking on eventbrite shortly
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Friends of The National Archives. 
c/o Kelly Kimpton, Friends’ Co-ordinator
The National Archives, Kew, Richmond, Surrey, TW9 4DU  
email: enquiries@ftna.org.uk
ftna.org.uk

The Friends of The National Archives is a registered charity (number 328630), established in 1988.

EASYFUNDRAISING

We have raised over £2338 with
grateful thanks to the 66 members who
subscribe to this scheme. Please join us
and help to raise even more funds to
help support projects and activities at
The National Archives.

Go to www.easyfundraising.org.uk and
create an account. Select the Friends as
your charity. When you shop online go
via easyfundraising who will link you to
the online retailer of your choice (there
are over 2000 of them!). When you have
completed your purchase in the usual
way, the retailer will make a donation to
easyfundraising (usually between 1 and
6 per cent of the purchase price).

  VOLUNTEERS NEEDED

Do you enjoy meeting and
helping new people?

If so, and you can spare some time (on a
regular or occasional basis), you could
be just the person we need to be part of
our team that supplies volunteers to
help with various functions at The
National Archives. 

These include stewarding at
conferences, helping with family days
and other TNA and Friends events,
and especially helping staff our
recruitment / members enquiry
stalls (Kew Desk, or the ‘pressgang’).
Which kind of activity you wish to be
involved in, and how often, is up to you.
To find out more about what the team
does and how you might fit in please
contact Howard at the email address
below:

recruiting@ftna.org.uk

or drop by at one of our stalls to have a
chat. The dates when the team are
available can be found under the Kew
Desk Tab (via Contact Us) on our
website.

On 10 September, 12 members and
guests joined the group visit to The Royal
Hospital for Neuro-disability which
provides long-term care and support for
adults with disabilities due to brain injury
or disease. The hospital was founded in
1854 (as the Home for Incurables) and
moved to its current site in Putney in
1863. Charles Dickens led a fundraising
appeal in 1857 and other notable
Victorian supporters included Florence
Nightingale and Thomas Hardy. The
archivist gave us some background
history of the hospital to set the context
for the documents and then showed us
some highlights from the collection of
photographs, letters, admission books,
year books, and fundraising appeals
which capture the heritage of the
hospital. We were able to see letters from
Florence Nightingale giving advice on
space requirements for patients and
some of the many Rules and Regulations
set by the Matron, for example only men
were allowed to smoke in the designated
smoking room and everyone had to be in
bed by 8pm. Early patients had to be

‘elected’ to gain a place at the hospital
and relatives had to lobby influential
people on the prospective patient’s
behalf. Their correspondence shines a
light on the Victorian way of life. Some of
the diseases considered to be ‘incurable’
in the Victorian era are fortunately now
no longer so. After tea and cake we had a
tour of this grand building and then of
the gardens which were designed by
‘Capability’ Brown.

On 30 September, 21 members
and guests visited Spencer House,
next to Green Park, which is
recognised as one of the most
ambitious aristocratic town
houses ever built in London and is
the city’s only great eighteenth-
century private palace to survive
intact. This magnificent
aristocratic palace has regained
the full splendour of its late
eighteenth-century appearance after a
painstaking ten-year restoration
undertaken by RIT Capital Partners plc,
under the Chairmanship of Lord
Rothschild. We had a tour of the eight
State Rooms that are open to the public
with a Blue Badge guide, who explained
all the work that had been done by
traditional craftsmen to renovate the
rooms, and the time and money devoted

Spencer House

to finding many of the original period
pieces of furniture and paintings that had
been sold off to pay death duties, and
restoring them to their original places. It
was certainly ‘no expense spared’!  We
also enjoyed the many personal stories
of the people who had lived in the house
and were then able to have coffee and
biscuits while enjoying the ambience of
one of the grand rooms.

FRIENDS' VISITS 
The Royal Hospital for Neuro-disability


