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History or just story-telling? 

John Payne 

In 2007, local author John Payne published 
his own account of 'the rise and fall of a Bath 
company', a personal history of the city's 
engineering firm, Stothert and Pitt. We reviewed 
the book in RH18 and invited John to reflect 
upon the process of writing 'industrial history' or 
'business history' as 'community history'. For, as 
he suggests here, there would seem a world of 
difference between most academic accounts of 
commercial change, and the sort of approaches 
taken to the subject by people for whom 
working for the firm had been formative. What 
is the relative value, he wonders, of personal 
histories of the workplace? 

I am aware that from a historian's point-of-view, 
my recent book on Stothert and Pitt, 
'Cranemakers to the World ', leaves a lot of 
questions unanswered. Some may even feel that 
it leaves a lot to be desired! 

Stothert and Pitt progressed from nineteenth 
century origins as a glorified hardware store in 
Avon Street, Bath, selling metal goods mainly 
made at lronbridge in Shropshire, to become a 
successful manufacturing firm selling cranes to an 
international market. And then in the twentieth 
century, the firm diversified into such products 
as vibrating rollers and pumps, and sought 
new markets beyond the confines of the British 
Empire. 

In my book, I record such developments but do 
not comment on them in any depth. But how 
common was the experience of this single firm? 
What might we read into the history of Stothert 
and Pitt from a wider knowledge of industrial 
and business history? What contribution might 
a detailed history of this one firm make to the 
general study of capitalist enterprise in Britain in 
the period 1800-2000? Moreover, what was the 
relationship between the decline of Stothert and 
Pitt in the 1970s and 1980s and the restructurin-g 
of the world economy through the process we 
now know as globalisation? What was the role 
of the enthusiastic embrace of globalisation by 
the Conservative government in the 1980s, or 
their clear privileging of financial capital over 
manufacturing? Would the outcome for Stothert 
and Pitt have been different if it had not fallen 
into the hands of the business tycoon, Robert 
Maxwell, whose main interest in Stothert and 
Pitt was its pension fund? Was the failure of the 
subsequent management buy-out replicated in 
other firms? Were there successful examples of 
management buy-outs, and what kind of success 

or failure criteria might be derived from such a 
study? 

Such matters intrigue me. Clearly there is a 
task still to be done here - a 'proper' historian 
to write a 'proper' history of the firm. No 
doubt he or she will address the issues I have 
outlined and many others too. They will have a 
background in nineteenth and twentieth century 
economic history, and access to many sources 
at which I have only been able to guess at. And 
no doubt they will feel deep frustration at the 
disappearance of so much documentary material, 
either through repeated floodings of the 
riverside sites, or the busy shredding machines 
used by Maxwell to cover his tracks. 

My own purpose in writing about St othert and 
Pitt was very different. I was certa inly interested 
in what had happened to the company. When I 
left Bath as a young man in the 1960s, Stothert 
and Pitt was a major employer in the city, only 
rivalled by the 'Admiralty' (now Ministry of 
Defence); when I returned in the 1990s there 
was nothing, just miles of derelict land stretching 
west from the Newark Works on Lower Bristol 
Road. As I began my enquiries, the role played by 
Robert Maxwell in the demise of t he f irm became 
obvious. But it wasn't what interested me. 

Firstly, there was a question of personal 
biography. My own family had moved to Bath 
in the middle of the nineteenth century, after 
more or less static generations of being illiterate 
farm labourers at Chewton Mendip. I had already 
begun to plan the broad outlines of a book 
which would explore creatively lines of personal 
and family history in the context of wider social 
and economic and cultural histories. Secondly, 
there was a sense of personal indebtedness to 
a particular family who had coaxed me through 
difficult teenage years, and provided me with 
a series of holiday jobs at Stothert and Pitt to 
help me pay my way through university. Thirdly 
there was a broad theme that interested me in 
what other people were writing about Bath - the 
contrast between the city as a 'World Heritage' 
site and the kind of grubby, ordinary, workaday 
city that I had grown up in during the 1950s and 
60s. 

It was natural, then, I suppose, that I discovered 
the Museum of Bath at Work, where Stuart 
Burroughs, the curator, has been working for 
some years to recover the history of Bath as a 
place where people worked and lived, as well 
as visited and sought pleasure. This linked back 



perfectly to my starting-point. The Museum 
had acquired a vast collection of photos of 
the firm. It also had a complete set of the 
company magazines, beginning in the late 1940s 
and continuing into the 1980s. A number of 
ex-employees had also recorded their memories 
of Stothert and Pitt as part of a more general 
oral history project centred on the museum in 
the 1990s. I was finding my subject: the informal 
and social side of the firm which I had lived 
as an occasional employee, and which was so 
accurately reflected in the magazines. I also 
acquired a publisher - Tim Graham of Millstream 
Books in Bath - who knew about illustrated 
books, a subject which was a mystery to me, a 
mere wordsmith. 

It was Tim Graham who had the idea of 
persuading the Bath Chronicle (a daily paper 
until the autumn of 2007) to publish a series 
of photos of events such as retirement 
presentations and ask readers to identify those 
present at these events. This was a wonderful 
success. Whatever might be sa id about the 
journalistic merits of the Chron, or its persistent 
Tory editorial bias, it gets read. Not just in Bath, 
but cuttings and complete editions distribute all 
round the world. Quickly I became aware that 
the social world of the firm about which I was 
writing had not suddenly disappeared when the 
firm closed in 1989. Rather the daily reality had 
been restructured in intriguing new ways, as 
memory, as community networks of friendship 
and support. And there was anger too about 
what had happened, anger that some felt had 
never been properly acknowledged in Bath. Bath 
had 'moved on', to use a modern psycho-babble 
cliche, but some of Stothert's ex-employees had 
not. 

The book, in a sense, had been taken out of my 
hands. It was now 'their' book rather than 'my' 
book. The status of the book as the number one 
Christmas best-seller at Oldfield Park bookshop 
in Bath in 2007 did not surprise me (although 
it was quite a thrill!) . It had been obvious as 
the responses to the photos came in that many 
of the ex-employees were concentrated in just 
three parts of Bath: Oldfield Park, Twerton and 
(to a lesser extent) Weston. Those community 
support networks to which I referred were not 
held together by carefully arranged visits, but 
were a new daily reality of men and women 
seeing one another not at work but in the 
streets, in the shops of Moorlands Road or 
Twerton and Weston High Streets, on the 

terraces of Bath City Football Club at Twerton 
Park. 

The book did something for these people: 
it confirmed what they had always felt, that 
Stothert and Pitt had been a good place to 
work, a place of friendship and loyalty, the 
basis of successful families and a varied social 
life that reached out into the wider community 
through the sports clubs, the darts and skittles, 
the gardening and photography and children's 
parties. Anything written about Bath must 
take into account the relationship between 
space and social class. From Twerton especially, 
with its vibrant football club, its food co-op, 
its City Farm, its training centre and the best 
fish-and-chips shop in Bath, the view is very 
specific. And standing on the Popular Side at 
Twerton Park, there is that other view, up across 
to Lansdown and Beckford's Tower, St Stephen's 
Church and the late Georgian and Regency 
terraces, a different world again . 

Also of interest to me were signs that Stothert 
and Pitt had not disappeared entirely from 
public view. I am especially struck at the . 
continuing presence of The Cranes, the nickname 
of the Stothert and Pitt Ruby Club. Coming out 
of Saltford on the main A4 road to Bath, their 
flag (still a crane - the bird, that is - which used 
to be the badge of the S&P Athletics Club) flies 
on the north side of the road. When the firm 
collapsed, the rugby club took decisive action, 
purchasing this piece of land and building a :ine 
club-house on it. At Newton Fields, the Tennis 
and Bowls clubs bid successfully for a Sports for 
All grant to convert the caretakers' bungalow 
into a club-house. 

What then, is the point of these stories? Stories 
which I am the first to admit add to up much less 
than a history? 

To change register, I think it is really helpful to 
consider Walter Benjamin's view of history, as 
expressed in the 'Theses on the philosophy of 
history'.1 The central image of the theses is of 
the self-destructive nature of human history, the 
'angel of history' with his face to the past, to the 
'single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage 
upon wreckage.' Benjamin probably wrote in 
the first year of the Second World War, before 
the mass deportations and killings, before the 
bombings (Bath was bombed too, and many 
died) . I think at some point soon the 1980s, 
the decade of the closure of Stothert a nd Pitt, 
will bear a careful re-eva luation . At times that 
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was what it felt like as great industries, great 
organisations such as the trade union movement, 
institutions such as the GLC and ILEA were 
reduced to so much rubble beneath our feet. 
People survive, and one of the ways they do so 
is to re-write their own part in history in a more 
bearable, more optimistic way. If my book has 
made even a small contribution to that process, I 
have not laboured in vain . People, to paraphrase 
Marx, make history, but in conditions not of their 
own choosing. Sometimes the history they make 
can surprise historians too. The roles of part-time 
historians and sympathetic local publishers such 
as Millstream Books are crucial to the endeavour 
of bringing different voices and different 
versions of history to public notice. 

John Payne's book, Stothert and Pitt: the rise 
and fall of a Bath company is available from 
Millstream Books, Bath, for £6.50. 

Walter Benjamin , 'Theses on the philosophy of history', in 
Hannah Arendt (ed.), Illuminations, (London, Pimlico, 1999). 

Former workers of Stothert and Pitt. 




