Nicholas Oddy (Glasgow School of Art, Scotland) ‘An Uneasy Alliance: Collectors’ items and history’
With so many of its roots in Marxist, sociological approaches to cultural history it is no surprise that design history has often had a difficult relationship with the discourse that surrounds many of its objects of study, generated by collectors and enthusiasts devoted to objects that do not happily fit into the categories of fine or decorative art, antiques, or folk art, even; instead being termed ‘collectors’ items’. Typically a collectors’ item is the product of industrial manufacture or the infrastructure that surrounds it, produced in quantity for remote markets. By default the range is huge, but the very term ‘collector’s item’ pre-supposes the dominant form of historical understanding will be built round the methodologies of collecting with their associated understanding of rarity, desirability and transferable value, all inherently subjective even if seemingly quantifiable and controlled, subject to a vast outpouring of literature displaying deep knowledge of object-centred history. 
 
In 1990 the first International Cycling History Conference was held in Glasgow, the date and place were not coincidental, the conference was timed to coincide with KM150, a week-long celebration of the invention of the pedal driven bicycle by Kirkpatrick Macmillan in c1840 being held near Dumfries. The conference aimed to question current understandings of cycling history, then dominated by writing coming from enthusiasts and collectors, by lodging it more in the framework of academia; 22 years later the conference still meets on an annual basis. It is an unusual event, however. Few other ‘collector’s items’ enjoy such treatment, mainly they remain firmly in the hands of the collectors and enthusiasts. An area in which the author is active as a collector and writer is old toys, here the division is very marked. When such objects come to the attention of academics in design history, the academics’ approaches are often very remote from those with hands-on experience of the objects, making an obvious disconnect that could be said to arise from the academics’ own subjectivity in their taste for what they consider to be ‘real’ history. Even in cycling the problematic of historical understanding is still marked by the subjective nature of aesthetic and experiential factors of engagement with the artefacts, which, in the case of cycles, still involves old machines’ ‘rideability’ and day-to-day use. To what extent is this really a ‘problem’ or is it something that academic historians should be more willing to engage with as a key means of understanding? 












An Uneasy Alliance: Collectors’ items and history

When I first took an interest in old bicycles, I did so for a number of reasons, none of them academic, but they incorporate most of the subjective values that drive the enthusiast and collector. I was 18, liked old objects and collected a fair range of them. I rode a modern bicycle. The assumption, on experiential knowledge of other objects, that an older bicycle of similar type would probably look nicer, be better built and work better than its modern equivalent, was one that could be made with a degree of certainty in the 1970s; indeed, it was confirmed with the acquisition of a 1934 Vindec, one of the lowest grade machines possible to buy in 1934, but a revelation to me in 1979. Within a few weeks I wanted more. It took me until 1985 to consider if old bicycles had potential as an object of academic study (I treated such approaches with suspicion) and it was only by being at the wrong place at the wrong time that forced me to actually write something. I was attending a Veteran-Cycle Club event in 1989 when I heard a voice say ‘why don’t you get Nicholas Oddy to do that, he is an academic and is Scottish’, within minutes I had been volunteered to write a paper for the first International Conference of Cycling History on a subject I knew little about, Kirkpatrick Macmillan’s claimed invention of the rear-driven bicycle in 1839 or thereabout.  SLIDE
From then on, the tables turned, not because I thought I was going to address an audience like this one, but because Macmillan’s machine was, to me, an uninteresting footnote to history, even if it was writ large in almost every history of the machine. Indeed, the conference was timed to coincide with a spectacular event celebrating the 150th anniversary of its invention, the ‘KM150’ involving a run on replica Macmillan machines from Courthill near Dumfries to Glasgow. In response to these factors, I took it upon myself to write about the history, rather than the machine or its maker. Knowing that styles and types of history were rarely considered by collectors, this single action would remove the paper from the world of ‘normal’ histories in the  veteran-cycle world and place it firmly in the world of ‘meta-discourse’, as it was defined by John Walker at the time, potentially livening things up a bit. SLIDE

The paper was extraordinarily successful, causing a boycott of the KM150 by a number of its participants and opening a floodgate of argument and debate. All I had pointed out was that there was no surviving evidence that the machine had ever existed, indeed there was no convincing evidence that any similar machine had existed until 1870, but even if it had, the machine would still be only a footnote to history. What had made it more than a footnote was the historical construct that had been built around the ‘discovery’ in 1888 of a similar machine, claimed to have been made in 1845. SLIDE 1888 was almost midway through the process of popularisation of the still-familiar, all-steel, rear chain-driven bicycle that, by 1892, had become the archetype, at a time when object histories were defined by first invention. From then on, in the popular mind, to be the first inventor of the rear driven bicycle was to be the inventor of the bicycle. 
The message is familiar to all those in this room, and would have been to all those who were in the world of design history back in 1990, if using different case studies. But, in the context of such a public performance to a large number of enthusiasts in the midst of an anniversary event, it was quite new. In the course of half an hour I had become a somewhat notorious ‘expert’, validated not because of my research into MacMillan, (it had largely been done before) but because I was already established as a collector, having turned up at a number of events on some well-chosen machines, which validated my credentials to an audience largely formed of collectors, and had come out with a controversial academic take on the subject levelled at collectors. Experiential knowledge of collecting and its methodologies acquired through ownership of the things, coupled with that of working in the world of design history was what informed the pitch and style of the paper. It rippled through the collecting world rapidly at a time when, for instance, Pinch and Bijker’s seminal paper in Social Studies of Science of 1984 had not been noticed in this context, nor would be for another decade. SLIDE

Pinch and Bijker focused on the introduction and development of the rear driven bicycle to demonstrate the Social Construction of Technology (SCOT), but it was only well after Bijker had worked the paper into the first section of his book, Of Bicycles, Bakelites and Bulbs, published in 1997 that it really alerted the attention of cycling history. SLIDE Its reception was negative, principally because Bijker had made the heinous mistake (to collector historians at least) of being factually inaccurate in his history of the machines themselves (he had made few revisions to the original paper), thus discrediting the rest of the content, no matter how impressive its theorising was. Rather ironically, Bijker had become a victim of the linear, technologically led histories he set out to question. 
The International Cycling History Conference is now in its 23rd year with the 24th conference in Lisbon next week. SLIDE  Although its participants are mainly collector/ enthusiast historians, it attracts both curators and academics and has published its proceedings every year. Yet how many other consumer durables or similar designed goods can inspire such an event? In this we see the problematic of the two cultures of object-led experiential knowledge and academic discourse in design history, which, in the UK at least, is almost enshrined. Design history’s largely Marxist roots made it reject the catalogue raissoné, the key work of the collector enthusiast, as object fetishism. Still more difficult for design history, but posing no problems for the collector/enthusiasts, are those things that might be more closely associated with connoisseurship and object appreciation. Students are not encouraged to work in such ways, nor is anything that approaches them published in academic design history journals; therefore for such work to achieve REF status can only get in by the back door as published books. Anything less than this is deemed of no value. This would come as some surprise to collectors who write and read internationally important research articles of the definitive, object history type, written by and for them in the many specialist publications that do not adopt the ‘peer review’ structures of academe, but as most are not academics researching their object of interest professionally, most do not care.
With all this in mind, given this rare opportunity to indulge myself as a collector/enthusiast in a forum such as this, instead of trying to disguise it beneath a crust of academe, I cannot resist discuss my personal approach not to cycling, but to old toy trains. It is rare that old toy trains ever appear in the annals of design history, but they enjoy a thriving collector interest. The Hornby Railway Collectors’ Association, founded in 1969, rises to close to three thousand members with a journal published ten times a year, and that covers just one product range made between 1920 and 1963 by Meccano Ltd, it serves to ask oneself just what is the membership of the DHS? While old toy trains are very trade-able goods and money can be had from them, in my subjective experience people who are drawn to them, even as profiteers, are fired by an actual liking for the objects and thus could be termed enthusiasts. But this word is treated with suspicion as it is seen to be inappropriate to something one controls as its owner. One can be a football fan, or a railway enthusiast without actually owning anything of either. There are few in the old toy train world who are not collectors.
Some collectors will do no more than that; however most will read. They like primary sources, particularly trade literature, that refers to the object. SLIDE  Their preferred secondary reading has a large numbers of pictures of unrestored objects against which they can compare their own, with text that keeps to fact, giving date and any further detail. SLIDE They will lap up anything that mentions production figures and will also be influenced, or at least react strongly to text that enters the world of current values applied to the object. As most collectors are active in the market and see large numbers of the object that they collect, they need little material that refers to the every-day or commonplace as these go without saying (instantly putting them at odds with many design historians who tend to be most interested in the most ubiquitous ‘successful’ products). In the world of collecting we are dealing with very high levels of visual literacy, making their publications popular amongst the constituency of design students that design historians often have to teach and often warn off such sources, rather like trying to make cats vegetarian. Collectors are mainly collecting as a form of escapism, the last thing they want to do in their free time is read heavyweight theoretical discourse about the meta-context of what they collect, in the main they want to acquire more and ‘better’ objects and use literature that facilitates this process. 
To add to the enjoyment of owning them, some will actually use the objects they collect, old toy trains lend themselves to this, layering another set of values regarding performance, and reliability over and sometimes at the expense of those of desirability, rarity and condition associated with collecting in its own right. It is here that one sees the development of personal affection for particular objects that perform well for their owners, making a relationship that cannot be transferred to another person experiencing the same object, but spiced with the romance of the object having another life before the one the collector gives it and the assumption that it will have another after. Not surprisingly, bicycle collectors are particularly prone to this, given that they have to interact with their machines in such a physical way to use them, and those who use the machines for commonplace or distance riding will quickly define their favourites. SLIDE Probably, of all the approaches to objects that can be had from collector/enthusiasts, this is the most problematic for the academic to engage with on the same level because it is so personal and subjective. However, it is not without value, because by using the item one can get a sense of the object’s effectiveness and experience will often undermine assumption. To return to SCOT, how many in this room have ever ridden a high bicycle? Do you need personal experience to understand what it is like to ride one?
Can academic writing adjust to take in such material as a viable form of reference? The problem is a deep one as the collecting and enthusiast world works on a system of inherent knowledge and respect, which needs no quotations, footnotes or referencing beyond that of a very limited type, often only to primary sources such as trade catalogues. I trust the words of collector/enthusiasts who clearly know their stuff through exposure to large numbers of objects and primary literature. Moreover it is the objects that do a lot of their speaking for them, a well- chosen collection of images of previously unillustrated objects with limited factual text is five-star research in the collector/enthusiast world, which has no problem in decoding the objects as a narrative in such a context, but it would be dismissed as coffee-table by the academic one. Only once a good number of publications of this type been published on the same subject, can the collector-writer begin to indulge in a meta-discourse, and can often only successfully do so by presenting hitherto unrecorded objects that conflict with the accepted narrative; but, for many collectors items, the first publication still remains to be written. Surely such a publication ranks as truly original, significant research? As it is likely to be self-published for a peer group of other collectors of the same thing, it does not in the mind of academe.  
Things becomes even more difficult in those areas that are even more in the control of informed subjectivity. The workings of what is often a cash-economy in which objects circulate in a miasma of unwritten understanding of status, where there is a consensual ‘good’ and ‘boring’ based on factors that often have little bearing on the original status of the object. As an auctioneer’s consultant I am often called upon to talk about these. ‘Ah, yes,’ I say ‘these are quite common’ in reference to, say, a bicycle where it is the only one surviving badged for a particular supplier but is of a standard type form uninteresting to collectors. ‘Ah yes’, I say, ‘this is a rare one’ in reference to a toy train of which dozens survive, but their desirability keeps their appearance on the market short and sweet. The market knows what I mean, but would an academic? How could I transfer this knowledge into REF approved text?
But, what of the more ‘academic’ collector writing, that of the definitive catalogue? The longest published works I have produced to date have been these. The most recent looked at one product, the Meccano Tin-Printed Clockwork Train. SLIDE It took up more or less a whole issue of the Hornby Railway Collector in three parts. As ever, my approach here was being drawn to the object, so ugly it is quite nice; few people seemed to know much about them; so, set to acquire as many as I could and start putting them in date order by comparison of constructional detail. This is as far as many collectors will go, but this work is often the most valuable as it opens the topic to other contributors. Being more process orientated and ‘completist’ in nature, I went round recording every example I could wherever I could find it. In this methodology the object is the most significant evidence. Text, even primary text, comes second as it is often unreliable, one measures the objects against available primary evidence such as catalogues and works drawings for correlations, but more particularly other products from the same maker that share the same components, then against the secondary sources. Had it remained at this level, the end product would certainly have been the definitive survey of the product, down to minute details of wheel stop variations and so on. Its research in this respect is still accepted as state-of- the-art and undoubtedly design history in the true sense of the words. The problem here is that there is no space in the academic discipline of design history for such work; whereas such nit-picking discussions of objects still have a place in traditional art history and decorative art, they have been denied that place in design history, which now has no mechanism to include them.
However, this article was to be different from the norm thanks to the publication of Ken Brown’s Factory of Dreams an economic history of Meccano Ltd in 2007, just as the draft was about to go to press. SLIDE Gratuitously sprinkled with pictures, the publishers clearly aimed to try to sell it to toy train enthusiasts as well as its target audience of academics, failing to realise that it is just such gratuitous sprinkling that will put collectors off – they like images to be treated with respect. An issue surrounding the Tin-printed Train is that it is almost identical to a product made by the German makers Gebruder Bing and there was considerable debate as to its origins. Brown’s work alerted me to an archive (hitherto un-noted by any collector-enthusiasts) covering two Government Committees that called upon Frank Hornby to explain the origins of the train set as part of a government scheme to steal German trade by direct plagiarism at the start of the Great War. Certainly, this moved my narrative up a gear, nearly doubling its length. In a different context, it would be possible to expand it to cover the whole remit of this scheme. As an object orientated person acting as a design historian the narrative of this would be enough for a hefty article, leaving others to write the meta-discourse, but would it be enough for academe, what academic design history journal would publish a straight narrative? As a collector and a design historian, I realise that such narratives are the possession of the collector/enthusiast world. Not surprisingly, it was well appreciated in the world of Hornby train collectors and perhaps it need go no further?
[bookmark: _GoBack]Thirty years ago I wrote an essay on this very subject. Today, thinking of the buoyant membership of the Hornby Railway Collectors’ association brings its conclusion back to me, which went a bit like this: The world of collecting and enthusiasm has its own values and structures, which will shift as tastes change and objects rise and fall within them, but does not need the work of design history to survive. Can the same be said of design history? A generation later, it seems that it can... but, I’m still not convinced.
 

 
