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Embargoed until August  20th  2010.

 

Women's Parliamentary Radio and the British Library open the Harman Shephard audio archive of women MPs interviews on August 20th 2010

Women's Parliamentary Radio in Association with the British Library is opening a new oral archive of interviews with women MPs,  donated to the British Library by Boni Sones OBE charting the stories women MPs across party have told of their lives in Westminster.

 

The 81 audio interviews were conducted by five senior broadcast journalists between May and October 2004 for the Orwell Prize nominated book: “Women in Westminster: The New Suffragettes” published in September 2005 by  Boni Sones OBE, with Professor Joni Lovenduski and Margaret Moran MP. 

 

The Archive will be open on August 20th 2010 for those female MPs who have allowed immediate access. Only two of the 83 women MPs interviewed for the book have declined to give permission. 

The journalists who conducted the interviews are: Linda Fairbrother, Angela Lawrence, De borah McGurran, Dr Eva Simmons, Boni Sones OBE. Each has over 25 years of broadcast journalist experience.

Jackie Ashley, used extracts from these audio interviews to broadcast a BBC Radio 4 documentary called “A Monstrous Regiment” in 2005 produced by Deborah McGurran, Boni Sones OBE and Dr Eva Simmons.  

Subsequent to that broadcast Boni has worked with the British Library to get the women MPs to give permission for the full audio interviews to go into a  proper archive charting modern women MP's representation in Westminster.   After four years, 81 of them have now agreed. 

Boni said: “I am extremely grateful to the British Library and Dr Rob Perks in finding a home for this important audio archive and to the women MPs themselves across party who signed the permission forms to allow access to their audio to chart women's modern representation in the Commons. 

“When Deborah McGurran, from BBC East, Angela Lawrence, and I  first talked of writing such a book we weren't sure anybody would agree but a persistent and consistent team effort with women in the media working together has helped to re-write modern political British history through their own oral story telling. We set the ball rolling and it just gathered momentum over the years with national journalists such as Jackie Ashley giving their name and support to our efforts too, alongside Professor Joni Lovenduski for which I am hugely grateful.

“Clearly the period we conducted the interviews over was a sensitive time for all MPs whatever party they were in, coming just a year before the 2005 General Election, when Labour was suffering from the consequences of the Iraq war and struggling with contentious issues such as tuition fees, and  didn't know if it could secure a third-term in government. Much of what was said was not incorporated into the Book, and I feel it is proper that the full audio interviews ranging in length from 30 minutes to 1 hour 20, should be documented in this way for future political historians to ponder over.

“I can remember MPs at a Cabinet and Shadow Cabinet level, such as Theresa May MP and Tessa Jowell MP, being terribly encouraging and saying how good it was to talk about their experiences in order that they might reform the Commons and encourage more women to come into politics. 

“The interviews not only charted the experiences of the so called “Blair's Babes” but we asked women MPs what they thought of changes in the hours of the Commons, All-women shortlists, the Suffragettes, how the media treated them and commented on their clothes and hair styles and what they thought of being called “Blair’s Babes”. 

“We also discovered that some Conservative party male MPs in the mid-1980s still called all women “Betty”, and some made gestures across the Chamber that demoralised the Labour women of 1997. But there were heartening stories too, both Harriet Harman MP and Baroness Gillian Shephard, warmly greeted other women MPs even if they weren't from the same party.  This archive is therefore named after both of them.

“One of the most moving moments of the interviews and setting up the archive at the BL was when we got a hand written note from Mo Mowlam, in child like writing,  just before she died saying she would like her one hour fifteen minute audio interview with Linda Fairbrother and Boni Sones OBE, to be placed in the archive. This is the last serious political interview in broadcast that Mo conducted. Mo was one of the first to reply and support us as was Margaret Beckett MP. 

“I would like to thank all the journalists who conducted the interviews with me, the MPs who gave us permission to set up the project, Caroline Spelman MP, Sandra Gidley MP, and  Hilary Armstrong MP, then the Chief Whip, and the British Library staff who have subsequently been documenting our work. It's been a huge collaborative effort but one that will have set the record straight for many contemporary women MPs who were being portrayed poorly by the media at that time.”

On publication of the book in September 2005, Roy Greenslade wrote a supportive article in the media Guardian apologising for his previous portrayal of women in Westminster:

“And to show that I'm no goody two-shoes, here is a mea culpa. Last year I wrote an article about Hewitt in which I referred to her former penchant for wearing dungarees which, fortunately, my (male) editor was savvy enough to remove before it went to print. But I don't think I would have included the same comment if she had been a bloke, and it is a sharp reminder that all of us in mid-revolution are subject to unconscious conditioning. Even so, it does help if we strive to mend our ways.”

 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2005/aug/29/mondaymediasection4 links to his article.

 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2005/aug/29/mondaymediasection3 links to Boni’s article.

 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/politics/2004/dec/07/uk.gender links to Jackie Ashley’s article in Dec 04 trailing the book.

 

After the book was published Boni was asked by women across party to continue the collaborative work started and a year later Women's Parliamentary Radio was born with Jackie Ashley as Chair and Deborah McGurran, of BBC East, and Jo Swinson MP as  advisors. It now has an audience of up to 4,000 listeners a month and 77,000 hits a month over 500,000 hits in a year. 

End.

 Footnotes:

1. Wpradio.co.uk is a web based broadcaster supported by all parties. It has over 200 interviews with women and male politicians of all parties which can be listened to online or downloaded as podcasts. 

2. In March 2010 monthly visits jumped to 3,847 visitors, and 73,796 hits. That's over double the same period last year. Page views have increased by a corresponding amount. And February 2010 had the highest ever bandwidth usage with 120 Gigabytes downloaded. 

3. Our web stats show that our visitors are loyal, they return, tune in for some time and to more than one item. We have doubled our audience in a year.

4. wpradio also carries international content and has interviews with women MEPs in Europe, and women politicians in Africa and the Middle East. 

5. Our supporters include Harriet Harman MP, Theresa May MP and Jo Swinson MP and many other female politicians listed on our site. 

6. The British Library archives all the interviews on wpradio.co.uk in its new web collection.

7. For more information contact Boni Sones OBE on 07703 716961.

End.

