AN EXTRACT FROM MARTIN CRICK’S  
THE HISTORY OF THE WILLIAM MORRIS SOCIETY 1955-2005

The William Morris Society was gifted Kelmscott House in July 1970 by its owner, Helen Stephenson. She had been a friend of May Morris, was a member of the Society, and a keen collector of Morrisiana.  Understandably, the Society welcomed the gift, hoping that having permanent premises in Morris’s London residence would help to increase its profile and lead to increased membership. Yet the acquisition of Kelmscott House would lead to the biggest upheaval in the Society’s history, at one stage threatening financial ruin. 
In 1976, however, the Society established the William Morris Centre at Kelmscott House, aiming to provide visiting scholars with study facilities and accommodation to enable research into the life and works of Morris. During its five- year existence the Centre developed an almost bohemian atmosphere, redolent of the ‘hippy’ era of the 60s. One of its residents described it as ‘a commune of scholars, artists, and socialists, a heavenly combination’. 
The extract below describes the opening of the Centre on 27 July 1976 by Sir Harold Wilson MP, in front of an invited audience of over 300 guests, including the Icelandic Ambassador, the Chairman of the Greater London Council, the Mayors of Hammersmith and Waltham Forest, and representatives of many institutes and societies.
Sir Basil Blackwell, President of the Society and Chairman of the Trustees, welcomed Sir Harold. The Centre, he said, was not to be regarded as a museum, but as ‘a powerhouse as it was in the days of William Morris when his vast energy propelled his ideals into fact ... He taught those who followed and inspired them not to copy his achievements but to use them as an impulse to create fresh excellence. That was the motive of the William Morris Centre.’ He then presented to Sir Harold an inscribed copy of the Society’s edition of ‘Morris as I knew him’ by George Bernard Shaw.
In his address Sir Harold observed that nothing could so greatly characterise the breadth of achievement that William Morris represented than the gathering there at the opening of the Centre. ‘For amongst those here are those who reverence Morris for his art, his poetry, his politics, his philosophy, his deep commitment to cultural arts and technologies, to printing, to weaving, to architecture, and above all, personal and individual craftsmanship.’ … Morris’s name, he said, would never be forgotten, because of one thing they could be certain: ‘British society and that of large parts of the world, are more civilised, more humane, more compassionate, because of what he said and did.’ Guests were presented with a keepsake of the occasion printed on the Albion Press once used at the Kelmscott Press.
The opening of the Centre was one of the few occasions when its presence and activities became known to a wide audience. A buffet supper and perfect weather added to the enjoyment of the occasion, but once the festivities were over the residents returned to reality. Yet, although the living conditions were primitive, the ‘household’ envisaged by Ronald Briggs (then secretary of the Society) when announcing the Centre did emerge from the chaos. The following extracts describe life at the Centre as remembered by some of the residents:
The word most often used by those describing their stay at Kelmscott House is ‘community’. All shared in the privation, all contributed to the work. The household varied in size, with the Visiting Fellow and his family augmented by others who rented out rooms, by visiting scholars, and by transient guests. Whilst individuals were engaged in their own pursuits during the day, they came together for a variety of social and creative activities during the evenings and at weekends. On occasions the house would be full, the annual Oxford and Cambridge boat race providing one such opportunity, when the Long Room’s windows overlooking the Thames would be crowded. It was the responsibility of the Visiting Fellow to deliver a series of colloquia, and these were always held on Saturdays, accompanied by a lunch which was ‘frenziedly put together’ by Ronald Briggs. The focal point for the community, however, was Sunday dinner, when all the residents gathered together, with invited guests. Neverne Covington describes her life there simply as ‘laughter, good food and camaraderie’. Those who lived at Kelmscott House in 1977 have left a marvellous record of the early months of their stay in the form of the ‘Household Journal of the Kelmscott House Community’, a handwritten journal accompanied by illustrations.
The Journal begins, however, with an entry on 22 January, written as a retrospective by the wife of a previous Visiting Fellow: 
‘Memories well up,’ she wrote, ‘from the chill of the master bedroom with its brass bed, views of Ravenscourt  Church ... to the warmth of Christmas fires with holly wreaths from the tree out front, from sunsets to colloquies ... But something always indescribably familiar about the household ghosts ...’ Ghosts there may have been but the community was indisputably alive. Whilst all were busy during the day so that ‘no single person is necessarily available at the house at any given time’, they came together as a group in the evenings and at weekends. The Journal provides memorable accounts of the Sunday dinners. All took it in turns to cook, but an entry of 6 February reports consternation ‘as a result of tonight’s meal in particular, since no-one feels equal to competing with the superb Greek dinner we have been treated to by Louise Drescher’. The meal was accompanied by music from the Greek Islands and followed by dancing and Roxanne Permar’s slides of her Greek tour the previous summer. It was, said the writer, ‘a truly memorable occasion.’ Other dinners were of a different character, celebrating birthdays or welcoming guests ...The sheer diversity of the guest list ensured lively and interesting conversation. ‘We have found these Sunday suppers an excellent way to foster a sense of community at Kelmscott House ...We recognise ourselves as a group of people who have a shared responsibility and affection for their domestic setting.’ At other times there were shared activities such as making Christmas decorations, reading aloud from the ‘Defence of Guenevere’, embroidery, calligraphy and sketching.
The Journal comes to an abrupt halt at the end of March, but there is a fascinating addition in the summer of 1979. The unknown author (RCS) had come to Kelmscott House ‘not knowing of the vast contributions and interests of William Morris’ but he or she was profoundly affected by the house.

 ‘I wish herein to express a deep-felt appreciation for its peaceful existence in our world.’ Particularly evocative is the description of the garden: ‘Early July saw the garden in full bloom-, merriment of colour, even with the under-current towards dilapidated splendour ... the wild strawberries were many and sweet, as were sunbeam-rays sparkling off the river and the perfectly created blossom of the magnolia - the door sentinel.’ Inside the house ‘spiders soften the edges and corners with their cobwebs – tranquillity and un-intentioned neglect allows for nautical designs’. The concluding comments sum up the feelings of many of the residents at Kelmscott House during the period of the William Morris Centre: ‘I must leave too soon ... here is a free and civilised environment.’
Martin Crick

