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Editorial 

‘Unless the younger generation has access 
to…cultural repertoires and can understand and 
practice them, to some extent at least, from 
the inside, they will lack the resources – the 
cultural capital – of their own 'heritage', as a 
base from which to engage other traditions.’ 
 
Stuart Hall (1999) ‘Whose heritage? un-settling 'The Heritage', re-imagining the Post-nation’  
Third Text 49: 3-13, 
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The Open Call: Sandra Shakespeare 

Whose Heritage? Residencies were undertaken by New Museum School graduates at the 
following National Trust sites: Sutton House, 575 Wandsworth Road in London, 
Runnymeade & Ankwerwyke and Clandon Park in Surrey. Online organisations Art UK and 
the Collections Trust and Milton’s Cottage Museum in Buckinghamshire. Researchers 
brought diverse perspectives to specific areas of research at each organisation. Each 
researcher was mentored by curatorial, research, or interpretation staff in their quest to 
reveal new narratives behind objects and sites to connect meaningfully with diverse 
audiences - those communities who might not feel the collections or sites are ‘for them’.  

INTERSECTIONALITY DECOLONISATION ACTIVISM 

Residencies allowed researchers creative opportunities for the interrogation language and 
terminology, traditionally used when classifying or describing objects. The reports capture 
this tension with contemporary forms of decolonisation practice to challenge accepted 
institutional practice. For example: Sutton House’s intangible history linked to ‘squatter 
activism’ explored local communities and new insights conveyed through archives, protest 
banners and posters through a digital zine. This ezine also speaks to Gen Z, the 
accessibility and consumption of heritage through online digital media expressed through 
non-conformist DIY art forms  

Or with Art UK and research into Bi-visibility: the importance of bisexual+ representation in 
UK art collections. At 575 Wandsworth Road research and re-interpretation of the times 
and life of the owner Khadambi Asalache will help enhance and understand how BAME 
visitors experience topophilia at this site. Whose Heritage? Residencies:  

– Revealed new narratives behind objects, collections, sites, and monuments 
in ways that connect meaningfully with diverse audiences  

– Brought new research and interpretation to heritage assets  
– Illustrated the value of a diverse workforce  
– Supported the careers of graduates through an outcome driven residency with leading 

heritage organisations  
– Shared knowledge with the wider sector with work and outcomes on a new online 

platform this provides the context for the broader debate of diversity issues across the 
arts and heritage sector.  

  

PREFACE: WHOSE HERITAGE? 
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KEILAH BOYD  

National Trust: Sutton House 

 
Keilah Boyd 

A second-generation citizen, heritage has always been important to as a means of survival 
and representation. As a result, Keilah has always been interested in sociology and social 
histories of minority groups but never considered that these counted towards cultural 
heritage. After declining university offers and unable to find work/experience in the heritage 
sector, Keilah began working on small research projects and events with local musicians and 
it was here she first saw that the arts could be used as a really effective tool to connect with 
marginalised groups and this piqued my interest. It was also during this time that Keilah’s 
local council was due to begin a large development project. Having seen the impacts of 
gentrification in other parts of London, she thought it vital to engage the communities that 
the change would inevitably affect. Keilah was given the opportunity to assist in planning and 
conducting community outreach projects with the aim preserving local culture. At Sutton 
House, Keilah assists various community learning projects and hopes to find innovative ways 
to bring her interests in music and performance into creating effective and culturally 
enriching events and projects. 
   



Community in Unity – Save Sutton House 

Culture&  6 of 16 

COMMUNITY IN UNITY: SAVE SUTTON HOUSE 

Research project by Keilah Boyd for the National Trust, Sutton House as part of the 
Whose Heritage? residencies in partnership with Culture&.  

Introduction 

   

(Image courtesy of “All the Madmen” blog) 

“Over five centuries, Sutton House has survived swathes of London’s radical, social and 
political change by adapting to and reflecting the world around it. This is its strength to adapt 
and reflect the world around it. It is one of London’s last remaining Tudor Homes.  Sutton 
House was built in 1535 by Sir Ralph Sadlier, a fixer for Thomas Cromwell.  By 1540 he was 
Secretary of State to Henry VIII and this was his family home. It has more recently been a 
Victorian school, a church institute in World War One, a Trade Union office in the 60s-70s 
and a punk squat in the 1980s. 

Today we work with local communities to run events and activities that reflect and adapt to 
our community's needs and wishes so everyone can enjoy this beautiful space.” (From Sutton 
House’s information brochure) 

In the mid-1980s, Sutton House’s squatters were evicted meaning the house stood empty in 
a state of disrepair. The National Trust believed Sutton House to be a “Pandora’s box of 
problems” and motioned for its redevelopment into luxury flats.   

Renamed “The Blue House” whilst squatted, the house was locally known as a community 
hub for workshops and music events. Upon hearing these plans three local residents - Mike 
Gray, Julia Lafferty and Jane Straker - wrote three separate letters to the Hackney Gazette 



Community in Unity – Save Sutton House 

Culture&  7 of 16 

in opposition to proposed plans. These individuals created: The Save Sutton House 
Campaign, and petitioned to the council and raised public interest in the house.   

Their actions led to the decision to restore Sutton House. Final agreements made by the 
Trust detailed that it should be used for more than formal education which has underpinned 
programming since its reopening in 1994.  

On the following pages: 

A letter from Brian Sedgemore MP to the National Trust, in support of the Save Sutton House 
Campaign. 1985. Courtesy of Hackney Archives 

A letter from Ms Drue Zell of the Save Hackney Campaign to The National Trust in support 
of Sutton House squatters. 1985.  Courtesy of Hackney Archives 
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Background 

When looking into the history of Sutton House it's almost impossible to ignore the 
importance of the “Save Sutton House” campaign. Its success and subsequent cultural 
legacy can be seen in the very fabric of present-day Sutton House. I believe not enough 
credit is given to the campaigners as their work provides an interesting case study on how 
dynamic heritage can be. 

The initial acquisition of Sutton House was seminal for the National Trust, as it marked a step 
away from James Lee Milne’s “obsession with stately aristocratic homes” (See What is Chats 
Palace?. 2021. Mike Gray’s obituary. 

As suggested by a local Hackney historian, Laurie Elks. Mike Gray’s research later found that 
the property in fact belonged to Tudor Secretary of State, Ralph Sadlier. While this became 
a point of interest for the house, at its core, and perhaps most importantly, it was a property 
that served the people: a school, trade union building and a  squat-cum-community centre 
- and this proved to be its saving grace.  

Sutton House was saved on the grounds that it would continue to serve the community and 
I believe this is important as it perfectly embodies the National Trust's core messaging “For 
everyone, for ever”. 
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1980s Hackney: at a glance 

“…. Who is society? There is no such thing!” (Margaret Thatcher. 1987. ‘Interview for “Woman’s Own” 
(“No Such Thing as Society”).’ in Margaret Thatcher Foundation: Speeches, Interviews and Other 
Statements. London.) 

Thatcher's notorious remark really did underpin the policies brought in by her government. 
For me the quote further emphasises how significant the work of the campaigners was, as it 
provides an almost snapshot of the adversity they faced on a wider societal scale.  

Society is defined by “the aggregate of people living together in a … ordered community”; 
here I have interpreted Thatcher’s remark to be indicative of the individualism promoted by 
the government at that time in place of state support in social care and community building. 
However, as a local campaigner illustrated to me:  

“Hackney of course, was labour led, left labour...And they did have a period where 
they were sort of, you know, very community minded. It was possible to actually, sort 
of appeal to them on that basis decreasingly...if you want something, you've got to 
be prepared to, you know, make sacrifices... whatever time, wait for it…” 

I am a firm believer in historic recurrence, and think it's impossible to ignore the similarities 
in the social conditions of Thatcher's London and that of the present day. Some people 
argue that Conservatism, with its neoliberal and capitalist ideologies is harmful for 
communities, predominantly those that exist on the margins of society. The pursuit to amass 
profit is seen as being at the cost of reduced funding in areas such as social care, recreation 
and culture. As a consequence, people are left to fend for themselves in terms which put 
them at risk of losing links to cultural identities and landmarks i.e. Sutton House. 

There are various areas I could explore on this topic but I think the following statistics are 
most relevant to Hackney in the 1980s: 

• In 1970, manufacturing accounted for 20.57% of UK GDP. By 1979 that was down to 
17.62% of GDP. By the time Thatcher left office, that decline had continued - albeit 
at a slightly slower pace, down to 15.18%. 

• Poverty went up under 1979-1997 Conservative administration, according to these 
figures from the Institute for Fiscal Studies. In 1979, 13.4% of the population lived 
below 60% of median incomes before housing costs. By 1990, it had gone up to 
22.2% 

Hackney was, and still is, a long-standing working-class borough, popular with migrant 
communities such as West Indians, Vietnamese and Turkish to name a few. The area has 
historic links to industrialisation due to its proximity to the River Lea. Hackney was a popular 
choice for industrial/warehouse sites. This meant when the restructuring of the London 
economy occurred in the 1970s and 1980s, it wiped out most of the remaining industrial sites 
in the borough. Much of what was left were low intensity enterprises such car breakers, scrap 
dealers and cheap warehousing. The abundance of former industrial spaces combined with 
the still relatively low rents and availability of housing, made Hackney a borough associated 
with dissent and DIY cultures. With one Hackney Gazette journalist going as far as to call it a 
“Crime ridden, derelict ghetto, a cancer, a blot on the landscape”. (3) Nigel Smith (1994) 
Hackney Gazette. (Smith, Nigel (1994) Hackney Gazette). 

See also The Neoliberal Crisis (2015) edited by Sally Davidson and Katherine Harris, a collection of 
essays exploring the topic with essays by Stuart Hall and Doreen Massey.  
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This development saw Hackney become synonymous with squatting, people flocked to the 
borough for its abundance of empty properties. One of these properties happened to be 
Sutton House, and while many associate squatting with more negative connotations, the Blue 
House Squatters - as they would come to be known- only wanted to create a community 
space. It's abundantly clear that despite the doom of gloom of the 1980s, Hackney harboured 
a community spirit not even the Government could destroy! This is evidenced by the 
numerous successful grassroots community enterprises that were founded around this time 
in the area with the aim to upskill locals such as local bookshop Centerprise or the Rio 
Cinema’s Tape/Slide collective to name a few. 

Stan Piesse, former Church Institute member and local, received a letter from the workers at 
the adjoining Car Breaker’s Yard in 1985 that confirmed what many locals had observed. 
Squatters had moved into Sutton House, which had been empty for a few years. They 
announced their arrival, and intentions, with a letter to nearby residents, which read:  

 

 

“The Blue House” (Sutton House) 

Hello! As you’ve probably noticed something is happening at Sutton House - several of us 
have moved in and are hoping to convert it into a kind of community centre. Obviously, we 
don’t want to annoy any of our neighbours- so if you have any complaints or worries please 
come and talk to us- we are open to suggestions. We are hoping to open a cafe soon for 
anyone in the area to use and we’ll be having a jumble sale soon to help us buy a cooker 
etc- so any old things you don’t want - they’d be gratefully received- thanks-” 

The work and action of the Squatters over the years, carved out a positive reputation within 
the community. This would later serve to fuel the work of the campaigners. 
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Interview with a local Hackney Campaigner 

I was lucky enough to meet a local campaigner on her time working on the campaign and her 
thoughts regarding their progress. Our conversation was extremely enlightening and really 
drove home the significance of the work done by herself and other campaigners.  

Up until this point my research had felt very impersonal. However, after our meeting I was 
able to better conceptualise the events that took place and explore why they resonated with 
me personally; which I explore in the next section of my report: 

Below are some excerpts of my conversation with Julia. 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Julia: “The National Trust originally planned for this house [Sutton House] to be converted 
into apartments. They got themselves, a property speculator who said he'd take it on at a 
peppercorn rent. Now that's nominal money. They were preparing to let him have it for a 
hundred years lease and he would just do all the work necessary to the house. Cause it was 
in, you know, quite a bad state, but he would, he would convert it to private flats for sale. And 
at that stage Hackney was just on the cusp of people kind of looking at it to say: "Oh, it was 
quite an interesting place" after decades of just being, you know, land that time forgot. 

We did have occasion to, um, talk to him anyway, and the head of the Clapton Square 
residents’ association. She actually set up a meeting in Hackney Baths and asked him, well 
not him, but his architects to come along and explain the scheme to the Clapton square 
residence association. What they didn't know of course is that we were there. So they explain 
their scheme and then suddenly they found themselves sort of under attack, which they 
weren't anticipating. 

So they hadn't come prepared. You see? And we were saying, well, you know, this house was, 
bought by the National Trust out of funds, which were given to them by the relatives of two 
soldiers who died in World War One. And, as far as they were concerned, it was going to be 
for the social benefit of, you know, of, of people. And now you're got the scheme to make big 
profits out of making all these apartments. You know, what do you feel about that? Of course 
it's like totally unprepared, but, you know, blustering and sort of sputtering things about 
Hackney needed to be regenerative. Yes. Well, you don't have to regenerate it necessarily by 
you know, converting the house into expensive flats because who are you regenerating it 
for? 

Because there's a lot of people here. Yes. They would like to see their environment 
regenerated. But they'd like to sort of be able to afford houses as well. And you know, they'd 
like to have places to go and all right. We set up a meeting with the council leader or his 
offices. I think that was where Martin Village came to that meeting. So we were sort of ranged 
up, you know, about four of us and they were all arranged up, opposite. It was a bit sort of 
confrontational. We had to make our case for why we sort of devised a community scheme… 
They kept doing this regeneration thing. You know:  “it needs regenerating.” Well, yes, we 
agree it does, but it belongs to the National Trust. The National Trust was founded on really 
quite sort of progressive lines or, you know, for people, history of the people. We feel that, 
you know, the National Trust should be sort of living up to that what they'd like to think of as 
their image.” 

The one thing looking back on it, I think the one thing that really made a difference to attitude 
to us was, we asked the National Trust if we could have an open day, it was December, 1987… 
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it was a freezing winter. We said, can we open the house up for the local community to come 
and look at it..I think we did a little bit of basic catering, although there wasn't much to cater 
with. Um, but in the meantime, we used our networks and we produced all sorts of posters, 
which we made sure went everywhere 

yeah. Uh, we produced this poster or Mike did, cause he was very good at doing this. He was 
a photographic technician at University college. So it went up in libraries and community 
centres and you name it. We just shoved it out everywhere. And when we opened the doors 
on Sunday, the 13th of December at 10:30, there was a queue outside. And it got bigger and 
it got bigger and it got bigger. And I think they said 800 people came that day. And I think 
that was the sort of turning point where the National Trust thought, “perhaps we better think 
about this again.” And so then they did actually become more cooperative. 

We then sort of had a whole series of open days. And they said, well, we can have a study 
day...in the Wenlock Barn and all the great and good of the National Trust came to cause ...I 
think they were curious, you know, all who are these people, they seem to be having a degree 
of success, you know? And so everybody gave their sort of, you know, some, all sorts of 
experts gave their sort of little talks. And at the end I gave my talk on the community scheme 
and I thought, well, I'm not going to go into all sorts of detail. But I'm just going to give them 
a little lesson on, you know, what the National Trust is about. 

So I said, well, you know, perhaps it's not known that, um, one of the people who was heading 
up the National Trust, um, was George Lansbury… And I told them all about George Lansbury 
and I said: “Do you know this house, Sutton House, would have been exactly...what he had in 
mind when he was campaigning. He was interested in history, but he thought that  history 
wasn't just for the elite it was for everybody.” 

My thoughts and reflections 

My original aim for this research was to explore grassroot activism, as it linked to various 
Sutton House stories, which is how I started looking into the Save Sutton House Campaign. 
The more I read and researched, it became clear that responding to this specific story was 
the most pertinent and natural route to take my residency. Especially, as this programme was 
borne as a response to the tumultuous year that was 2020 - globally and specifically within 
the arts and heritage sector. With this in mind, I wanted my research to be as authentic as I 
could possibly make it and throughout the process referred heavily to the works of Stuart 
Hall. 

Stuart Hall (1932-2014), was a Jamaican-born British Marxist sociologist, cultural theorist and 
political activist. Hall, along with Richard Hoggart and Raymond Williams, was one of the 
founding figures of the school of thought that is now known as British Cultural Studies or the 
Birmingham School of Cultural Studies. (See James Procter (2004), Stuart Hall, Routledge Critical 
Thinkers). 

My thoughts below were especially triggered by the passage in his 1999 Essay “Whose 
Heritage” keynote speech in which he states: “National Heritage is a powerful source… it 
follows that those who cannot see themselves reflected in its mirror cannot properly belong.” 
While I believe this is a valid and honest statement, I also view it as a challenge, a challenge 
that I believe Sutton House could offer some solutions to. 

Before I proceed, I think it's important to define the terms National and Cultural Identity as 
they both relate to this research…  
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National Identity – The dictionary definition of this term is national identity is a person's sense 
of belonging to one state or to one nation. It is the sense of a nation as a cohesive whole, as 
represented by distinctive traditions, culture, and language. 

Cultural Identity – the Oxford Diction definition is it’s about belonging to a group. It is part of 
a person's self-conception and self-perception and is related to nationality, ethnicity, 
religion, social class, generation, locality or any kind of social group that has its own distinct 
culture. 

With the arts and heritage being so closely linked to English national identity it sometimes 
feels futile to comment on an institution that is so “other” to me, a sentiment which is explored 
in depth throughout Hall’s speech. However, in his 1996 essay, ‘Cultural Identity and 
Diaspora’, He argues that heritage “belongs[belonging] as much to the future as it does to 
the past''. To this merit I will endeavour to illustrate the ways in which formerly exclusive 
histories can be reinterpreted to serve new audiences and communities. 

National heritage and identity are inextricably linked and both are extremely nuanced and 
complex topics. I personally don’t see myself included in much of what this country considers 
to be its national identity. Which is why approaching this residency filled me with trepidation, 
because who am I to question centuries of traditions?  

When I first looked at Sutton House’s many stories, I didn’t immediately feel a great emotional 
connection nor see myself represented by any one. However, after reading more of Stuart 
Hall's works on diaspora and heritage I was able to draw personal parallels in the liminality of 
Sutton House's stories and that of being West Indian in the UK. My family settled here during 
the Windrush years, like many other West Indians families and went on to make the UK their 
permanent home. Despite the various economic and cultural legacies/impact left by my 
people, our place in society is under constant scrutiny. Our claims to call ourselves “British” 
were questioned to the point that several of our community elders were deported. Similarly, 
despite Sutton House’s 500 year of rich and varied history, its legitimacy and importance 
were called into question when proposals were made for its demolition. It seems incongruous 
comparing an inanimate object to a living, breathing group of people but I can’t help but link 
the two. Sutton House’s survival lay in its ability to demonstrate its cultural importance and 
legacy. It makes me hopeful that one day the West Indian and other diasporic contributions 
will be heralded and protected under wider national heritage.  

The Save Sutton House campaign demonstrates that heritage is ever changing and not 
stagnant and rigid as many believe it to be. The language of heritage doesn’t inspire thoughts 
of fluidity. “Conservation” and “preservation” both evoke thoughts of diligently trying to keep 
things as close to original as possible. However, Sutton House poses an interesting case in 
that outside of physical period architectural features it is a blank canvas. Its heritage is mostly 
intangible; borne of the memories of the people who applied meanings to it. Despite Sutton 
House’s ties to Tudor court or the First World War, it was saved under the condition that it 
serve the community and this is where its potential and power lies.  

Hackney is constantly changing; because of this it is made up of a culturally diverse 
population. There is no one clear definition of community which means Sutton House is open 
to serve everyone. As Sutton House possesses many stories and themes, people are able to 
draw and interpret their own meaning and create their own legacy at the property. 

I think this excites me most as in recent years we’ve seen heritage organisations begin 
reckoning with their colonial/imperial pasts. While this is important and necessary work, often 
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it deals with sensitive and traumatic content. On a personal level, as much as I would like to 
see representative and inclusive programmes and exhibitions, I would prefer “ if they weren’t 
centred on subjugation. While this wasn’t at the root of the Save Sutton House campaign, its 
legacy has allowed the room for conservations such as this to be had. They unknowingly laid 
the foundations for a safe space for diaspora/minorities to create heritage on their own 
terms.  

In the coming years, I would love to see the property re-embrace its community through 
further programmes such as this. In allowing non-heritage types the space to explore and 
draw their own meanings from the archive, I imagine the creative possibilities will be endless. 
Additionally, this is to ensure Sutton House is held in esteem within its community in coming 
years and prevent any repeats of its history. 

To conclude, I believe Hall best sums up my feelings towards the end of his speech in which 
he says: “Modernity (or postmodernity) is not waiting on some authority to permit or sanction 
[this] exploration of creativity”. Here he calls on diasporic groups to take agency within the 
process of asserting our place within national heritage. Again I refer to historical recurrence; 
this address was given in 1999 and yet feels just as relevant in the present day and should 
be canon for people like myself embarking on careers within this sector. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


