September 2020

Findings
What we learnt
The need for a central attraction or point of interest in Somers Town that
reflects a strong sense of place was referenced by numerous people who
engaged with us during our Pop-Up activity. Most respondents to our survey
suggested that a museum space would give locals a chance to more fully
engage with the life of their community, its historical continuities and
ruptures, and its future development. It was also suggested that a space
would be beneficial for newcomers – businesses and organisations – around
the area due to the regeneration of Euston and King’s Cross that is still
underway, and the consequent expansion of economic and cultural life in
this part of London.
We also realised that a sense of ‘spirit’ or ‘community’ is shared, echoed and
reinterpreted across the decades between the diverse communities of the
locality. The famous spirit embedded in the life of the pubs and clubs of the
working-class community that existed in Somers Town in the Twentieth
century is still remembered fondly by lots of locals now in their fifties,
sixties, seventies and eighties. But an identity built on a strong sense of
place, family and belonging is also shared by the Bengali residents of the
area who began to move in during the 1970s. This was explored in further
depth in our discussions with the young teenagers who joined us from
Hopscotch. One interviewee suggested that pride in a heritage that was
situated simultaneously in both global and local contexts was an experience
that was widespread and commonly felt. The different meanings that have
attached to the name ‘Hopscotch’ over the years - from children’s nursery to
Asian Women’s Centre – would seem to bear out this cross-cultural
relationship. There were comments from some of the teenagers that a
museum space would need to reflect stories about overcoming hate and
cultural difference in the area, and positively represent the Muslim
experience.
The most prominent theme that emerged from our interviews was that of
social housing, its connection to personal and inter-generational memories
(happy memories were stressed), and the sense that it is a local resource
under constant threat. This was accentuated in our trips past the local park
on Brill Place, adjacent to the Francis Crick Institute (formerly the Somers
Town Goods Yard), which is currently a development site for a 24-storey
tower block of private apartments. Many local residents feel squeezed and
Report: A Pop-Up Museum for Somers Town, Page 18

September 2020

fearful about the enormous investment and subsequent gentrification in
King’s Cross, and its overspill over into their lives. 35% of respondents to the
survey question about the purpose of the museum ticked yes to a study
centre for the legacy of twentieth century social housing – the secondhighest percentage next to a ‘People’s Museum’ for working-class stories.
There were some queries regarding the educational value of a museum
space. Would it seek to build a sense of local identity with young people?
One respondent suggested that the primary aim of a museum should be ‘to
leave a legacy’, from one generation to the next, that is ‘inclusive’. At the
same time there was a recognition from another person that ‘the elderly
have nowhere to go’. Inter-generational as well as inter-cultural contact was
emphasised as key to any endeavour to create a museum, and as a
disappearing feature of life in a small London community; this is surely
reflected in the fact that over 94% of respondents agreed that a history
space would ‘benefit the area’, and a similar percentage asserted that it
should be led by locals. Several people suggested that a museum should
have interactive displays ‘for children’, thinking along these lines. There was
a general consensus that childhood and family memories were the
emotional bedrock of their people’s lives here. One comment mentioned
that a space must be ‘pushing an agenda for change, rather than just being
passive’, reinforcing the need for political engagement with contemporary
issues alongside the presentation of the past. Another respondent asked
whether affordable rental desk and meeting space would be available, again
bringing up the desire of local people for their needs to be met within the
community.
25% of respondents each respectively wanted a primary focus on a history of
migrations and the radical and bohemian history of the area. On migration,
it was mentioned that there were both the global migrations of settlers in
the area, from French to Spanish to Bengali, Ghanaian and Somali, as well as
the national experience of Somers Town as a location for new arrivals in
London, from the North of England, coming in at the nearby railway
stations, and the Irish-English connection that has a prominent history
here. The railways themselves were mentioned, and in this respect it was
mentioned that it would be useful to consider the Canal Museum in King’s
Cross as an example of the preservation and celebration of industrial
history. One person said that it would be good to know ‘what buildings were
used for’, and the particular kinds of work embedded in the historical life of
this part of London. As another comment noted, ’The community…it used
to be a town and a city of its own…’
It was agreed by 95% of those surveyed that the heritage of Somers Town
needs to be preserved, and that the way to do this was to have a wide range
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Evaluation
Analysis & Conclusions
In follow-up to our activity, our interviewers joined the Somers Town Space
committee to evaluate our findings and consider how we could take the
momentum generated by the Pop-Up Museum into the future.
Somers Town is a rare survival of a working-class locality in the centre of
London and its history reveals unique sensibilities echoing into the present,
in particular the work of the St. Pancras Housing Association and its mission
slogans of social improvement, ‘Forever Building’, ‘Housing for All’, and
Gilbert Bayes’ ‘Art In Everyday Life’. This tradition of a community spirit built
from the ground up is felt by a lot of locals to have disappeared through the
decades. Lots of people who call Somers Town home no longer live in the
neighbourhood for various social and economic reasons, and recall their
community with a poignant and ever-present sense of nostalgia.
Our Pop-Up activity established that a focal point for these histories appeals
to a diverse range of people, in and outside of Somers Town, for social and
academic purposes, and that a base of local knowledge would contribute to
the strength of a community that remains still extant but feels itself
marginalised and threatened by powerful economic and cultural forces
around them in what is now the world’s densest square miles of knowledge
organisations, artistic and cultural activity and scientific innovation. A space
that is engaged with these changes and looks to the future whilst holding
and celebrating a proximity with the past is widely looked upon as
something that would benefit the environment in which we live and work.
It was noted amongst our committee that a sense of all-pervasive apathy
creeps in to a local populace when commercial and governmental powers
seemingly hold sway over the fate of their world and lives. It is a sense of
something coming to an end, and our space would be intent on recognising
this fact, and even countering it in a small way whilst living alongside these
changes in fruitful ways for all.
Our interviewers, Katie and Melissa, strongly asserted the need for our work
to continue to be a present and ongoing force in the community, as opposed
to becoming an insular and academic project. It was suggested that video
would be a useful tool in diversifying our creative content and distribution
to wider audiences, both in professional community engagement, historical
research and local schools and organisations. Our workshop with the
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