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Nic (N): I'm certainly the resident who's lived longest in this road. I'm also, I am also the oldest resident 
in the road, and I've been here since 1973, so I guess this is my 50th year in this road last year. So 
what I thought was useful to do was basically give you, particularly the earlier part of the history that I 
know well, because, because I was part of it and so on. The latter part since, since we created Harcourt 
Community Action Group, as opposed to what was previously an organisation called Harcourt Road 
Watch. There are lots of people who can talk to you about the recent years. So, I mean, I won't ignore 
them, but I think mainly I should concentrate on the years that most people in this road don't know 
about.  

Clara (C) : Okay. Thank you. Appreciate that. Yes, yes.	

N: And I thought, I mean, again, I think in a sense, I start right from the very beginning with the arrival in 
the road, what sort of road it was when we arrived, and in 1973 and it is very, very much changed, but 
it's changed, in a sense, twice, it's changed in one direction, and then it's changed in another direction, 
two big changes. When we got here, the road was dominated by working class people, mainly, very few 
middle class people. It was not dominated by students. There were some students, but not very many. I 
mean, I actually arrived as a student to go to university, but I had a young family at the time, so we had 
to buy a house. We bought this house. So this is, you know, my kids were five and three at the time. 
Many of the houses in the road were rented too, and there were boarding houses, as we used to call 
them, where young, single people, possibly labourers, and various people with not professional jobs 
would, would have be housed together in multi occupation houses, but they were individual rooms. 
They were made up as rooms, a bit different from houses in multi occupation for students, which are 
quite a different kind of thing. So that that was the road we moved into. There were a fair number of 
families with with kids, which our kids well, grew up with, played with. I mean, you could actually play in 
the road in those days. That's another difference. There were very few cars. There were cars, but not 
very many, and not even a lot driving through it, or parking in it during the day it was, I mean, it was a 
different era. 	

C: What did the children play? 

N: The children could play football in the road without it being a real worry. I mean, we mainly encour-
aged them to go into the playground. But again, they would drop down here at the end here, you know, 
it goes into the park, right? And it wasn't all dark like this. Basically, these trees were about half the 
height they are today, and you could drop down as it was grass just below there. And they would then 
walk down to the playground. They'd play, we'd leave them to it, and we'd call them back at lunchtime, 
or whatever. I mean, again, it was a different world. Nobody nowadays would dream of leaving their 
children alone like that, but we didn't think twice about it. So, you know, and I mean, maybe we're naive, 
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but there was very little… I can't remember ever being an incident about a child… And, you know, a 
problem. It's a different world. But anyway, so that's the road we moved into, and if I give. I mean, from 
the early 1970s gradually things changed. Two big things changed. One is the number of students in 
the road increased steadily. The university, when we moved here, the university had plans to buy up 
this road entirely, demolish it and create a student hall of residence here. That was a plan on the table, 
literally as we arrived. But equally, within a few weeks of us looking at this house and saying we'd like to 
live here and talking to solicitors, they said, it's all going to go away, that plan, the council’s never, can-
not agree to it so you can buy your house fairly safely. In fact, it was probably a bit cheaper than it 
would otherwise have been, because of what's called Planning blight. People were worried about buy-
ing at the time, so we bought it at a good moment, and basically they did abandon the plan, but what 
they’d done was they’d bought quite a lot of houses in the road prior to this, because they were just 
buying them up as this as they were able to. So they’d bought about 17 houses in the road at the time 
that they finally decided not to do it, and they decided instead to let those houses as part of their gener-
al property folios - property portfolio, which is quite large. I mean, there were about I think, 130 street 
properties in in the area of Crooksmoor area, generally Crooksmoor up towards Broomhill, about 130 
street properties, each of which would probably have an average of seven people in, six people in 
something like that. So there's 600 or 700 students, which, in those days was quite a significant number 
of students. Again, the size of the university has doubled, literally, I mean from, I don't know what it was 
precisely, and these are very rough ideas, but I mean, it was probably somewhere in the region of 10 or 
20,000 and now it's 60,000. Everything has got bigger. The other thing that changed during those 
years, from the sort of 70s onwards, was an increasing number of cars. Again, this partly reflected the 
number of students, but not mainly. Initially, very few students had cars, but more and more commuters 
were using Harcourt Road as a free car park: people who worked in university, people who worked in 
hospitals, etc. And so it began to be that these are all issues that will come up in describing how the 
community responded to these in terms of organisation and purpose. 

So from about I don't know, certainly from by 1980 the increasing number of students, very evident, 
more cars, fewer working class people. Basically what was happening was landlords were ridding 
themselves of tenants who they thought they could replace with students at a great profit. I think it was 
that simple. And so in some cases, they simply got out of the road and they sold their properties and 
left, and other people bought them, and they turned them into student rentals. But some of them just 
changed the sort of rental they were doing, the sort of business. I don't know whether student rentals 
are a lot more profitable, but I'm guessing that's how it, otherwise why, what would be the motive? 
Yeah, right, for selling up and or for transferring.  

C: But where did those go? You know some of those men or labourers who used to work here, like, 
where did they go?  

N: Yeah, well, I don't think that, what you have to envisage is that if we see the university as a sort of 
centre of the universe, there's a sort of, there's an attractive force around gravity. Say it's the point of 
centre of gravity. Say it’s like a sun sucking us towards it, as it were. You've got a peripheral lines going 
out from it with decreasing numbers of students. So by the time you reach Crookes, the number of stu-
dents in properties, there are some, but they've much, much diminished. Yes, and I think all it did was 
slightly alter the boundaries of these things. And whereas in the early 1970s the number of students at 
the University being half what it is today, or roughly that, it wasn't putting that pressure on the communi-
ty, and it gradually grew and grew, and the students had the, as it were, the buying power to outbid, and 
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people simply had to shift. So I think it just moved people a bit. So it altered the demographics of the 
whole area.	

I'm sure, if you talk to any community group in the vicinity of the university, which is quite a big vicinity, 
all the way, you know, through down to Ecclesall Road, and down there, you'll find the same pattern. If 
you talk to community groups there, they'll talk about this, this transformation that took place. It's not, 
not confined to us, by any means. So around 1992 we, I'm pretty sure we established a community or-
ganisation formally because, because of a number of pressures that were arising from this change. And 
one of the things that arises from the student population, to an important extent, was we were getting 
more burglaries in the road. Students tend to be a little bit lax about shutting doors and leaving windows 
open and things like that, and it encourages burglary. But then the burglars don't care what houses or 
who's living in them. They just see an open window, they go in it. But we think that that perhaps en-
couraged the level of burglary that was starting to be in the road. And this is, this is by the early 1990s 
and that, that's when we actually formally started the group. It was, its trigger was the formation of a 
sort of street group that would patrol the streets in the evenings to try and deter, we weren't vigilantes in 
the sense we would go after people. It was much more of a, you know, if we, if we announce this, and 
we get press publicity about that, it will deter people from, from, from doing it. That was the thought…
(pic. 1) 

This is a picture taken local paper(pic. 2), which I made a copy of, 1992 this is, and it talks about it. 
That's us doing a cleanup, because we combined it very soon with clearing up the road. Because, 
again, the other thing students bring is more litter. That's, that's a local group of us, particularly.  

C: This is the Sheffield Telegraph? 

N: Yes, this was, this was a core group. That's Simon Ogden, yeah. That's me. Yeah, I don't know 
where Penny is. I'm not sure she's in this photo. This is Pat. She lived next door. That's Gordon, her 
husband. So I mean, this was a tiny core group by this time, 92, from being dominated by working class 
people and single people and some, very few students, we're now at a point where this is perhaps 75% 
students in the road. This is a tiny group of families that survived this. And we really are talking, I mean, 
but this time, I think Simon arrived in 1985, I think he arrived in the road. I mean, this is 20 years after I 
arrived. If you think about it, a lot, a lot has already happened. A generation has happened as it were. 
We'll come to that one later… 

G: At that time it was the 90s. What kind of student mainly stayed on Harcourt Road, local students or 
international students?  

N: I should think the number of international students at the university was lower than it is now, except I 
think it's dropping now because of the Tory government with what they've done in last year or two, but, 
yeah, I'm pretty sure it was basically they’ll have been mainly UK students. Yeah, I think so. I	

There's another point to that. Actually, you were asking, in the 90s? 

G: Yeah, in the nine, 90s, yeah, how or what kind of students, what kinds of students?	

N: Well, Oh, I tell you one thing yes, no, this is what I was thinking of, yeah, no, it's the business of first 
year students, not. No, first year students tended to get priority in residential accommodation of the uni-
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versity, okay? And that still to this day, is a pattern. They, they encourage very much the first year to 
stay in, to stay in, but there's not enough places in residential accommodation within the university's 
own properties. Admittedly now, of course, there's the complication of very large blocks of flats and so 
on that have been built by private, private enterprise. But in those days there weren't. It was mainly ei-
ther student properties or roads like this. So no first year students, virtually. That’s not to say none. I 
mean, I was a first year student when I first moved into this house. You know, the vast majority would 
have been second and third year students and quite a smattering of PhD students. Perhaps medics, 
and they can be any year. I mean, we certainly, in recent years, we've had lots of medics and so on. So 
it's a mixed… a mixture.	

So that answered that question, yes. 

So street patrols, 1992, trying to deter, I mean, these were things I dug out for the Harcourt Community 
Group to show them. 

Yes, that's a letter inviting us, I think Simon wrote this, but whatever, inviting us to help with the Har-
court Road Watch, displaying a poster, keeping an eye on the street and back gardens, etc, etc, giving 
the numbers of local police(pic. 3). The, this is a rota of people from eight o'clock to 9.30 to 10, etc.
(pic.4) That's at night. So that's that's Hope who you probably know, down at XX, Marilyn, that was Si-
mon's partner at the time, there’s me… Robert Brown, Barry, me again, Tony and Sylvie. And so on, I 
mean, basically this, this is all little bits of crazy history. 

C: Really organised. Well organised. 

N: Well, I dug these out because they were doing a history. I mean, one of the things, one of the ways 
in which I've been recorded specifically around this area was they did, when I created those, they were 
doing work, Anne Daw was doing it, a history of things she, or her children, one of her children filmed 
me and Penny talking about these years in the same way I'm talking to you now, but ad lib, I used it the 
other day to sort of check on some of the things, that we tried to give… So street patrols, immediately, 
also street cleaning and street parties. It all came together, really, once we'd established that there was 
a little group of us that are willing to work together and to try and do things together, you know, we 
started to clear the place up, and we started to hold some sort of the street party started, literally, as a 
sort of a break in the cleaning. You'd be, you'd clean a bit, and then you'd stand around drinking coffee, 
and eating sarnies for about half an hour, and then you go back to cleaning for another hour and so on. 
I mean, that's all it was, whereas today there's, it's a whole afternoon of fun, lots of tables. You've seen 
it yourself several times now, so I don't need to tell you about that, but that that just developed over 
time, and it took a big step forward at the stage where it changed over to Harcourt Community Group, 
which we'll get to in the end. There's much to go before that. The things we then moved on to do, I 
mean, one of the things that happened sort of simultaneously, but is a bit sideways onto this, is we also 
established a group called the Friends of Crookes Valley and Weston Parks, which nowadays is now 
friends of Crookesmoor parks, which is more general, but, and it's mainly pretty defunct, it's not really 
doing a great deal any longer. It was doing a lot in those days, when it was first established. But But 
nonetheless, I mean, that was, that was sort of a side angle to it, but it influenced some of the things we 
did within the road as well. For example, we, we used to do plant pots and for the, for the landlords. 
This may sound mad, but basically, you know how landlords they just they tend to concrete over the 
front of them. No gardens, nothing. So we started to put some, we bought some planters, and we 
bought some, the University gave us some money for filling them with compost and so on. And we 
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started to put these in. And people like Marilyn particularly, went around lots of the landlords’ gardens, 
where they where they still had some soil in them, and she worked and planted stuff. I mean, there's a 
famous clematis opposite. I think it's Montana, which just cascades down the walls in the spring. It's 
beautiful. It's been there 30 years now, something like that. And you know that, that was part of … it 
was guerilla gardening. That's what we used to call it. Yeah, makes sense? 

C: Yes, but you mentioned the university offered some funding to help gardening, the compost. That's 
pretty good. 

N: Yeah, I mean, basically we also, that's, again - one of the things is liaison work, liaison with the uni-
versity, liaison with local landlords, liaison with local housing associations. These are all part of what 
gradually developed once we had this formal group of Harcourt Road Watch. I mean, the road watch 
element, in fact, wasn't that important eventually. I mean, we didn't go on keeping those patrols for 
years and years and years. That didn't happen. Basically, that got over a hump. I don't say burglary 
stopped. I'm sure it carried on, but I mean, it wasn't so intense. I think maybe students got sensible 
about it to some extent. The amount of expensive kit they have nowadays, they’re less likely to leave 
the window open so somebody could walk in and grab their laptop or their phone or whatever.  

C: But, yeah, but before you, you organised the Harcourt Road Watch, did some of you also, for exam-
ple, contact the local police, to seek for help from other authorities, because that's really self helping, 
which is good, but, did…  

N: Well, mainly we were devoted to self help, yeah, um, I mean, but we did, no, we did liaison. I mean, I 
was particularly, I spent a lot of time going to meetings that the university organized with community 
representatives, where the police were also represented, and the church, perhaps, and I don't know, 
various other bits and pieces would all be at these meetings. And it's out of that. I mean, then when we, 
when we needed something that might cost money, like buying some planters and buying some com-
post, and so we’d talk to them, and with a bit of luck, somebody would say, yeah, we can probably give 
you some compost, and we, you know, then we'd be able to fill all these planters. And so sometimes I 
think we even got planters off them. I'm not, I can't remember the detail, to be honest, 

C: Did the compost come from their kitchens? 

N: No, it'd be garden compost from their estate. Yeah, yeah, no, it wouldn't be from the kitchen. So 
okay, so I mean, basically there was liaison with the housing associations and landlords - that was very 
important, because we were trying to influence what went on there. We were concerned sometimes 
that the landlords, in some cases, the housing associations, in particular, some of them were establish-
ing properties, not for general lettings of families and things, but they some of them were, but some of 
them were also specialised lettings for people with mental health problems, ex offenders, various other 
projects that were going on which can give rise to tensions within the community, and indeed, active, 
active problems. You know, it does happen. And so liaison with them was quite important. And so that 
was quite important. But as I say, liaison with all these sort of bodies became a significant background 
to what was going on right through the period.  

C: But I'm curious. Like, so before the group established, did any individuals already have liaison activi-
ties with these other authorities or institutes or like, how did that… like, how do you get to know who 
from the university you needed to talk to? That's quite a complicated process.	
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N: I'm just trying to think back. I mean, you know, it's sort of detailed. You don't really remember very 
well, just, just how the first… I mean, I'd been in the university. I worked for the University after I was a 
student, I was the University Research Fellow for several years. So I had contacts around the universi-
ty. 
Precisely how we got to grips with it, I'm not sure… 

C: Which department of the university… 

N: There was a body which was established, which was called the University Community something or 
other, which would meet at the university premises. And I don't know whether it predates, but I don't 
think it does by much. I mean, maybe we were among the first community groups which they got in-
volved with (pic. 5). I think we were. I mean, at the time, I remember, for example, there wasn't one for 
Crookes itself, although there were quite a few students up there and landlords and so on. Eventually 
they did. They sent reps to us as well, but, but that was a bit later, so some of the first few meetings I 
went to, there were only a very small number of us, actually, who were representing the communities. I 
don't really have a complete answer to that question. There you go. But at that point, they were being, 
they were being very open and receptive to talking with the community. I have to say, I think they are 
less so today.  I mean, yes, formally that they have all sorts of notions about the way in which they 
should engage with the community, and they have groups, and they create subcommittees and all sorts 
but it's become somewhat bureaucratised, but it's basically, I think, I mean, maybe, maybe this is a bit 
off the record, really, so maybe you won't use this particular bit. But, I mean, I get the impression that 
whereas then it was a genuine attempt to get to grips with the issues of working with a community 
which surrounds you as a university, and making sure that engagement was a good one, later on, I 
think some of this becomes more of an obfuscation  that they're trying to, in a sense, go through the 
motions, but it’s just formality, yeah, but it's defensive. It's sort of, you know, we've got to deal with 
these people. I don't know that's the feeling I get a bit. Certainly, we've had, I mean, there's no, there's 
no getting away from the fact that there's been breaks at times as a result of quite considerable bust 
ups with the community. And I don't mean particularly this Harcourt Road Watch or Harcourt Communi-
ty groups, but there have been literally times when the university has sort of closed everything down. 
It's just stopped talking. And then a year or two later, they get back to realising they have to engage, 
and they do, but as I say, it's been a bit tense at times.	

Again with landlords, there are some quite good landlords who are certainly prepared to talk with you 
and engage, but there's quite a few that aren't. Housing associations, again, some of them, South York-
shire Housing Association, we've had a long engagement with. They have several properties in the 
road, and for the most part, that's been okay. We've had issues then with them later on. they were sell-
ing properties. They decided at a certain point to sell one or two. They've stopped again now. I don't 
think… it’s a while since they sold property, but they did sell off one or two, maybe three or four, I'm not 
sure. And we were trying to engage with them in the way that we engaged later with the university, 
which we'll come to, in order to try and make sure that the sales were such that they don't didn't all get 
end up in the hands of more landlords, with filling the houses with lots more people, which is what hap-
pens, because invariably, the numbers of people living in landlord houses, as opposed to either Univer-
sity houses, or indeed Housing Association houses, is always higher. There’s always a higher head-
count, invariably. Before we get on to the university sell off, and the housing of that also just, let's talk 
about the other big thing that went on, which was the parking issues in the road, which became a really 
important issue in the 90s. And so, not long after Harcourt Road Watch was created, I think almost from 
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the beginning, from two or three years into it, we realised that parking was something that had to be 
dealt with, and it was something we could try and fight for, because there were schemes being estab-
lished in other parts of the city, and indeed, other parts of the suburbs, if you could call it us a suburb, 
it’s so close to the centre it’s not a proper suburb. But basically the spread of cars is affecting all of 
these areas. They're already getting schemes going in Broomhill and schemes going well all round. But 
we were at that time, not in any scheme. And the Crooksmoor scheme didn't exist either, the one that 
covers the area from Crookesmoor Road further across that way, that didn't exist as a scheme. That 
came after ours, even. So what it meant was that we were just a road as it were, at the edge of the 
Broomhill area. And so we actually had a bit of a business trying to persuade them that they could turn 
us into a scheme for our road, because we had a particular problem, because two things had hap-
pened. One was the increase in the number of cars that were residents, either student residents, which 
was beginning to become an issue, but it was always made worse by the fact that there was also this 
vast number of commuters coming in every day. 60 to 80 cars a day were parking in this road from 
commuters from probably mainly the hospitals and the university staff. That was absolutely clogging the 
road up. You could go out, or if you dared to leave, take your car out and go shopping, say, down to 
Tesco or whatever. You'd come back and there'll be nowhere to park. And I mean nowhere. If you 
sometimes couldn't park in the road, you had to park in another road, which at that time meant further 
up the hill. I mean, if you've got your shopping, full of groceries in the back of a car, two trolley loads or 
whatever, not good. And also it's causing problems with people, like, if you had, I don't know, BT, round 
to fix a phone or, or you had, you know, people around to do something in your garden, any form of de-
livery, either of a service or a good, would pose a problem, because they'd all want to drive in. I mean, 
you can see today, just as you were arriving, there are two vans over there today from South Yorkshire 
Housing.	

That's all right, the parking here is seasonal. There is a summer season. There is even a brief winter 
season when the number of parking goes right down and it's delicious for a few weeks. Makes life easi-
er, but even with the scheme, it's still the problem. But anyway, this campaign started about 1996 I 
worked out, and by 1998 we decided we weren't getting very far with it. 

Anyway, 1996 Yes. We started to work on it as an issue, pestering councillors and council officers and 
blah, blah, blah. And in 98 we decided the only way to persuade them was to actually count cars. So we 
started the job of counting cars, and we decided that what we needed to know was, how many cars are 
coming here from long term residents? How many are from shorter term residents, like students? How 
many are commuters, coming in daily? Does this pattern change from month to month? Well, from term 
time to non term time. And of course, all of those factors exist. So we surveyed for about four months, 
on and off. 

C: By just the community?  

N: I've got huge spreadsheets… 

C: The whole survey was… 

N: The whole survey was mainly actually done by my wife, myself and my children. There were other 
people occasionally helping with that, but I think we did the bulk of it. I mean, it didn't take very long. I 
mean, you'd walk up the road, and we did it again at different times of day. You know, we do one early 
morning, one, midday one and evening one. That's the only way you can get to grips with it. It was lot of 
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work, a big evidential spreadsheet sent to the council with detailed analysis of it, and it worked. In 99 
they made the decision to consult on it, and again, I can show you this is what we… this is one of those 
photos that's there. Yeah, this was a thing we put out.	

C: Right, okay, like a newsletter… 

N: A newsletter, yeah, this was when they were consulted. This is 1990, September 1999 and but they 
were considered, they'd been persuaded, so they'd come up with a scheme, right, which would just ap-
ply to this road only, okay, standalone scheme, and which was what we were quite happy to have at 
that point. It's not what it is now, but again, I can explain that. But basically we then campaigned for 
people to respond, because there were some people, not very many, who responded negatively to 
have parking restrictions. You know, we can't necessarily park outside our own front door. The answer 
was, well, you can't now, so how's that different? You know, basically what this will allow is that 70 or 80 
places in the road which are currently taken by commuters every day, won’t be, so you should have a 
better chance of getting back into the road when you go shopping, etc. So I think we actually quote that 
figure in here.  

C: So the newsletter goes to all the residents on this road? 

N: Yes, it goes to residents (pic.6, 7). Yes, the benefits of whether or not you currently use a car. The 
benefits, yeah, the benefits of a parking scheme, which will keep out the 50 to 80 weekday commuter 
cars now regularly clogging up the street by treating it as a free all day car park, are obvious. The 
space that could be used will be used instead by returning residents visiting friends and relatives and 
by people delivering goods and services. So I mean, anyway, that resulted in a positive response to the 
consultation, which what we pretty much supposed would happen. And it was, it took, oh God, it took a 
long time to implement. I think it was 99 it was formally consulted on. Wasn't actually running up until 
2001 sometime, it took a couple of years for that to go through. Again, you know, it's long periods of 
negotiation about things. And so that did change things. And initially, most houses were restricted to 
one car per house. Later on, after we dropped... What then later happened was they extended the 
schemes to create the Crookesmoor scheme. They already had the Broomhill scheme. And then they 
asked us, did we want to be… they were wanting to put us back in a box. They didn't like us being on 
our own little scheme, so they wanted to put us in a bigger box. So they said, you know, do you want to 
be in Crookesmoor? Do you want to be in Broomhill? And the difference was, importantly, that the 
Crookesmoor scheme doesn't apply at weekends, either Saturday or Sunday, so the road would be free 
for all in those days, whereas Broomhill restrictions apply on Saturdays. Okay, not on Sundays, but 
there you go. So we we went because we wanted the restrictions on Saturdays, because that was 
equally problematic and people come here just to park it in order to go into the park, you know, and so 
on. And it gets very busy some summer days can do. So anyway that that was agreed, eventually we 
joined the Broomhill scheme. 

We realized that that was not as good as having our own little scheme, which nobody else could get 
into our road, but it meant that anybody in Broomhill theoretically could park in the road, and some of 
them do. I mean, you got people living at the far end of Broomhill who are university lecturers. They 
drive down here… 

C: So they go to school or to work? 
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N: So they then walk across the park to work. Yeah, I mean, you know that's, that's life, but I mean, ba-
sically we weren't gonna, we weren't going to be able to stop it. They were not going to keep us as a 
single scheme, a little one road scheme was not, not reasonable for us to expect that. Anyway, when 
that changed, it also changed the terms and conditions, as it were, of the schemes. And one of the 
things was it then became virtually automatic that you could get up to two permits for a house, a 
household, that is, not a house, a household, the concept of a household, you can have two house-
holds in a single house. So it gets a bit complicated.	

C: So how about a student house?  

N: A student house is a single household, if it's an HMO standard housing multiple occupation. On the 
other hand, some of them are actually broken into flats, each of which constitutes an individual house-
hold. Theoretically, each of those can have a permit so, for example, next door, they've got, in effect, 
they've got two. They've got a flat down here, and then there's the flat upstairs, which has six people in 
it. There's one in the bottom here, sometimes two, but generally one. So they automatically can get two 
permits. But what there is now, I think Broomhill, in theory, the whole of Broomhill, because of the prob-
lems, are only giving out two permits per household. But you know that that can be a big problem, even 
in a road like this. You actually, if you think of the length of a car, and you think of the width of these 
houses, I mean, from that brick wall there to about here is the length of a car. So you already use two 
thirds of the space. You've got 1/3 left to offer to another car, as it were, it doesn't add up once you 
start. It only adds up because there are the occasional house with no cars or the occasional house with 
one car and so on and, well, it's better than it was, is all I'm gonna say. I mean, there was a time we 
had next door. They had six cars. This was pre permit days. Yeah, six cars for students next door. I 
mean, it was just a nightmare.  

C: I get it, I get it. 

N: But there you go anyway. So that was the big issue in sort of later part of the 90s scheme in 2001 
and then, the university sell off: the business of the university, modifying its property portfolio for stu-
dents, and they were it was a very large program. It involved many, many changes in terms of the 
things that they were doing. I think much of it initially was proposed as getting the private sector to 
come in and take up a lot of the slack in order to reduce the university's requirement for capital. But in 
time, actually, I think that's changed somewhat, because they then did do a major renovation of many of 
their ones as well. So although there's been a lot of building, there's also been… so what really 
changed, though, was that they decided, as part of the management strategy, was to abandon a lot of 
the street properties. I think they found them expensive to run, problematic in various ways to adminis-
ter and manage. And so they elected to sell them off. And what we were involved in this group, the 
Sheffield University Community Council, or whatever it was called, and the first thing we did, and I was 
quite prominent in that particular thing, was trying to persuade them to put covenants in all their sales, 
which only - well - precluded the use of the house as a HMO and precluded the use of the house for 
certainly undergraduate students. Is a little bit more complicated about perhaps graduate students, but 
basically it took, it was knocking out most of the potential landlords. Most landlords would not be inter-
ested in a house which had these exclusions. And that's the way it's proved. There are one or two 
places where it's not gone quite right. But there's a house down here which was a University House, 
which a developer got hold of, and anyway, it's ended up with, it's still fairly good, because it's only got 
about four or five at the most. They're mainly post grads. They're a little closer to normal people. But it's 
not that I dislike students. I was a student here once. Students are fine, but basically it’s the numbers 
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and so on and so forth. So anyway, they decided to sell off these properties. And of course, that was a 
big opportunity for us (pic. 8). I mean, by that time, the population of the road was about 85% students, 
in terms of numbers of people, 85% and and they had 17 houses on the road, and that's, that's a lot of 
houses, and they didn't have, I mean, there, as it said, that their occupancy level was lower than land-
lords, so that, typically, they would have one of these houses, and there'd be five in it, whereas land-
lords, there's seven or even nine or eight or six, whatever. I mean, just, you know, yeah, anyway. So 
basically, we fought like mad to get these covenants put in, and eventually we won. They agreed to do 
it, and so eventually, I forget the exact date onwards, but from around 2000…	

C: Simon shared this with us. This is the news - you were interviewed. (pic.9)  

N: Yeah, 2006 right? 20 houses. He's saying here. I don't think it's currently. I think it's 17. But anyway, 
here's me ‘said, Nic Ralph, yes, who lives in Harcourt Road’. I may be including, actually, this couple of 
houses on Harcourt Crescent. 

C: So when you raised that issue, did you mention only Harcourt Road, or was it really about the larger 
scheme, and then, yeah, well, and how did the other streets residents respond to or how did they, did 
they echo to your proposal.  

N: I think I wrote it. 

C: Oh, you wrote it? So Simon got it from you.  

N: That's my that's my writing…These are the house numbers, yeah, 19, involved in the sales.  
No, not 20, but not 17 either. But I don't know. Maybe they changed it. I don't know. We've always had 
the figure 17 in my head. I mean, I said Mr. Ralph said, about a quarter of the houses on Harcourt Road 
were owned by the university, which is broadly, it's a bit of an exaggeration, but not much. Residents 
who would be working with the University for two or three years on the covenants. Yeah, we talked 
about the fact that it would bring families back into the road, yeah. So that, that became a really impor-
tant change for the road. And effectively, by 2007 they're starting to be families established into the 
road, some of the earliest ones. I think Jon Slate was one of the earliest to be to be here. But gradually 
it's extended and over, I think probably three or four years it took before they were all sold, something 
like that, and it absolutely transformed the thing. I mean, that's the second transformation that takes 
place. You've got starting off as a working class road, then you've got turning into a student road, effec-
tively almost a ghetto and with terrible car problems and all sorts. And then we have this third phase. 
We've established the parking permit system, which has controlled the car problem to a degree, not 
perfectly, but better than it was. And then these covenants coming in, and what we're getting is new 
families, which we'd lost, I mean, over the years, when it was transformed to students, we lost the chil-
dren effectively. And you know, the children of the residents like mine were still here until they went to 
university and did their own thing. But I mean, basically there were very, very few new children for a 
long time when the road was dominated by students, and then this changed it back. And suddenly we, 
you know, there were half a dozen babies in the road and half a dozen toddlers and so on. And that 
built up. And I forget… I remember thinking about 30 kids on the road at a certain point. Then again, 
some of them are now gone to university and fled and disappeared and moved on, but basically it be-
came a more normal road again. It didn't knock the figures back all that much. I suspect, I don't think 
we got better than 60% figure of number of students, I suspect, it dropped to about 60, it might be not 
quite even that good. Might have been nearer 70, but it dropped enough. And the important thing was 
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that there were this influx of new, mainly middle class, it has to be said, people who had quite strong 
views about how they’d like to do things, and we're interested in becoming a community together. Lots 
of who work for the University or were allied bodies in various ways. So there's all sorts of cultural 
commonality, yeah. And so anyway, it was at this point I forget what was the date, yes, 2012-13 I've got 
down here, was when we basically transformed Harcourt Road Watch into Harcourt Community Action 
Group (pic. 10). I mean, basically Penny and I, in a sense, both retired by that time. 2012 ish, some-
thing like that. Yes. So the houses start being sold 2007 and by about 2011 most of them have been 
sold in that sort of three or four years.	

C: So before 2012 it was Harcourt Road Watch,  

N: Yes, from 1992 and that was formed until about 2000 I'm not sure the exact date to be honest, but I 
think it was around 2012, it might have been a little bit earlier. No, hang on, they celebrated their 10th 
anniversary in 2017 didn't they? So it was 2007 formally, they think they came at maybe it was 2007 I 
don't know, after they moved in. I mean, that's, that's but they weren't all here at that point. I don't think 
the group, the new group, formed until a bit later than that, but it's not worth arguing about the exact 
date. I mean, I can look it up. I've got documents. And so basically, I mean, we'd, we'd worked our guts 
out for 20 - 30 years in trying to protect this community, extend it, develop it, make it the best place to 
live we could make it (pic. 11). And we were quite tired, in a sense. I mean, we were both retired, pen-
sionable age, etc. And we felt we should try and encourage the new residents to get involved in the 
community in a formal sense. They were informally involved anyway, because they, you know, they got 
to know each other fairly quickly. But we wanted to sort of formally transfer and wipe out Harcourt Road 
Watch and replace it with something which they could identify with. And it's also corresponding to a time 
when the digital thing was coming in. So fairly soon after that, you know, there's an email group, it was 
still some years away from a WhatsApp group, but eventually that too. But I mean, you know, that also 
had its influence. There was never any of that with Harcourt Road Watch. I mean, just, just wasn't that 
sort of a place. But sometime around the 2010 to 2010 or whatever, 2012 something like that, we went 
to a meeting. Well, we had a meeting, which I basically went there with a proposal that, you know, we 
closed down road watch and and I gave them a history of the group as it had been, and what we'd done 
at the previous 20 years, or whatever. Or the previous 10 years, it's the 1992 to 2012 it's something like 
that, 10 year period. And then maybe no 20 year period. Oh, true, yeah. 1991, 92 Harcourt Road Watch 
starts, and by 2012 I'm pretty sure we changed it to Harcourt Community Action Group. So it was a 20 
year period. And most of what I've discussed today has been that 20 year period…	

C: Great and then the action action group was formed. 

N: The Action Group was formed, and, you know, has carried on in many ways, the same sort of activi-
ties, the liaison role with the various people, the various institutions at the university, one of the things I 
haven't touched on much because it was more of a personal thing. I was dealing with loads of planning 
applications by landlords trying to make their properties even more densely occupied than they were 
when they started – fighting that sort of change (pic. 12, 13). And there was lots of that sort of activity. 
And again, some people in the new group, like Anne, particularly, who is a real expert at these things, 
and she got doing it. And so I was able to breathe a sigh of relief and so I can step away from this now. 
And we were, both of us, Penny and I were basically saying we wanted to step away from it, step back 
from it a bit. So, you know, let the new people, they need to get on with it. They need to own it. And we 
need to slightly step away from it, to let that happen. And I think that was sensible. 
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C: Do you… Because when I was looking online, I saw I forgot the years, but at some point, there had 
been regular meetings between the council and the community groups, and then sometimes, somehow, 
later on, because of the budget issue, I guess it ended like, do you remember with the Council? 

N: It was never with the Council as such. The Council were involved.  

C: They were involved? 

N: The only ones that I, I mean, I don't say we never met with the Council on some particular, okay, 
yeah, activity, perhaps. But as a general rule of, sort of the regular liaison body that community groups 
work with have either been something like the university's collective group, university community group, 
or whatever it's called. And there you would get representatives of the council, various types, various 
different activities within the council will be represented there. But also you get police represented 
there. You might get health represented there. You might get retail shop people and so on. The other 
bodies that, again, we would get involved with would be things like the, there was a Broomhill group, 
like there is today, a Crookesmoor group. It's Crookesmoor Community Forum, and there's a Crookes 
forum now, I think as well there's, there's a Broomhill forum, but that's now defunct. As far as I know. 
That's no longer in existence. It died a while back again. I was trying to think it died at about. We were 
having, it was about the same sort of time. I may be wrong about this, but I think it's about the same 
sort of time as we were having a bit of a fight with the with the university about things, and, you know, 
having some tension in that relationship, as I talked about earlier, but I seem to remember the Broomhill 
group crashed at a certain point. I was involved in that group in the sense that I regularly attended its 
meetings, but I was never involved in its management or administration in any way. I was just a rep that 
turned up, whereas with the university group initially, I had got quite involved with that.	

C: And then how about the Be Best neighborhood planning? I know Ann was really involved…	

N: Anne is the only person you should talk to about that, I mean, I was involved. I was involved, but only 
to a limited extent, initially, and I just didn't have time for all the things that were going on. I mean, one 
thing to mention, I mean, in the middle of all of this, as far as I'm concerned, personally, in the mid 80s, 
for example, there was the miners’ strike, which affected this community quite a lot. Surprisingly, you 
might think, but actually, quite a few miners lived, lived in this community, not as many, obviously, as the 
areas near to the coalfield. But there was also steel people who lived in this community. It, it involved 
me, personally, and a lot of activity. I belonged to another group, which was basically, which is called 
Police Watch, as opposed to Road Watch  

C: Watch the police?  

N: We would, we would go and stand on the picket lines in order to record events and try to make sure 
that, or try, try to provide the evidence about what was actually happening on those picket lines. Be-
cause there were big issues. I mean, it was a major and important revolutionary fight, as it were. So 
that was great. I mean, again, there was loads of money collected here. We ran a small collection sys-
tem in Broomhill and Crookes Valley. We collected 20,000 pounds over a period of about seven, eight 
months. So that took a bit of doing. But so these sort of things that intervened, which, which…	

C: Well, because, well, at my my knowledge about the mines workers strike mainly comes from the 
documentary of the bat called the Battle of Orgreave. 
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N: Yes, I was there.  
C: Oh, okay, did you join the reenactment later?  

N: I was there as a police watch person, okay to witness, and I took photographs on the day, and I did a 
witness statement, which, if they ever get the public inquiry going, will undoubtedly be part of their 
things, because I'm an independent witness, I got quite badly hurt. Policeman threw a large wooden, I 
think it was, it's either pallet or else it was a sleeper of some sort, it knocked me over down, down a 
sharpish ravine, onto a railway cutting there. So I was quite badly hurt on the day. But, yeah, no, that 
was, that was an important event. I think again, I did a film. It was a reconstruction event which I took 
part in.  

C: You also took part? Yeah, we know about that because it's a famous art piece.	

N: I think, no, well, I basically, I had pictures of stuff that went off in the village, and. And particularly way 
up from the field, actually, in the village, I had taken photographs up there which showed policemen do-
ing various things, but basically they were part of the evidence that was presented, which which basi-
cally got a lot of well, got virtually everybody off the main charges. There were 10 people charged with 
various forms of conspiracy to riot and various other things, and we could show that, for example, they 
weren't arrested by the person they said they'd arrested them. I mean, they basically that there was in-
consistencies between their statements and also between their statements and the photographic evi-
dence of where the people were and what so there were various aspects of this, some of which I think 
my photographs contributed to. So I was involved with the lawyers there and helping them get off the 
various charges that were made. Because, I mean, the main people who rioted on that day were the 
police, no question, both on the field, down by the coking plant, and even worse, in the village, where 
they rode the horses back and forth down the middle of the road. Not good.	

I'm sure in Hong Kong you had worse things… 

C: But no horses.  

N: No horses, only tear gas? 

C: And only in a race course do we see horses.	

Well, oh, we do want to ask you about your opinion, about what we heard from different neighbors 
about the proposal to put up a plaque for Penny’s crossing. But originally the design, I think we saw the 
design from Simon's computer, is like a circular plaque.	

N: I've never seen the design, but really, no, I mean, basically, I mean, there's been various times Si-
mon in particular. I mean, like he proposed, yeah, there's a meadow down in the park there called Pen-
ny's meadow… 

C: This is from Simon's computer. We want to ask if you think it's a good idea. If, in this project, we pro-
pose to put some put this up outside Beanies, to acknowledge the effort. 
N: Applying something on the wall there or something would be sensible. I never could understand 
quite how you could put it on the crossing itself, because you don't, you wouldn't be allowed, probably, 
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to put it on the post. The posts that have the buttons on and anyway, you need five or six of them, 
which would be a nonsense. But I mean, if Beanies would allow a plaque to be put up on the outside 
wall or something next to it, that would be quite nice. I mean, I'm sorry.	

… … 	

N: Late 1950s Okay?  

C: About anti nuclear? 

N: About 60 years ago, years ago. 

C: So what was the first thing that really got you into, you know, joining social movements? What was 
the biggest motive at that time that you… 

G: Natural bond? Sorry, 

C: Natural bond… social activist, activist, but there must be, like a course… 

N: Yes, there is. I think it's complicated. I think it's also somewhat personal. I think my background in 
terms of family and I mean, I'd been to, I think, five schools by the time I went to Canada as a child in 
1955. I was 13 then, and I'd already been to God knows how many schools, and we'd moved…  I 
mean, I was born in Bridgewater in Somerset, moved to Newcastle, Gateshead, moved to Leicester, 
moved to Liverpool, moved to London, moved to Canada, came back from Canada and so on. 

I had a fairly shattered sort of childhood, I guess. And I think I was probably looking for something to 
center my life around a bit. It felt all a little bit flimsy, I suspect. It's interesting. I mean, initially I joined 
quite hard left groups, Trotskyist groups… are you familiar with Trotskyism? It's a variant of Bolshevism, 
if you like, out of Bolshevism, you get Stalinism, you get Trotskyism, and so on. And when I initially sort 
of got involved with hard left politics, that was when I went…  that was fairly soon I abandoned that and 
became what I would call a socialist libertarian, rejecting the so called democratic centralism of the 
Stalinists and embracing a rather more, if you like, anarchist syndicalist sort of mode of operations. 
Yeah, approach. 

So that's what was happening around, let's say, when I was about 18, 19, 16… Four years later, I met 
Penny, and that changed my life completely.	

C: So both of both of you are also like, can I say activist in your lives…	

N: Yes, when I met her, she was an activist. She'd already, she'd already been involved. We were also 
involved very much after the initial business with, as it were, acquiring a socialist sort of perspective 
and a libertarian perspective. We got very much involved before we…  we were both involved before 
we met in anti nuclear activity, anti nuclear weapon activity, particularly, and so Penny was involved in 
that in various ways in the north of England. And She then moved south to London at a certain point, at 
which point I met her. We met, I mean, I,  in the podcast I did for the history workshop, I explained that I 
met, in a sense, in a sense I created my own life, because I was a key person in the Spies for Peace, 
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and without the Spies for Peace, we would never have met, probably… because we met as a result of 
planning to go on a, after the Spies for Peace episode had happened, we had a sort of celebration, re-
union there, and Penny and I met up by chance. I mean, basically we both had agreed to bring our cars 
to help people to get out to the bunker, where, where, for the day's events. And we both drove people 
out, and we drove people back. And in the course of the time we spent  at the venues. By the end of 
that I was knocked over, bowled over by her, and I don't know, we were living together within a couple 
of months… 

C: I can see she's really amazing.  

N: We spent the rest of our lives together.	

C: It's really lovely. That you two can meet and work like comrades in life. 

N: I guess, yeah, yes.  

C: That's really amazing… 

N: Yes, I mean, she was, I mean, we were very close. And some people say, you know, almost too 
close. We were almost exclusionary in its impact on our relationship with the outer world and people. 
We didn't have very large social groups around us. We tended to be fulfilling each other's needs to a 
huge extent. So it had its bad side, I guess, in some ways. 

But although we had that very close thing, the other side of it was that Penny was a very independent 
woman. She wasn't anybody who was, I mean, I'm quite a noisy and at  times sort of dominant sort of 
person myself, but she was also so and so we, neither of us, batted each other down. We both man-
aged to live together. We were different, and that's why it worked. I think people who are the same as 
each other don't get on well, it doesn't work, not generally. You have to be different, quite a lot, I think. 
And, but anyway, we so we, you know, we had, and she would do lots of things that I wasn't involved in, 
and I would do lots of things she wasn't involved in and that's, that's good. We had an open and fine life 
together, but we also had a life, not apart, but we had a life beside that.	

You can see about how the light goes to the end of the garden eventually, it’s now seven minutes past 
four, it's just reached the bench, really, and by about quarter past five, half past five, it'll disappear from 
the bench, because that's the way the world works. In winter, of course, these trees don't shield it, but 
of course, the sun isn't as good in winter, not as strong. The other thing about these trees is they have 
literally doubled in height since I've been here. I mean, basically they're now taller than the houses. 
Yeah, and they weren't, I mean, they were about half the size of the house. They were planted, we think 
around the time of the 1951 Festival of Britain, which I was obviously alive for. I was living in London 
then. I think that's roughly when they may have been planted. I'm not quite sure about that actually, but 
they might be, in which case they're, what about 70 or 75, years old now. That looks feasible, feasible. 
Yeah, there are a couple of trees in Weston park that are definitely older than that. We had to take one 
or two down when we did…that's the other big thing got involved in. I mean, in the sense it all links to-
gether for me. I was one of the key people in the group Friends of Weston Park, particularly because I 
was retired by the time we were doing the big project. We did a big project. Oh, we got several million 
pounds to renovate that park, Weston park, just Weston Park, because it's a listed Park. It's a Heritage 
Park, and it has quite a number of listed heritage bits and pieces in it. And I was retired by the time we 
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managed to get that money. I mean, started off, we were trying to get that money from about 2001, 
2000 I don't know… about that… We started campaigning, and eventually we got the money. I retired 
2002 when I was 60, and so I had plenty of time, and I was, well, I was the only person who had plenty 
of time who was in the group, and Penny was still working. No, no, she wasn't. She'd stopped by then 
too. No, she'd stop by then because we she went on working for three years longer than she needed to 
have done and we decided we'd both quit work at the same date, even though she was three years 
older than me. o we, we both gave up work in 2002. Yeah, I'm 82. I was 82 four days, five days ago, 
whatever… 

C: Happy birthday! You don't look like you’re in your eighties at all.	

N: I'm still alive, just about…	

C: So what about the renovation of Weston Park? What is the most… I mean what did you change…	

N: For start off, we did a radical recreation of the lake. We had to do that, that that had been modified 
over time, and we redid it. We actually drained it completely and we rebuilt parts of it. There was a sort 
of island in there. There's an island in here, we've also put an island in this one. That's our island. 
That's something else that Penny and I did. 

C: Yeah, that's lovely.  

N: In fact I'm more proud of that island than I am of the trussing up here. I mean, that island is great for 
wildlife. It's changed that end of the park, that end of the lake. But anyway, no, the other lake in the oth-
er part, in Weston Park, had to be rebuilt in effect, it was leaking badly. There were all sorts of issues 
with it. And so they put a new one in. I think originally it had basically a clay base of some sort, and we 
put in an artificial base in order to prevent the leakage. And there was various works done around that, 
but mainly it consisted then of also rejuvenating that some of the monuments needed work on them. 
Some of the groundwork literally needed doing, in the sense that the grass and so on was beginning… 
it was so much trodden, we had a machine go over that, all of the grasslands digging spikes into it, to 
loosen it all up for example. There's all sorts of things we do. And we took, took out about 70 or 80 trees 
that were diseased, they were damaged or problematic in various ways. And we put in more than that. 
We put 115 back in different places. So there's lots of trees that are there now. Well I guess some of 
them were planted in about 2005/6/7, something like that. So they’re 10 -15 years old now, but they 
were planted as some of them were quite large standards when they were planted. So they were 10 
years old, that kind of planting. So they're now 25 years old, so they're getting to be decent little trees 
now  

C: Now the park is beautiful. It is beautiful.  

N: It's much improved. I mean, basically the other thing, I mean, there was a big glass conservatory 
down towards where the hospital is, which we removed in the end. There's bits of it. We put a few bits 
of it behind. I'd have to walk it round with you. I mean, there's, there's some plaques which we took 
from it. It was dedicated to the Festival of Britain. 

C: Oh, do you remember… Because I met a lady within this Caribbean diaspora group, I think they are, 
there are, you know, a number of Caribbean diaspora, diaspora, yeah, around here, yeah around here.  

	16



N: There was always one down in, yeah, Burngreave.  

C: She remembers a banana tree in Weston Park? Do you recall that?  

N: Oh, the one that went through the roof?  

C: I don't know.  

N: Yes, it went through the roof to the conservatory. Oh, yeah, the conservatory had fallen into disrepair 
to an extent, and, and, and at a certain point, it's true. Yes, I think I didn't realise, I had forgotten, it was 
a banana tree, but there was a tree which grew so much it grew right through the roof of the Conserva-
tory, yes. And anyway, we decided the conservatory was a late arrival in the park. It wasn't an original 
feature, just as the tennis courts were as well. Actually, originally, that area was, according to the Victo-
rians, that was an area restricted for children playing games, and they had a special word for it. Any-
way, a very Victorian view of childhood. But yeah, so no, I mean all sorts of transformation. It took sev-
eral years to do it, and it involved literally everything, from the blades of grass that needed extra help to 
get back into a decent state, to new trees, to cleaning up memorials, to moving even, I mean, we've 
moved … there's a memorial to…  the bronze memorial on the left hand side of the main one was 
moved. It used to be behind, near the road, and it was a very bad place for it, and we moved that and 
so on. We basically tried to preserve everything that was preservable, which was most of it, but we 
slightly modified it here and there, and just generally, and it is, and they do look after it still, they're do-
ing quite well despite difficulties. I mean, Thatcherism had affected the parks here, very, very badly. The 
reduction in public expenditure on Parks during the Thatcher years was tremendous. And so this park, 
Weston Park, and the Ponderosa and so on. They were all a mess. I mean, none of it was being looked 
after properly, because it just weren't enough people.  

C:Yeah, and not enough resources, not enough resources.	

N: But also just physically not enough people. I mean, the number of people you have, it's a very hands 
on job looking after a park. You don't do it by standing. You can't do it virtually,  

C: You’ve got to go down there. Do the work.  

N: Yeah, you got to work.	

C: Thank you.  

N: Well, it’s been nice.	
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