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Lady Marie-Louise Legg

It is customary for Birkbeck to honour as Fellows of the College either those who have been changed by the experience of Birkbeck or those who have given conspicuous service to it. Dr. Mary-Lou Legg gives me the opportunity to speak of both of these things. 

Mary-Lou was still a young girl when war broke out. She was to spend four years of the war in the USA with her mother and younger sister, separated from her father, who was Humphrey Jennings, the poet and  co-founder of the sociological movement Mass Observation while he was directing the groundbreaking documentary films that made his reputation. After the war, the family were reunited, in a small flat in London, where the pressures as well as the benefits of her father's influence were combined. Despite, or perhaps because of the atmosphere of strenuous intellectualism. she did not catch light immediately. Like many another Birkbeck student, her own intellectual incandescence came only at the end of a period of sustained, stubborn smouldering. Having left school at 16, she married and brought up three children, for some considerable time as a single mother. As the children grew older, she trained as a secretary and, discovering an interest in politics, brought them to bear as personal assistant to a number of Labour MPs. This fanned her own political ambitions and, in the early 1970s, she successfully stood for election as Labour Councillor for Hammersmith and Fulham. From there, she became borough member for the Inner London Education Authority in 1974, where she chaired the schools subcommittee, thus following in the footsteps of another Birbeckian, Annie Besant, who in the 1890s was a similarly vigorous presence as Chair of the London School Board.

But she had her eye on other prizes too. Seeing her daughter Anna begin a course at the School of Oriental and African Studies stung her, like many another incipient Birkbeckian, into emulation. She enrolled in 1978 for a BA in History, in a Department glorified by the presence in it of our current President, Eric Hobsbawm. It must have been a source of particular gratification to her to be able to graduate in the same ceremony as her daughter, though in her case with a BA in History. I have come over the years to recognise on occasions such as these a certain hungry gleam in the eye of a parent or partner here in the role of spectator, but visibly resolving to get themselves a walk-on part in the graduation ceremony. 

An MA in Victorian Studies followed, and then research work for her PhD. For this, she turned back to her Irish roots on her mother's side, her supervisor and mentor being Roy Foster, now perhaps the most eminent living historian of Ireland. Her thesis explored the forms and influence of the Irish provincial press during the turbulent transitions in Irish political life in the second half of the nineteenth century. The thesis was completed in 1992, and published as a book entitled Newspapers and Nationalism, in 1998. There is perhaps no other country in which the newspaper has been so important an arena of political life: in Mary-Lou's own words, newspapers 'were at once the maker of, and a response to, the self-awareness of Ireland as a country separate from Britain'. Her doctoral work sparked an interest in the material forms of communications media which she has developed in many ways through her career, most notably, in recent years, as General Editor of a vast project entitled Ireland: Politics and Society through the Press. This project involves microfilming the principal newspapers and journals published in Ireland between the accession of George III in 1760 to the achievement of Irish independence in 1922. The first volumes were published in 2000 (is volumes the right word for microfilm, I wonder? Reels is probably a better, and more Irish word) and publication of the remainder looks set to continue until 2010.

She has also turned since the completion of her PhD, and has turned increasingly towards the work of collating and editing archival and manuscript materials. In 1995, she published an edition of the letters of Bishop Edward Synge to his daughter Alicia between  1746 and 1752. Budding off from this is one of Dr Legg's continuing projects, the editing of the important local census of Elphin organised by Bishop Synge in 1749. In 1999, the Cork University Press published her edition of the autobiography of Alfred Webb, a radical Quaker who not only played a key role in the Irish nationalist movement in the late nineteenth century but also became a leading figure in anti-colonial struggles elsewhere, becoming President of the Indian National Congress in 1898. His autobiography, written shortly before his death in 1908 provides a fascinating account of the interweaving of Irish and Indian nationalism. She has also written on the history of eighteenth-century Irish banking and nineteenth-century circulating libraries. She is contributing to the massive new Dictionary of National Biography, and has just undertaken the editing of the atlas of Sligo for the Irish Historical Towns Atlas series published by the Royal Irish Academy.

Birkbeck enabled Mary-Lou to make a move not just into a new career, as historian, but also into teaching. In 1992, she joined the staff of the then Department of History as a part-time lecturer, and continued to teach in the department, later as Honorary teaching Fellow, until her retirement in 1998. Birkbeck has changed Mary-Lou Legg's life, as it has those of so many others. And she has herself changed Birkbeck.  Between 1986 and 1992, she served as a governor of the college on one of the positions nominated by the ILEA. Not content with that, she agreed to stand for election as a governor once again between 1998 and 2002. Her role was as Alumni governor, maintaining channels of contact between the college and its past students, representing the interests of ex-members of the college and encouraging alumni to contribute to the future development of the college. One of her first duties was to represent the governing body on this platform during a graduation ceremony, where she took particular pleasure in applauding the triumph of students she had begun teaching four years earlier. Nobody could have a better insight both into the special relationship that exists between the college and its old students, a relationship that is different from that which obtains in any other institution. As a governor, she gained a reputation for thoroughness, tenacity and firmness of judgement, and for never losing sight of the fundamental role of Birkbeck as a teaching institution. She had a particular interest in defending and improving the position of the very many part-time teachers on whom this college depends and to whom we and our students owe so much. Nor would she ever let her colleagues forget the augmented importance for Birkbeck students of practical and physical considerations like the quality of teaching accommodation.

In honouring for you today the career of Dr, and now, following the ennoblement of her husband Sir Thomas, Lady Legg, I have been evoking a story of achievement, self-transformation and generous service that are typical of Birkbeck, and will surely resonate among those of you who are receiving degrees today. It is a great personal delight for me to welcome her now as a Fellow of Birkbeck. 

