Chairman’s report to the Ealing Branch for 2024-25 season
The 2024-25 season feels to have been a successful one, despite the potential challenges of two speakers we had booked having to pull out. The lectures featured varied topics, and were generally of a high standard. As usual I have enjoyed talking to many our speakers over a meal. On the downside I regret that trying to record the talks in Zoom has thrown up a number of technical hiccups again this year.
During the course of the last year I have been continuing to combine the roles of chair of the Ealing Branch, with chair of the Branches and Membership Committee of the Association, so I have an interest in both the health of this branch as well as the 46 other branches across the country. Last year I reported that there had been a drop in the membership of the Association, and this trend has continued during the last year, so that total numbers are now around 8,500 (from a peak of over 10,000).  The number of general members (i.e. not involved professionally in education) has held up reasonably well and the biggest fall has been from primary schools and primary teachers. I continue to promote the importance of branches and branch members, which number more than 1,000 across the country and are the mainstay of many branches. I am hoping to launch a survey of those members in the near future.
We are continuing to try and grow the branch network across the country, and it is pleasing that the Liverpool branch has been revived as the Merseyside branch and there is a new branch in Wales at Conwy as well as a second branch in Scotland at Edinburgh.
The other challenge is to build bridges between the four constituent parts of the membership – teachers in primary schools, teachers in secondary schools, academic historians in universities, and those with a general interest in history, who are the mainstay of many branches like ours. One of our objectives is to try and build stronger links between branches and local schools and teachers, something that Ann Hehir has been devoting her time to, the success of which was the turnout at our schools lecture in autumn 2024 and again recently.
Another initiative is The Great Debate which has been growing in popularity year on year, and in the 2024/25 season we tried to promote a heat of the competition in our part of west London for the first time. This was largely the initiative of a teacher at Barnhill Community High School in Hayes, Marcus Liddell. Sadly, although there were 6 contestants, they were drawn from only 2 schools.  Robert Jones-Owen and I judged the heat. I don’t think our winner made it through the next round.  Marcus was keen to repeat this year and the heat is on the 5th December. Again, Rob and I will be judging.
This year the Annual Conference took place in Liverpool and was generally successful. Six members of this branch attended. Philip and I decided not to take the branch’s secondhand bookstall to the conference in view of the driving distance, and the poor sales results from the previous conference in Birmingham.  The conference in 2026 is in Gateshead, and again it is unlikely that anyone would wish to drive a carload of books that distance. This may, therefore, be the end of the secondhand bookstall at conference. The Branch had a stall at Brentfest in September 2024 and again this September, but we understand that unless there are new people willing to take on the organisation this year’s Brentfest will have been the last. Your committee have been discussing whether to continue with secondhand book sales at all, and during the year Philip, Frances and I have being selling off some of the old stock through World of Books, and disposing of some of the ‘unsaleable’ books to charity shops. If we decide to start secondhand book selling again we may need to develop a new model.
I am grateful for the support that I have received over the last year from my fellow officers and from the branch committee. My particular thanks this season go to our secretary Philip Woods, to our treasurer Robert Jones-Owen, to our membership secretary Sallie Mercer and to Tony Sullivan our Publicity Officer. My thanks also to Paul Sawbridge who looks after the AV equipment at meetings, and to Jane Cocking who provides us with refreshments.
Our visits organizer, Pierre Thomas, has decided the time has come to relinquish the role, and ended his tenure with an excellent visit to Harrow School this October. So, thank you Pierre for all the work you have put in researching and arranging visits over the last few years. Needless to say, we are looking for a volunteer who will take on this role.
Peter Hounsell
Chairman
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