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‘This may take some time,’
Prof Colin St John Wilson was
told three decades ago, when
asked to design a new British

Library. They weren't joking

ROFESSOR Colin
Alexander St John Wilson
solemnly opens a cardboard
box and draws out a stout
leather-backed chair, which
he places in front of a desk in
the British Library. ““There,"”
he says proudly, *You can be
my first reader ever.’

I spend most of the day at
Desk 55 in the Rare Books
and Music room; the books
are indeed rare — the only
two in this vast room are the
ones I have brought in with
me. Wilson, known to all as
Sandy, appears every hour or
so — he is preparing a lecture
for the Friends of the British
Library in the evening, and
the only way he can manage
an interview is if we grab a
few minutes here and there
and maybe, if all goes well, we
can slip out to lunch later.

He seems elated: it has
been a landmark week in the
long and tortuous history of
the construction of this much-
maligned monument. The
first few books arrived in the
basement last Monday, and
over the next year the remain-
ing 12 million volumes will be
shifted into the 200 miles of
shelves. The first readers will
enter the Library this time
next year, 35 years after Wil-
son was commissioned as the
architect.

“In 1962 I was told, ‘This
may take some time'. Ha ha
ha," he laughs drily. Wilson
was 40 then; now he is 74 — it
is no exaggeration to say that
this building is his life’s work.
A few years ago, he called it
his Thirty Years War. Yet still
the skirmishes continued.

Financial cutbacks, govern-
mental stop-go policies, even
a change in the location —
from Bloomsbury to St Pan-
cras in the mid-Seventies —
have bedevilled the plans.
The Prince of Wales, who laid
the foundation stone in 1982,
then rocked the edifice by
saying it resembled “a dim
collection of sheds groping
for some symbolic
significance”".

Didn’t David Mellor also
say something wounding, 1
ask Wilson, about the archi-
tect being no good? Wilson's
memory is sharp on this one.
“I had just dropped some
laundry off and I got back into
the car and turned the radio
on. Mellor was saying: ‘The
problem with the British
Library is that Colin St John
Wilson is no bloody good as
anarchitect. ..’

How did that make you
feel? He shrugs: “'It's curious
because however little
respect you have for the per-
son who says it, you still
mind. Do you honestly think

that David Mellor knows any-
thing about architecture? Do
you think Prince Charles
does, for that matter?”

The Prince of Wales has
never set foot in the building,
which stands opposite the
Gothic flamboyance of St Pan-
cras. Yet most people who do
are instantly converted — this
is a book which should not be
judged by its covers. The red-
bricked sloping exterior,
sometimes compared to an
aircraft hangar, gives no clue
as to the elegance within. The
soaring white entrance hall is
impressive but not over-
whelming. Nor is it complete.
As Wilson says: “You ain't
seen nothing yet."”

He enthusiastically
describes the six-floor-high
glass tower of books that will
dominate the centre of the
Library. This will be the
King's Library, the 60,000 vol-
ume collection of George III.
“The books will come pour-
ing up out of the bowels of the
earth,” he says excitedly. “'It
will be the jewel in the crown,
like the black box in Mecca,
the Holy of Holies."”"

His exuberance is conta-
gious. I feel quite overawed to
be sitting alone in this library
when he leaves me again
while he goes off to fine-tune
the logistics of the audito-
rium, where the lecture will
be delivered. He impresses
on me the symbolism of my
position. ““No one has ever
worked here before.” I plug
in my computer at the blue
leather and American oak
desk. It is a spacious and
peaceful place to work — the
bustle of the Euston Road
does not penetrate these
walls. There is a curious
sense of history to the build-
ing — perhaps it is the solid
travertine marble, or maybe
just the knowledge that this is
where the Magna Carta will
come to rest

Although each room is well-
lit artificially, there is also a
strong emphasis on daylight
— a crucial feature in Wil-
son’s design. ‘*‘Most buildings
don't favour light like this.
When the sun comes out the
building opens like a flower."

The original time of our
meeting was changed so that
I could first see the building
‘‘at its best"’: at mid-morning
the sun is in the most appo-
site place. Wilson loves show-
ing people around — there is
no arrogance about him, just
an unapologetic pride.

At first impression, he
seems unbowed by the years
of struggle — there is a spring
in his step, an energy in his
manner and a laugh in his
voice. But you only have to
scratch the surface for some
of the rancour to seep out. ‘I
feel rather like the Ancient
Mariner. As far as I'm con-
cerned, I haven't killed any
bloody albatross but I'm still
being treated as if I had.”

His business has suffered
badly from its association
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with the Library, particularly
after Prince Charles's
remarks: ‘‘People would not
come to me — I was seen as a
very poor bet.” In fact, his
wife, Mary Jane Long, an
American architect who has
co-designed the British
Library, found that the only
way to obtain new contracts
was to set up another busi-
ness in her own name.

“The firm had become too
associated with one man and
one building,”" says Long,
whose own library at Brigh-
ton University opened last
week — just two-and-a-half
years after it was conceived.

Long, who also designed
The Ivy and Quo Vadis res-
taurants, does not regret her
involvement with the British
Library. But she agrees the
project has been an odyssey:
‘“We managed to cope
because Sandy is a natural
optimist. Even in the darkest
days, he could always see a
ray of hope.”

The architect Trevor Dan-
natt, Professor of Architec-
ture at the Royal Academy,
has known Wilson since the
Fifties and marvels at his
resilience. ““He is a hero of
our time. I'm rather jealous
— he has withstood the vitu-
peration and created one of
the most outstanding build-
ings this century.”

I ask Wilson if there is a
part of him that thrives on
conflict. “‘I quite enjoy a
fight, yes. My father was 100
per cent Scot and there's a
great deal of real bloody-
minded Scot there, the idea of
‘I'm going to bury them'.""

His father was the Bishop
of Chelmsford, known as the

¢ People tried to
destroy the
library, and |
think that's
shameful. It
makes me far
more angry
than the
personal
insults ?

son in his Library, once described by the Prince of Wales as ‘a dim colle

Bolshie Bishop due to his out-
spoken condemnation of Fas-
cism in the Thirties. A brave
and stubborn man, he once
denounced the Atom Bomb to
ahushed House of Lords.

Wilson grew up in the mag-
nificent Bishop’s Court Pal-
ace at Springsfield. His own
room was at the top of the tall
bell tower — perhaps echoed
in the Library's red brick
clock tower. He read architec-
ture at Cambridge, but was
also attracted to art — he still
paints and draws.

Under Leslie Martin, he
threw himself into the con-
struction of post-war London,
continuing to work alongside
Martin when the latter
became Professor of Archi-
tecture at Cambridge. (Wil-
son succeeded Martin as
professor in 1975, a post he
held for 15 years.) In 1962, the
pair were invited to design a
new library for the British

century and, although it has
cost £511 million, three times
the original estimate (and no,
he says, he certainly did not
earn the customary six per
cent cut), he thinks that this is
not unreasonable, consider-
ing inflation and the fact that
it has been built to last 250
years. “What you never hear
is that the famous Round
Reading Room cost twice
what it was supposed to.”
The Round Reading Room,
part of the British Museum,
has been a temporary bolt-
hole for the British Library,
which has never had its own
home. Although many read-
ers have loudly voiced their
reluctance to leave it, Wilson
says that others are longing
for his library to open.
“‘Scholars whose opinions I
respect have said they cannot
wait to use it. They instantly
feel that they can work in this

ction of sheds groping for some symbolic significance’

environment."”” Above all, the
technology means they will
receive books within half an
hour, not the two days it often
takes now.

He believes that the com-
pletion of the building is a tes-
tament to its own importance
“There have been times when
it could have been wiped out
completely. It has had every-
thing thrown at it, and if it
weren't a profoundly essen-
tial and needed building it
would have been killed off
ages ago.”

A firm believer in architec-
ture as a practical art, he has
no time for those who main-
tain that it is “‘frozen music”
As a follower of the Finnish
architect, Alvar Aalto, he
subscribes to the view that
‘“‘man stands at the centre’’.
He does not want people to
lose their way in the Library
and has even designed port-

y Thirty Years War

STEVE PYKE

holes so that, wherever you
are, you can see where you
have come from. “In many
public buildings one feels lost
and often quite frightened. I
didn’t want lost readers
breaking down blubbing in
corners, waiting to be hosed
outin the evening."”

It is said that Wilson's
healthy sense of the absurd
has kept him going in times of
deepest gloom — for exam-
ple, the moment in the Eight-
ies when William Waldegrave
suggested that the Library,
already under construction,
should be abandoned and
turned into a book store, or
even a car park. ‘“‘Sometimes
it is like coming out of a
Jacuzzi and having a wet fish
slapped in your face.”

The Government's current
determination to sell off the
undeveloped land behind the
Library, originally earmarked
as part of the site, astounds
him. “In my more biblical
moments, I feel that it is an
example of selling your birth-
right for a mess of potage. I
still don't think they'll quite
doit.”

ASK him whether the
whole experience has low-
ered his opinion of human-
ity. ““No,” he laughs. “I
already had a very low

estimation of humanity. As a
Christian I would have,
wouldn't 1?7 I have no senti-
mental ideas about the good-
ness of human nature at all.”

There is a semi-joking reli-
gious undertone to much of
his conversation and I wonder
if this indicates any deep-
seated religious convictions.
“I am a practising Christian
but I don't like to talk about
it. It is something fundamen-
tal and it goes along with the
sense of purpose.’’ Has it
been a source of strength to
him? *‘Yes, it certainly has.”

As for politicians, he has no
time for most of them. “A
curse on all their houses, I
say. I'm apolitical. A lot of
people in positions of power
did what they could to destroy
the Library, and I think that’s
shameful. It makes me far
more angry than the personal
insults. Those I've got used
to."” He half-grimaces: “More
orless.”

From this day forth, he says
he wants to distance himself
from the bickering and con-
troversy. ‘I don't want to
carry on bleating — I want to
let the building speak for
itself.”

At the end of the lecture,
the first in the Library’s his-
tory, he says to one man who
congratulates him outside: 'l
do recall your support. There
weren't many who stood by
me in the dark days.”

As we walk through the
central courtyard towards the
main building, I ask Profes-
sor Wilson whether he would
have embarked on the project
if he had envisaged just how
daunting and exasperating it
would be. “Just. I always
wanted to build a cathedral,
but if I couldn’t do that I
wanted to build a library. It's
the next best thing.”

M Martin ly
left the project and Wilson
took command.

Finding another small gap
in his day, he takes me to a
nearby pub for lunch. He is an
engaging conversationalist,
humorous and with no trace
of pomposity or pretention.
He seems to embody the role
of the vague corduroy-clad
professor, complete with
scatty arrangements and a
slightly distracted air. Yet,
despite the apparent chaos,
he manages to juggle every-
thing and create a seamless
whole — be it a lecture, an
interview, or even a national
monument.

It is, as he points out, the
one British monument on this
scale that has been built this

Yes,

T A convivial lunch

party last week I

found myself in the

disagreeable

Pposition of trying
to defend myself, my wife,
and in fact most other
members of my generation
from my mother and two of
her friends. What united
these sexagenarians in a
chorus of fury was how
hopeless my generation is at
bringing up children in
general and at putting them
to bed in particular.

“When do you and Mary
have time to talk to each
other if the children are
playing up all night?” asked
my mother’s friend Sarah.

“We communicate via the
baby alarm,” I laughed,
guiltily. What went wrong?
Why do Mary and I pass each
other grimly on the stairs
each night between 7.30 and
10pm summoned as we are to
the bedrooms of our
diminutive dictators for a
procession of what our 72-
year-old friend Euan calls
“Room Service Orders”?

“Euan says you are spoilt,”
1 told my nine-year-old the
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other night, as I carried a
tray of “bednight snack” into
her room. She was displeased.
“Well who spoilt me then?”
she retorted. “I can’t have
spoilt myself.”

She had a point. But what
was it about our parents’
generation that made them
such effective disciplinarians
while still retaining the
respect of their children?
Neither of my children has
yet bought me an ornament
and I am disapppointed. I
remember the moment when
I had finally saved enough
pocket money and could rush
to the nearby novelty shop
and buy my mother a blue
and white ashtray in “Jaspar-

are”, even though she didn’t
smoke.

My sister and I were on the
whole angelic. We sang
French duets together and
went to sleep as soon as our
heads touched the pillow. Was
it just the fact that our
parents occasionally used to
wallop us? Privately 1
wondered whether the
availability of inexpensive
wine from the New World has
eroded our will to discipline
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our children, but I thought
this might go down badly as a
defence were I to voice it.
Soon I was agreeing with
them about everything,
forgetting that I was part of
the problem myself.

So what went wrong? The
clue came when my mother
had a banana for pudding
during her visit last weekend.
She explained that during
the food rationing after the
war, bananas were the most
sought-after treat. Qur-nine-
year-old Freya found the
concept hard to grasp, as the
only time she has eaten a
banana is on a picnic when

completely ravenous with
hunger and in the absence of
anything else. As someone
who eats a Kit Kat every time
1 fill up with petrol, I, too,
found the concept of
rationing hard to grasp.

How they must have
suffered! Our generation
rarely suffers, except from
indigestion. Is it our fault
that most people in Britain
can live like Henry VIII? We
do not think of ourselves as
gluttons and I can remember
when chickens were
considered a treat but now
with pheasants the same
price as chickens it seemed
reasonable to buy one and
serve it with all the
trimmings on Sunday night.
“Not another disgusting
roast,” said my mother, as I
pounded some white bread
into a milky sauce. “If I was
at home I might have a boiled
egg for Sunday supper or
maybe just 2 Weetabix,” she
complained.

“That sounds a bit grim,
Mum, " I replied. “We want
to enjoy life. Do you want
sausage, as well as bacon with
the pheasant? Mary and I

blem parent

need treats. Our lives are
very hard.”

In that throwaway remark I
think I partly identified the
problem. Our lives aren’t
very hard. Our generation
and future ones are losing the
capacity to do anything that
isn’t a treat. We like instant
gratifi n. Making a
shopping list is not a treat,
and so we drive to Waitrose
every day. We can even buy
Sunday lunch on Sunday
mornings. We've never had it
50 good.

“You can’t make a round
trip of 12 miles to buy a jar of
horseradish,” shouted my
mother, who had undergone
petrol rationing as well as
food rationing. “Why don’t
you just do without?”

“Do without?” I said. “That
hadn’t occurred to me.”

Which is why we all need
Grannies from the North to
remind us that it’s not too
late to change our ways.

“Will you come every
fortnight to help sort us out.
It’s been really useful having
all your advice.”

“No,” she said, as she got in
her car for Anglesey.
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