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(People who have most influenced my life, by Alan Macfarlane)
Sarah Harrison (1942- )

Any account of the partnership between Sarah Harrison and mysdlf will inevitably
gloss over much and omit much. It would never, even if it were book-length, do
judtice to its subject. So this should be read asjust abrief summary of some aspects of
our life and work together.

Ever since late childhood, my parents living abroad, and at times lonely and
miserable at various schools, | have been romantically looking for the ‘ other one'.
The partner and lover who would hed the wounds of loneliness and share the
excitements of intellectud discovery. | became aworkaholic around the age of 16 and
from then on knew that my head and my heart could not be divided. My life's partner
would have to share my intdlectud world, otherwise we would quickly grow gpart.,
So | had read dl the greet love poetry of the metaphysicals and the Romantics with
delight and was aways looking for my *gpple blossom maid’, who would combine
beautty, strength of character and intellectud ability. Yet it iseaser to specify such a
paragon and to embroider the image with Keatsan and Y estsian imagery than to find
such aliving cregture.

| married first in 1967 and Gill and | went to Nepa on fiddwork. We both found
it very tough, but Gill, who had no particular role, found the loss of privacy especidly
difficult, and wasill alot of the time. It became clear to me then and during the
months after we returned that our goals were different. She naturaly wanted to pursue
her career and was not prepared to sacrifice everything and join me in my intense
world. She was intelligent, capable and warm hearted, but our interests began to
diverge.

Thenin July 1970 | met Sarah Harrison. We immediately found a degp sympathy
and mutud interest. Sarah worked with me on loca documents and the reconstruction
of the hitory of Kirkby Lonsdae, which we centred in her (and her then husband
Breit's) barn in Y orkshire. We also edited together the very long diary of Raph
Jossdin for the British Academy.

When we both separated from our respective partners, Sarah joined mein
Cambridge and we began the Earls Colne historical study in earnest (€.1973). Ina
series of projects lasting over some 30 years, we have worked together on the task of
transcribing, indexing and computerizing dl the records of an Essex village over a
period of five hundred years (g.v.). Although | and others were active in the project
over the years, it was Sarah above al who made the project a success. At the period of
maximum intengty, which lasted about 10 years, she would work up to sixty hours a
week on the materid. She has aremarkable jigsaw-piecing together kind of mind,
endless patience and concentration. She achieved something which has never been
done before or will ever be done again — and appeared to enjoy it. She worked very
efficiently as an organizer and collaborator with three generations of computer
sientis.

Sarah smind is precise, rationa and extremely logicd. Sheis commonsensical
and has a high practicd inteligence. Sheisvery curious and inquigtive. All these
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characterigticsfilled in some defectsin my own character. | tend to be more intuitive,
emotiond and irrationa. The combination works well. | tend to have the origind
ideas, make the connections, have the enthusiasms. Sarah loves processing huge
quantities of data, ordering and filing. So | would make the guesses, she would find
the proof (or disproof).

This combination has formed the core of anumber of collaborative projects. A
second was our work in Nepd. My first trip with Gill had been fairly dreadful so |
was wary of returning. But Sarah dways wanted to share and understand my past, so
we talked of returning for a short Sght-seeing visit when her two daughters were old
enough to be left a home. This occurred in 1986, so in that December we went for a
four week trip to my origind fidd-ste.

Any fears| may have had that Sarah, who hed never been further abroad than
France a that time, might find it as emotionaly or physicdly difficult as Gill were
unfounded. In fact the reverse. We arrived in the village nervoudy and | had planned
to stay only aday or two to see if anybody remembered me from 17 years earlier. Of
course we got an enormoudy warm welcome and Sarah was captivated both by the
scenery and the people. We stayed as long as we could and she only left on the
condition that we would come back, and for longer, the next yeer.

S0 began dmost annud viditsto Thak every year for the next 15 years, varying
from three weeks to three months. We worked together. | did the filming and some
interviewing, Sarah did the still photography, census and kept the diary. Later on |
tended to use our vigtsto do my own writing, but Sarah did dmogt al of the data
gathering. The work was not confined to our timein Nepd, asdl of the texts had to
be entered into a database in England and the photos developed (in a darkroom, first
in the Department and then at home) and indexed.

So severd months each year from 1986 onwards have been devoted to what has
turned out to be one of the most detailed and thorough longitudina studies of a
Himaayan community ever undertaken. And much of the nitty-gritty, back-breaking
dog of collection, linking and data entry was done by Sarah. She dso played amagor
part in re-trandating and cleaning up the trandation of the book by Bernard Pignede,
Les Gurungs, which had first been trandated by Gill and me, and was later published
in Nepal in 1993,

Not overwhemed by these two large projects, Sarah was aso the centrd figurein
athird on the Nagas of Assam (q.v.). Thisinvolved a huge amount of photography
and data input. For example there were many texts to be typed in, many thousand of
pages indluding the English verson of Firer-Haimendorf’ s fidldwork diaries, which
had been trandated into English, were typed from tape. There were aso ten thousand
black and white photographs, al of which had to be re-photographed using a specia
method we developed. This required months of work in adarkened cupboard. Sarah
aso congructed many of the indexes to the photographs by linking them to written
texts.

This Naga project occupied haf her time for about five years and the project could
not have been finished successfully (culminating in abook, Museum exhibition,
videodisc and text database) without her experience and energy.
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In 1990 we firg vigted Japan and were immediately enormoudy intrigued by this
extraordinary, convoluted, civilization. So then and in three subsequent visits during
the 1990’ s we made ajoint study of Japan. This involved photography, diaries,
writing, setting up alibrary and other work. Sarah helped a great ded, though thiswas
more my project than hersand | did agood dedl of the data input and anayss.

*

Although Sarah’s mgjor role was data input, linking and preparing deata, she dso
shared dl my idess. | wrote Witchcraft, Family Life and to a certain extent Resources
before we worked closdly together. But from then on we discussed books as they were
being written. Sarah would read draft after draft and make incisve commons on
organization, argument and examples. We researched Justice together, Sarah
completely typed the whole text of Marriage from my hand-written version. She read
through Riddle and Making severd times and helped to thin and improve them very
greatly. One of her greatest achievements was with Savage Wars. At one point this
reached about 260,000 words in length. | handed it over to Sarah and she suggested
cutting out (and did the excisions hersalf) dmost 100,000 words. The effect was a
great improvement.

Over the years we worked out away of enriching and testing ideas together. In an
early stage oneistrying out absurd, unprovable, hunches. If one discusses these with
arationa and logical person like Sarah they can eadly be destroyed for lack of
evidence. So we established a convention that | would write and work up ideas for
quite awhile before she read the work or we discussed it. Then my job, when ready,
was to try to persuade her that apparently far-fetched ideas were plausible. Many of
my ideas have been fiercely ressted and probed, but findly alowed through.

Thisforensic device of testing the evidence and making rationa judgements was
both a cause and a consequence of the fact that Sarah was a Justice of the Peace
(Magistrate) for about 17 years from about 1984 to 2001. We had both been early
interested in the history of English law and impressed by the English magistracy and
jury system during our work on English history. So when it was suggested she gpplied
to be a magistrate she was eager to do s0. She ended up as a Chairman of the
Children’ s Bench, on the Child Support Agency Tribund, the founding Chairman of
the Cambridge Marriage Reconciliation Committee.

She was extremdy effective a this time-consuming and responsible work, which
took about aday aweek of her time over this period. She gpplied the same method of
rigorous cross-examination to my ideas as she did to the sugpects who came before
her in the court. If the evidence was there, and the facts were convincing, the
arguments were alowed through. But not otherwise. It was a demanding scrutiny, but
has saved me from endless errors and foolishness. She dso contributed many insights
and ideas of her own. So, to alarge extent, my books are not only ‘worksin progress,
but shared outputs between the two of us.

Much of my work depends on extensive bibliographica resources. Here again she
was akey contributor. Many academics find themsalves with partners who at the best
tolerate, at the worst resent, their books. They are suspicious of the drain on the



Copyright: Alan Macfarlane 2002

family economy, the way in which the books take up precious space in the house and
so on. In fact, many even distinguished academics only have avery smdl study or
cubby-holesin which to work a home. When they retire from their academic posts
they often have to get rid of the books which they have accumulated in their
departments or colleges.

Sarah and | share alove of old books and from the first spent time hunting
around in second-hand bookshops across the country. Thisis one of our favourite
hobbies, dong with a shared love of walking and classca music. There is nothing we
like better than to go to somewhere like Hay on Wye and spend a couple of days
going through al the books, punctuated by a pub med and anight at the local Bed
and Breakfast.

Very early on we decided that it would be good to make a virtue of this hobby
and to provide an dternative job for Sarah to give her an independent existence when
the Earls Colne Project finally came to an end. It could also provide an escape routeif
academic life logt its attraction and | wanted to retire,

So in about 1981 Sarah set up Bracton Books (named after Sir Henry de Bracton,
the great English thirteenth century lega writer of ‘ The Laws and Customs of
England’) since our firgt intention was to concentrate on English law aswell as socid
sciences. Asit turned out, legd history and sources were not agood line, but we
retained the name and | acted as academic adviser. Over the years Sarah built up an
excdlent stock, one of the largest and best quality second-hand socia science
collectionsfor salein the world. This was made possible by obtaining a number of
academic libraries, starting with Meyer Fortes and then many others, and becoming
the gppointed agent to sdll surplus books of the Roya Anthropologica Inditute.

The advantages for an academic of having awife who is a book-sdller are
considerable. She found me numerous important books, there was a congtant inflow of
firg-rate books of which | could take my pick (on payment). When | started on anew
topic | would spend aday or two looking through not only my own 10,000 plus
books, but Sarah’s 15,000 as well. All these books were indexed in a sophisticated
book-search system designed by Sarah and Michadl Bryant, who wrote the program,
cdled ‘Bracsort’. This program was not only used to index the books in the book
business, but dso my own books (which Sarah aso indexed for me), again invauable
when trying to find books or for bibliographic references.

*

The environment within which one works can make dl the difference between
fragmented and distracted work at one extreme, and work in aStuation whichis
conducive to intense, undisturbed, crestive thought. Again Sarah provided the latter.
Shedid thisa aphysica level. Sheis, among other things, a very good ‘works
manager’. Sheisvery good and practica at design and charming and encouraging to
workmen. From the 1980s we formed an association with an excdllent local builder,
Ron Greenhill, who proceeded to transform our smple property.

We had converted an old hay barn into alibrary when we first arrived in Lode, but
after that Ron proceeded to work with Sarah on dl sorts of projects over the years.
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These included modification to our house, the building of an dtic archive in the barn,
the making of proper buildingsin which Clive a bookbinder worked for many years
(Sarah dso repairs and binds books) and latterly a Japanese tea house and even more
recently a shed which can be used for pottery making.

This transformed our house into allittle research indtitute, with lovely trees and
walks behind the complex of buildings. | use the tea house for redly deep thought, the
barn for certain writing and checking and to hold materids. It is an excdlent
arrangement. So there is no tension or contradiction, work and life can be blended.

Another great contribution was financid. Sarah is afird rate accountant, a
competent and interested investor, a baanced, honest and trustworthy finencd
partner. Sheis keen on saving, but not as an end in itsdlf, but so that we can help
others. So | have never had to worry about money, never forced to do things which
digract from my academic godsin order to earn money. Although our income has
probably been lower than a number of friends until recently (because Sarah did not
take on afull-time paid job for some years) we have accumulated reasonable amounts
which we have invested in work, our property, children and charity. The freedom
from financia anxiety, the ease of buying what | need for work or of travelling aswe
like, is made possible by Sarah, though there are other contributors.

Finaly, we have shared an increasingly rich socid world. By working together and
in her book business, our friends are mutua and many of them as they came to know
Sarah value her as much or more than they do me. Sheis charming and warm towards
sudents, younger colleagues, villagers and family in Thak, people we meet on our
travels al over the world.

A specid gift comes through her family. Her two children by aformer marriage,
Inge and Adtrid, were dways extremely tactful and kind to the step-father who had
broken up their parent’s marriage. We have had many years of loving relaionship.
This has been enriched further when Inge had two daughters, Lily and Rosa. They are
beautiful, inteligent and amusing grand-children and | have dready benefited
enormoudy from their company. The conclusion to Savage Wars and Riddle were
both written in Austrdia around the birth and development of Lily. | have learnt a
great ded from filming Lily snce she was one minute old and comparing her to my
little niece Premkumari in Thak. | have interviewed her and enjoyed our six-monthly
vigtsto Audrdia

S0 in these and athousand ways, Sarah isindeed ‘the other one' as Bestrice and
Sidney Webb knew each other. It isthat kind of relationship. Whatever | have
formally produced is, in fact, collaborative with her. A remarkable and, as the Chinese
would say, virtuous, woman.



Copyright: Alan Macfarlane 2002



