Daniel Scharf for The Oxford Trust for Contemporary History 24 March 2011

I thought that I would try to help by raising some questions which could or should occur to you as members of a committee and be answered by the officers before deciding this application.

1.
Why does the recommendation to approve the application reject the advice of the Council’s Head of Planning Policy that the site is allocated for ‘enabling development’ under policy H2?  Advice entirely consistent with the principle that a policy must mean what it says, and with the Inspector’s finding that the allocation is ‘limited to that necessary’ to secure the 3 objectives set out in H2.

2.
What exactly is the planning obligation being placed on the owners to fund the conservation of the Cold War heritage interest as referred to in H2? And is the scale of this contribution reasonable given that CDC is being asked to grant permissions creating a value several times the £24m received by the MoD as the Peace Dividend in 2007?

3.
It is right that findings in the 2010 appeal decision are material considerations but why hasn’t  the Council given weight to the many flaws in that decision? 

4.
Why does CDC not use this opportunity to secure a routing agreement to limit the impact of the 100s of lorry and van movements across the historic airfield? And to secure a level of public access far greater than that approved on appeal and which is not simply at the whim of the current or future owners? And relocate all new housing to the south of Camp Road where people would want to live? And to require the feasibility studies recommended by the Structure Plan Panel in 2005?

5.
Lastly a question that I will try to answer.    Why, after 16 years of failure, is it worthwhile trying to persuade the Council that, together with the owners, it should seek to realise the heritage potential of the site?

In late January 1995 my father was a delegate at a conference assembled at the Auschwitz-Birkenau: German Nazi Concentration and Extermination Camp which had been organised not only to mark the 50th anniversary of the discovery of the camp by the advancing Red Army, but also to consider how the remains of a death camp should be preserved as both memorial and instructional monument.
Also in January 1995 I, with a colleague, was being taken around the Cold War air base at Upper Heyford  left by the USAF almost in the state it was in after their occupation since 1950; equipped to deliver nuclear weapons and, by implication, nuclear holocaust. 

I conferred with my father about the remarkable symmetry created by our visits to apparently unconnected sites.  I was interested to hear my father’s reaction to the description I was preparing to attribute to Upper Heyford as a ‘holocaust site’ knowing that some Jews had become protective of the use of the term.  My father had become one of the most respected figures as a ‘keeper of memory’ and the story of the Jews in Poland.  His response to the comparison between a site where so many people (including most of his and my family) were gassed, shot and incinerated, with one where a holocaust of a different type mercifully did not become a reality, is found at the end of his last ever lecture, 

‘How will human beings face up to the evil they are capable of perpetrating?  How will they renew their faith in morality while living in a world of which, in Adorno’s words ‘we cannot be too much afraid’ and which contains instruments of mass destruction that put even the gas chambers in the shade.  On the answers to such questions hang all our tomorrows.’  Since then OTCH has worked on the basis that the use of Upper Heyford as the best preserved, and from a visitor point of view, the best located site equipped with WMD, would be an important way of finding answers to these profound questions.
As a parent of two boys who took the opportunity to ‘give up’ history at 14,  the contrast between my father’s dedication to the cause of preserving the memories and experiences of his generation and the English school curriculum was compelling.  There is no better place than Upper Heyford for young people to explore Cold War, that is 20th century history, were it made properly available for that purpose. 

There is also a compelling contrast between the preservation and use of Auschwitz-Birkenau (with the support of the authorities), and the indifference and hostility to recognising the importance of the Cold War and to utilising Upper Heyford for heritage purposes. The potential of both sites should be used as buttresses against ‘holocaust denial’.

Public Historian Raphael Samuel  (of Ruskin College) said,

... the idea of making a museum of the Cold War at Upper Heyford is quite brilliant ... this is where the end of the world might have happened. It will be damnably difficult to get public support because it must be one of those many passages of history which people want to forget...

It may be the dissonant aspects of Cold War history and some of the less creditable things which the UK and NATO might have got up to which need exploring with the assistance of the heritage comprising the former but nearly intact air base. 

As efforts to have the site properly conserved and made available have been unsuccessful  in some telling respects (although the current owners should be supported for  not carrying out unnecessary demolition and their self-proclaimed expertise in international heritage has yet to be tested), an archive is being kept of ‘who has said what’ about the preservation and use of the historic site.  This record of attitudes to our past and historic remains (to be posted on a web site for actual and potential visitors to Upper Heyford) will itself form part of our Cold War heritage.   

