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London Friends

In 2001 I was invited to curate an exhibition in London related to life in cities by a small organisation called London Arts Café, which exists to explore and promote the contribution that the arts make to city life. 

Like many such attractive ideas, it ended up with a great deal of work and with me saying ‘never again’. However I think it was a successful show, despite being in an out of the way location that few visitors found.  The basic premise of the show was that photographers tend to approach the city in one of two ways, either basically as street photographers, interested in the people and their comings and goings, or as a location, often empty. It’s a dichotomy present in my own work, and is reflected in my web sites, My London Diary, largely about events and people, and The Buildings of London.

The title we came up with for the show was Cities of Walls, Cities of People, and the photographers whose work I showed were Paul Baldesare, Jim Barron, Chris Dorley-Brown, Peter Marshall, Paul Mattsson, Derek Ridgers, Mike Seaborne and Paul Trevor, and I’m going to talk about most of them, along with Dave Trainer, who I  wanted to take part but didn’t persuade.

Derek Ridgers

I first met Derek Ridgers in the late 1970s, soon after he started in photography. He’d gone to art college and had lost a number of jobs in advertising. One account he worked on was a Minolta cameras, and he’d borrowed the product and had found it interesting enough to go and take a few simple courses in using a camera. 

One of Derek’s great interests was pop music, and he took a camera along to some gigs. He soon realised that what was happening in the audience was more interesting than the guys on stage, and a lot easier to get access to photograph. 

Being skint, he made his own punk flash bracket version by bending a wire coathanger to fit the flash to one side of his second-hand Nikkormat (he’d lost the Minolta with the job.) and pogo-ed up and down with the rest of the guys in the mosh pit taking pictures. Derek had fortunately met a few of the right people and showed them his work, and soon he had a couple of exhibitions and some publications in magazines, and was working as a music photographer.

Derek came along to a group I was part of, first called ‘Group Six’. This had started in one of England’s leading photographic clubs, but they soon forced us to leave and we had to change the name – we called it ‘Framework’. It was run by Terry King and myself. Terry is one of Britain’s leading experts in the field of alternative processes and currently in charge of the Royal Photographic Society’s Historical Group. Derek designed a letterhead for Group Six, and the occasional poster, though when times were hard I did them myself. 

Derek was lucky to emerge at the same time as new ‘style’ magazines were being brought out. He shot a number of features for the Face, the best of these, but his major exposure over the years was regular work for the leading popular music weekly in the UK, New Musical Express. His pictures created the images of some of the new bands, and appeared on their albums as well as in the magazines.

Along with this commercial work, Derek continued on a number of personal projects largely related to youth subcultures. When I first met him he would stroll down Chelsea’s Kings Road – the epicentre of London youth chic  - and if he saw anyone with an unusual style of dress or extraordinary hair or tattoos or anything else that caught his eye, would go up to them and ask if they would give him a couple of minutes to take a picture. A nearby rendered wall or poster would provide a suitable backdrop for his improvised outdoor studio.

As a new club scene sprang up, Derek was also a part of it, with his camera, getting to know the people and taking their pictures, sometimes inside the clubs sometimes on the streets. He penetrated the worlds of some of the more extreme subcultures, leatherwear, rubber, piercing of all and any parts of the body and more.  When we met to share pictures we never quite knew what Derek would pull out of his box.

Now Derek has a regular monthly picture column in a ‘lads’ magazines, though I’ve never seen it. His first major book ‘When We Were Young’ came out last year, with text by Val Williams, and it includes some of the early street portraits and his more fashion-oriented pictures from the clubs. I hope that a more wide-ranging book from the project he calls ‘'Dark Carnival - Portraits from the endless night' will one day be published.

Jim Barron
Jim Barron had a long career in photography that included working with a parrot on his shoulder on the Skegness seafront, and using flash powder to photography large machinery, ending with a long and successful stint for the Civil Service. They sent him around the world filming and photographing all the countries we sent aid to, but he also found time to photograph motor racing and do a job or two a week for the Guardian in the 1960s and 70s. 

I first met Jim while he was still a civil servant, when he started coming to meetings of Framework in the late 1980s. I came to know Jim as a photographer very well, both because we had many shared interests in photography, but also because we lived on the same railway line out of London. Probably several times most months we met at photographic events, and both talked photography there and on the hour or so journey back home. And in his later years, whenever I went to London’s West End, I’d often bump into him hanging around on a street corner, and we’d have a chat and perhaps drop into a nearby gallery for tea or coffee before I let him get on with his work.

After retirement in 1990, Jim devoted himself to working on his own photographic projects, at first largely using a large format camera. Two influences perhaps changed his direction. One was a workshop with Thomas Joshua Cooper, an American landscape photographer who leads the photography department at the Glasgow School of Art. Cooper challenged him with what many of us had thought but felt able to say, that there was little point in trying to repeat what others such as Ansel Adams had done rather more successfully. 

The second influence was perhaps the prints I brought to our various meetings, at first of Framework, but later with a small group at his home, of events on the streets of London. Roughly monthly we would meet up with a few other photographers and bring our latest work to share. Jim and I were the most prolific members of these groups, both of us always having new work. I’d sometimes bring contact sheets, but more often 8x10 prints, the best of which would later go into the library I contribute to. 

Jim worked a little differently. For most of the work here, he followed my advice to use a chromogenic film – Ilford XP2 or Kodak TCNS – and dropped it into a lab for development only. He’d then take the film into the darkroom and put each frame in turn into the enlarger, usually set for printing on 16x12 paper. If the image on the baseboard looked interesting, he’d make a print, and if that looked particularly promising he’d make a few more until he was happy with it. To most of our meetings he brought perhaps 30 or 40 new 16x12 prints and would ask me which I thought were worth pursuing, and I’d pick those I liked and tell him why. Of course, he didn’t always take my advice, and others in the group were usually united in disagreement, but it was often those I chose that he later showed.

In the early years, Jim and I often argued heatedly over the work of Garry Winogrand. Jim started by saying he didn’t see the point of it, then that anyone could do that kind of thing, but gradually became a great Winogrand fan. I think he started his work on the streets of central London, using a Leica and almost infinite patience, to prove that anyone could do what Winogrand did, although he soon developed a greater respect for the master. 

Jim soon developed the ability to frame accurately using a wide-angle lens without raising the camera to his eye, and to work rapidly at close distances without attracting attention. He could lurk more effectively than anyone I’ve ever known.

His pictures show people as they really are on the street, but they also reflect his ability to recognise opportunities and organise pictures by a careful choice of viewpoint, the ability to wait unnoticed for the right moment and capture it with perfect timing. 

Barron's work on London covers many themes, including women alone on the street, families, people and their dogs, contemporary living conditions, eating out, self-portraits, smoking... - only a few of these are reflected in the pictures on show. 

His sense of humour - in particular the ability to work with visual puns and found texts - shows in many areas of his work. 

Jim found his niche in photography too late to really make a great reputation, although by the time of his death in 2002 he probably had enough work for an interesting book. I helped to arrange a small memorial exhibition in London later that year.

Paul Baldesare

Paul Baldesare is also a street photographer, and one of his major inspirations was undoubtedly Tony Ray Jones. One of his lecturers at Wimbledon was the New York born photographer John Benton-Harris, who made England his home many years ago. John knew Tony and went out taking pictures with him – he was there when some of the well-known images were made.  John claims to have more or less grown up in the photographic department of MoMA and I’ve often talked with him about many of the well-known American photographers he knew and worked with, including Garry Winogrand. John is another photographer who deserves greater exposure, but I don’t know his work well enough to talk in detail about it. 

I first met Paul around 15 years ago, when we both joined a group organised by Mike Seaborne, the curator of photography at the Museum of London, called London Documentary Photographers. It started as a large group, but many of those who came turned out to be more interested in the idea of photography than actually taking pictures. Around 1998 we called it a day, but a small group of the active members meet up occasionally and sometimes organise things, such as the 4 on London show in 2000.

For London Documentary Photographers, we worked together on a transport project. Paul photographed people travelling on London’s underground, while I did a project on people on buses as well as one on the new light railway that was under construction in the former docklands. I learnt a lot from Paul about how to take pictures without being conspicuous, and grew to admire his facility at seeing and capturing the right moment in complex situations.

Although Paul’s work on the tubes was taken on 35mm, when he moved to colour he strongly felt the need for the higher quality of medium format, working with 120 format rangefinder cameras. 

Paul was making a living from PR and general commercial and editorial photography, but his main interest in photography was a major project that clearly relates to the work of Tony Ray Jones, on ‘English Carnivals’, and along with another photographer he got some Arts Council funding to pursue this.

Among his more recent projects have been one on the City of London, one on London’s Oxford Street shopping mecca, and perhaps the most interesting of his recent work, one on flower shows.

I still occasionally take a few hours off other projects and take some pictures with Paul – a couple of weeks ago spent an interesting hour or two photographing people who had bought plants on the last day of the Chelsea Flower show – the main event of the UK gardeners diary – carrying them along the street and taking them home on the bus. He is another photographer I often get together with to look at and discuss our work in progress, and sometimes to visit current shows together, or just to talk about photography over a few beers.

Of his Oxford Street work, Paul wrote:

'These images are part of a new project photographed in and around Oxford St in Central London. This is no ordinary street but one of consumerism's great thoroughfares. It is dirty, noisy and confusing and the often-pressurised environment produces sudden moments of tension and taut energy. This results in unexpected visual juxtapositions, people thrown together in this busy and hostile space, creating isolated and fragmented moments. In themselves, these can often seem unprepossessing, but viewed as a whole they becomes a more complete and clearer narrative.' 
As he suggests, Oxford Street is one of the central arteries of the modern city. He has avoided any simplistic portrayal of a herd of consumers. The people in his scenes paint a more real and more complex picture, as well as often amusing us. 

Dave Trainer

Dave Trainer is another of my friends from London Documentary photography days, who I still meet occasionally, often while photographing events in Central London. In the days before almost all special effects in films were computer generated, Dave’s job was to make people fly, and there is a certain magic in his pictures too.

I wish I could show you more of Dave’s work, but getting prints from him is always tricky. In some ways Dave is one of least intrusive photographers I’ve ever known. He usually works with a portrait lens on an old Hasselblad (though he has just bought a second-hand Mamiya 6) so where I’m getting in close, he is standing back, head bowed to see the waist-level finder.  

For the show ‘4 on London’, Dave used a series of pictures (also published in several magazines) of the spontaneous mourning by people in London after the death of Princess Diana. It was an occasion my republican principles led me to avoid, but Dave found some fine pictures.

Another of Dave’s published projects was on football supporters. Dave’s main interest was in fathers and sons, and the relationship between them and the place of football in this. Children also are uppermost in his series of pictures on Fairgrounds. His project ‘A Penny for the Guy’ was taken over a period of 15 years, showing kids on street corners collecting for Guy Fawkes Day, a custom now almost totally disappeared. Around the end of October and the first few days of November, almost every street corner in the slum areas of our cities had a group of two or three boys, with a ‘guy’, a crudely made vaguely human effigy representing Guy Fawkes, asking for coins. Guy Fawkes, often described as the only honest man ever to enter parliament, was discovered in the cellars of the building with 36 barrels of gunpowder on 5 Nov 1605, and on that day each year, bonfires are still built and fireworks let off, although these are now more often in large organised displays.  

Although Dave has been described as “a classic street photographer” I think that misses the point of his work. If I had to pick a single photographer whose work I think has most influenced him, it would be Diane Arbus.

Mike Seaborne

Mike has for many years been curator of the photographic collection at the Museum of London, a museum about the history of London, funded by the City of London corporation, a curious, well-heeled and extremely powerful relic from the middle ages. He takes documentary photographs for the museum, as well as looking after the collection, organising its use, and occasionally buying or commissioning work from outside photographers.

For many years, the British Journal of Photography, the oldest photographic magazine in the world still continuing in production (it was first published in 1854, though it has changed its name several times) and the weekly ‘trade magazine’ for professional photographers, brought out an annual yearbook of photography. In 1860 it was called the British Journal of Photography Almanac, but in the 1960s changed its name to the British Journal of Photography Annual. As well as features on the current state of photography and technical information later editions at least had an extensive picture selection.

Mike and I were both included in the 1988 Annual, which was also really the last of its kind, both of us with four pictures. He was working in large format colour, and two of his pictures interested me particularly as they were from London’s docklands where I had also worked extensively.

Soon after this I got to know Mike much better, taking my work to show him at the museum, and I later did the odd piece of work for them

One project that occupied Mike for some time in the 1990s was related to his work at the museum. Ten years earlier, his colleagues Alex Werner and Chris Elmers had discovered a complete panoramic record of the north and south bank of the River Thames from London Bridge to Greenwich – 4.8 miles (7.7 kilometres) on each bank forgotten in the dusty archives of the Port of London Authority.  Historical detective work established it had been taken in 1937, but there appeared to be no record of it either in the proceedings of the PLA or at Avery Illustrations Ltd, the photographic firm whose stamp appeared on it.

With two other photographers, Charles Craig and Graham Diprose, Mike undertook the painstaking task of gaining access to the 100 or so locations needed to retake the 1937 panorama in colour using a Fuji GX617 panoramic camera (they also took it on 4x5 in black and white) in 1997. Later they had to return to retake a few parts of it in 1999 for the work to be published in full in book form as ‘London’s Riverscape Lost and Found.’

Over the past few years, Mike and I have collaborated on setting up the web site ‘urban landscapes’ devoted to urban landscape photography. Currently this includes work by both of us, along with John Davies and Nicola Hulett from the UK, Paul Raphaelson from New York and Dutch photographer Bee Flowers from Moscow. 

Mike has contributed several projects to this site. London Landscapes he describes as “an ongoing project defined not by location or by subject- matter but by an attempt to find meaningful (to me) relationships in the urban chaos. It is therefore as much about my concerns as a picture-maker as it is about documenting London.”

The Square Mile, one of the names used for the financial district, the actual City at the centre of London (which actually came from one more city than yours, being comprised of the cities of Southwark, Westminster and London itself, although it has also now taken in many surrounding more suburban areas) is a look at the “remarkable degree of diversity and incoherence” in that small area of London, where buildings have been continually recycled into new uses.

Housing was a project produced for a Museum of London exhibition, which looked particularly at public and social housing. As well as his work for the museum, Mike has also been commissioned to photograph for some of the other providers of social housing.

His latest work on the site is from a project ‘Facades’ looking at street frontages in inner-city areas, most of which are on streets which are likely to be redeveloped in the near future. 

Although Mike’s concerns and often images cover very similar subject matter to some of my own work, we have generally chosen to work in technically different ways. At least in recent years, Mike has worked with large format cameras, moving from 4x5” to 6x12cm in some of his work. Although I’ve occasionally used larger cameras, my methods of working have generally been based around 35mm. This year, I think for the first time ever, we are both working – at least part of the time – with the same camera and format, having bought identical swing-lens 120 format panoramic cameras. 

I still see all of those I’ve talked about – except of course for Jim, though it’s hard to walk through some of the streets in London without expecting to meet him there, lurking on a street corner. They are all people I’ve looked at contact sheets and proofs with over the years, learning and developing from each other. Being a photographer is being a part of a living and working community, and I hope that our sharing at this event will enrich us all.

