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OBITUARIES 

WILLIAM HASSALL 
William Hassall, formerly 
Deputy Keeper of Western 

Manuscripts at the Bodleian 
Library, Oxford University, died 
on July 19 aged 81. He was born 

on August 4,1912. 

RESE/X.RCH scholars throughout the 
world have reason to be grateful to Bill 
Hassall who built up a unique library on 
microfilm of illustrations from the 
Bodleian collection of illuminated 
manuscripts. Painstakingly indexed by 
Hassall and his team, it gave historians 
comparatively easy access to medieval 
depictions of people, places and ideas 
which might otherwise have been denied 
to them. 

A leading medievalist, Hassall 
established for himself during a career of 
over forty years at the Bodleian, where 
he was Senior Assistant Librarian, 1938-
80, a reputation as an outstanding teacher 
and communicator. Local history was 
among his foremost passions and county 
record offices throughout Britain are run 
by archivists trained under him at the 
Bodleian. 

While his work at Oxford was 
Hassall’s main career, he was also the 
official librarian, from 1937 to 1983, to 
the earls of Leicester, looking after what 
is probably the country’s finest private 
collection of books and manuscripts after 
that in the Royal Library. 

He would spend his weekends 
working there, camping out with his 
family in an ornamental temple in the 
grounds of the earl’s family seat at 
Holkham Hall, Norfolk. One historian 
reviewing the Holkham Bible Picture 
Book, a facsimile of a 14th-century 
illuminated Bible produced by Hassall 
40 years ago, gave it as his opinion that 
the nation owed Hassall a great debt. 

Yet his background and upbringing 
were very different. Bom in York where 
his father, an army officer, was governor 
of the military prison, William Owen 
Hassall was, too, originally destined for 
the Army. With that in mind he was 
packed off to Wellington College, then 
still very much the public school for the 
military caste. 

But Hassall soon demonstrated other 
talents. Uninterested in sports and 
physical pursuits, he distinguished 
himself instead as a classical scholar. At 
Corpus Christi College, Oxford, he 
switched from Classics to History, 
getting a first — and later acquiring a 
DPhil. His thesis, A Cartulary of St 
Maty's, Clerkenwell, the story of a 
convent in medieval London based on a 
study of property transactions, was 

subsequently published in 1949. It 
established the pattern of his future 
career. 

While at Oxford he developed an 
interest in archaeology, through which 
he met his wife Averil while on a dig. He 
also joined the Communist Party, 
however, which had less happy reper-
cussions. Although he left the party soon 
afterwards, his brief membership had the 
effect of making him persona non grata 
in the United States for many years. He 
remained left of centre politically. 

He joined the Royal Artillery in the 
war, serving in an anti-aircraft battery on 
a Battle of Britain airfield in Kent. A 
story that his gun shot down an RAF 
fighter by mistake is, however, 
apocryphal. 

Hassall then came to the attention of 
Lord Gort who recognised a classic piece 
of miscasting when he saw it. It was 
through his influence that Lance-
Bombardier Hassall was transferred to 
the Ministry of Economic Warfare in 
1942. 

His task was to collate information 

about those targets in Germany whose 
destruction might most hurt Hitler’ 
economy — then to make this available 
to Bomber Command. The job 
capitalised on his research skills. His 
office was in Berkeley Square in the 
former flat of the band leader Ken 
“Snakehips” Johnson, and Hassall’, files 
were stored in Johnson’s bath. 

As an acting lieutenant-colonel h< was 
also dispatched to Germany at the end of 
the war to re-establish contact; with 
German university libraries am also to 
collect samples of Nazi war propaganda. 
It was only after this that he returned to 
the relative peace of the Bodleian, which 
he had joined in 1938 and the tranquillity 
of the library a Holkham—which he had 
taken over t year earlier. 

Bill Hassall officially retired from the 
Bodleian in 1980 and from Holkham 
three years later. 

But he continued working and writing 
until the end. The latest book on which h 
collaborated, Lordship and Landscape in 
Norfolk. 1250-1350, appeared earlier this 
year. 



His long list of publications was not 
exclusively directed at the serious scholar. 
Books like They Saw j Happen, an 
anthology of eye-witness accounts from 
55BC to AD1485, an Who's Who in 
History, covering the same period, were 
aimed at a more general reader. So was 
his History Through Surnames, which 
appeared in 1967 and led eventually to a 
long running series on Radio Oxford in 
which Hassall answered listener: queries 
on their names. 

On another level his Wheatley 
Records, 956-1956 set new standards i: 
the study of local history. He lived ii the 
manor house at Wheatley, ai Elizabethan 
ruin when he and his wife bought it in 
1939 and which they too] great pride in 
restoring to its former glory. 

He became an external examiner ii 
history7 for the universities of Bristol 
Durham and Leicester and for the Oxford 
Institutes of Education. Hi voluntary 
activities included being editorial 
secretary’ of the British Records 
Association, a member of the council of 
the Special Libraries and Information 
Bureaux and secretary of the Oxfordshire 
Records Society’. Hi was a Fellow of the 
Royal Histories Society and of the Society 
of Antiquaries. 

Hassall was in the great tradition o 
Oxford eccentrics. Oblivious to his 
personal appearance he was a familiar 
sight cycling through the city in his old 
fashioned shorts. 

He was not a natural administrator 
which explains why he did not rise higher 
in the hierarchy at the Bodleian But his 
infectious enthusiasm for scholarship 
inspired a generation of students who 
worked under him. He was also a 
considerable wit. 

Despite his learning, however Hassall 
found time to dote on his grandchildren. 
One grandson when sitting the Oxford 
entrance was asked how he would cope if 
faced with E passage of ancient Greek. “I’d 
ask my grandfather,” he innocently 
replied. 

Hassall suffered a great sadness last 
year with the death of his eldest son He is 
survived by his wife (and frequent literary 
collaborator) Averil and by two other sons 
and a daughter. 

 


