Community historian Robert Wilkinson leaves enduring legacy in oral history and local activism
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Robert Wilkinson, who has died aged 73, was a distinguished figure in local government and a passionate advocate for oral history, dedicating much of his life to capturing the voices and stories of ordinary people. His career spanned more than three decades, primarily as a community worker for the London borough of Waltham Forest, with significant roles including managing lottery funding bids in Camden, securing over £15 million for community projects. He combined his professional work with a deep commitment to preserving local heritage through oral history, an endeavour he championed from the early 1980s until his retirement in 2020.
In 1983, Robert co-founded the Waltham Forest Oral History Workshop, an initiative that evolved from an evening class he initiated to engage local residents in recording their memories. This group has become one of London's longest-standing oral history organisations, amassing an archive of more than 500 recordings and publishing numerous books and pamphlets exploring various facets of life in north-east London. These publications have covered subjects as diverse as school strikes, childhood health, local pubs, and urban parks. Through his empathetic interviewing approach, Wilkinson unearthed hidden and personal narratives, contributing profoundly to the community’s collective memory. His interviews, some of which are preserved in the workshop’s extensive archive, have served as valuable records of social history, including reflections on local entertainment during and after World War II.
Beyond Waltham Forest, Robert’s influence extended nationally. He was a dedicated committee member and long-serving treasurer of the national Oral History Society, demonstrating his commitment to the broader field of oral history. In later years, his expertise was sought in prestigious institutions such as the British Library and Kettle’s Yard in Cambridge, where he worked as an oral historian in residence. He also contributed to local projects like the documentation related to the 2012 London Olympics and assisted at the British Museum. Locally, his engagement with community development included involvement in initiatives such as the Hitchcock mosaics at Leytonstone station, reflecting his deep attachment to his home area.
Born in Harlow, Essex, Robert was the son of John Wilkinson, a machine parts worker, and Irene Gray, who worked in a pub. After attending Newport Grammar School, he pursued studies in glass and ceramics at Stourbridge College of Art. Early in his working life, he was an occupational therapy assistant and social work assistant before retraining as a community worker, roles that enriched his understanding of social issues and community needs. He lived in various parts of east London, including South Woodford and Leytonstone, where he married Val Clark, a social worker, in 1982. Together they raised three sons. His commitment to community extended into education, where he served as a school governor for nearly three decades.
Robert was also a dedicated socialist and lifelong Labour party member, advocating for workers’ rights as a union representative within Unison at Waltham Forest. Outside of his professional and volunteer work, he enjoyed art, photography, railways, DIY projects, supporting Tottenham Hotspur, and long walks. His character was described as gentle, funny, and kind, qualities that endured even as he developed Lewy body dementia in his final years.
Robert Wilkinson’s legacy is one of profound community service and cultural preservation. His efforts in oral history have left an enduring imprint, ensuring that the voices of ordinary people continue to be heard and remembered. He is survived by his wife Val, his three sons, and five grandchildren.
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