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04 July 2013 

 

Dear Mr. Hall 

FREEDOM OF INFORMATION ACT 2000 – REQUEST 1336 

Thank you for your request for information, which we received on 24 June 2013. You 
asked us various questions about the British Library grant for the cataloguing of the 
Mendham Collection.  

We have considered your request, and I address each of questions in turn below.  

You asked us: 

 

 Is it true that the Law Society arranged for the British Library to pay for the 
cataloguing of the Mendham Collection on the condition that it was kept together 
and that the Law Society has broken this agreement by selling a number of books 
from the Collection at Sotheby's on 5 June for £1.2million? 

 

It is not the case that the Law Society arranged for the cataloguing of the Mendham 
Collection. The British Library awarded a grant of £30,476 over 3 years and 4 months 
from 1 April 1986 to Canterbury Cathedral to catalogue the Mendham Collection 
under the terms of Section 1.3(b) of the British Library Act 1972, a provision that 
enabled the British Library Board to make grants to other libraries for conservation, 
cataloguing and improving access to collections of national importance.  

That grant followed a series of other previous grants totalling more than £66,000 
made by the British Library under the same scheme between 1977 and 1984 to 
make possible the cataloguing of the Library of Canterbury Cathedral (in cooperation 
with the University of Kent Library with whom it had a close working relationship) and 
as a contribution to the Cathedral Libraries Union Catalogue and to the 18th and 19th 
Century Short Title Catalogues.  The Mendham Collection had been deposited with 
the University of Kent in May 1985 and housed in Canterbury Cathedral Library, 
some six months after the completion of this previous cataloguing work at 
Canterbury.  While it was recognised that the Mendham Collection was strictly not 
the property of the Cathedral, it was seen as being a splendid complement to the rich 
holdings of the Cathedral Library, being regarded at the time as being to all intents 
and purposes part of its resources, and the grant was perceived therefore as serving 
to complete the work on the pre-1900 holdings of the Cathedral Library.  

The grant award letter from Brian Perry, Director of the R&D Department of the 
British Library, dated 13 December 1985, stated that “the award is subject to the 
condition that none of the material shall be dispersed at a later date without prior 
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approval of the British Library Board”. The condition of grant was accepted by letter 
dated 24 December 1985 by Victor de Waal, the Dean of Canterbury Cathedral. 

The grant was made to Canterbury Cathedral and it was they who accepted the 
condition. It is now clear that the grant recipient was not in a position to accept the 
condition that accompanied the grant. I have included for your reference a copy of 
the Library’s grant offer and the Cathedral’s acceptance. 

 

 Has any offer been made by the Law Society to repay the public funds spent by 
the British Library together with interest, or alternatively will the British Library 
consider claiming from the Law Society the profit derived from the cataloguing 
work carried out on behalf of the British Library, at its expense, adding value to 
the Collection by the cataloguing? 

 

As stated above, the Law Society was not the recipient of the grant and it did not 
accept the condition that accompanied the grant, nor was it asked to. As such, no 
such offers or claims have been made or considered.  

However, the British Library’s hope, given the national importance of the collection, 
had been that the best solution might be secured both for the future of the collection 
and also the research community who use it and the Library conveyed its concerns in 
correspondence with the Law Society last year. The Library’s concerns were two-
fold: First, that the collection should not be broken up, that the integrity of the 
collection be maintained and the collection items be kept together in the event of 
sale; and second, that the current arrangements for scholarly access to the 
collection, whereby it is freely accessible to scholars in the UK, should be 
maintained. 

 

 The Law Society claims that the proceeds of sale are part of its general fund and 
not subject to any charitable trust or private trust. Is the British Library concerned 
that an apparently respectable professional body would accept public funds on 
conditions and then break its agreement? 

 

As stated above, the Law Society was not the recipient of the grant and it did not 
accept the condition that accompanied the grant, nor was it asked to. 

 

 Has the British Library Board had any discussions concerning the Mendham 
Collection? Please may I have a copy of the minutes or notes of any such 
discussion and of any correspondence entered into concerning this abuse of 
public funds? 

 

The original grant award in 1986 was approved by the British Library Board. The 
British Library Board has not had any discussions concerning the Mendham 
Collection subsequently, nor has the Board entered into correspondence on the 
matter. 
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If you are unhappy with our response to your request and wish to make a complaint 
or request a review of our decision, you should write to: 

The Chief Executive 
The British Library 
96 Euston Road 
London 
NW1 2DB 

Please note, complaints and requests for internal review received more than two 
months after the initial decision will not be handled. 

If you are not content with the outcome of the internal review, you may appeal 
directly to the Information Commissioner at the address given below. You should do 
this within two months of our final decision. There is no charge for making an appeal. 

Further information on the Freedom of Information Act 2000 is available from the 
Information Commissioner’s Office: 

Wycliffe House 
Water Lane 
Wilmslow 
SK9 5AF 

 
Telephone 08456 30 60 60 or 01625 54 57 45 

 
Website www.ico.gov.uk 
 
Yours sincerely 
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