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Encounters and Creations in the Archive 

 

Dear Sirs, 

 

I am 91 and living in a Care Home now but, in the 1950’s I was a 

senior member of the United Kingdom Colonial Service, serving in 

Nigeria and the Cameroons until I retired when Independence came, 

in 1961. 

 

Going through my papers recently I have come across a 10 page 

detailed report of a journey across Africa, from East to West, which I 

made in 1956, a copy of which I enclose. Re-reading it now (I did not 

circulate it at the time) I think it might be of interest to you for your 

archives since Africa has changed so much since then – I hope that 

this is so anyway. 

 

Yours truly, 

(Miss) Elizabeth O’Kelly MBE.2 

 

To enter into the archive is to step into the complex and at times contradictory intersection 

between history and memory. From family journals, official records, and grainy photos taken of 

places that have changed perhaps past all recognition, we begin a process of reconstruction. We 

historicise these often disparate pieces of information to make them into a narrative that we can 

confidently call History. History, as a discipline, lays claim to the past so that contemporary society 

may assert ownership over it. The past becomes knowable, amenable to categorisation: a source of 

continuity in human experience. 

In the case of this archive note, the process of reconstruction and the assertion of ownership 

over the past is almost solely focused through the prism of one individual’s experiences. Women’s 

role in colonialism in general and in the Colonial Service in particular warrants further investigation, 

especially since it is still primarily viewed from the perspective of colonial wives rather than 

employees. Elizabeth O’Kelly was born on the 19 May 1915 in Manchester. At the beginning of the 

World War she was studying at the Royal Manchester College of Music but in 1941 she joined the 

Women’s Royal Naval Service, serving with them until she was demobilised in 1946. After the war 

she became involved in community development and social work, before joining the Colonial Service 

as a Woman Education Officer in 1950. She was accredited to Nigeria but ultimately assigned to the 

British Cameroons which was, at the time, a UN administered territory falling under the purview of 

the Nigerian government. 

O’Kelly had a distinguished career, structuring and running adult literacy classes, forming 

life-long friendships with people such as the renowned anthropologist Phyllis Kaberry, and writing 

extensively on women’s development issues, specifically those concerning agriculture. O’Kelly 

researched and then trained local women in more efficient ways of producing locally based or 
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imported products. She was awarded an MBE in 1959 (during the time her book is set) and went on 

to work in Borneo before retiring in 1969. Even after retirement, however, she continued to 

participate in the Women’s Institute global movement.  

Throughout her career and into retirement, she published various articles concerned with 

the agricultural and educational progress of women. However, neither of her novels, the first 

concerning her time in the British Cameroons between 1950 and 1961 and the second concerned 

with her time in Borneo during the 1960s, were ever published. Indeed, O’Kelly did not submit either 

of these pieces to the archive until 2002, at which point she was living in the care home to which she 

makes reference in the opening extract. It was here, Grosvenor Gardens, St Leonard-on-Sea, where 

she died in 2012.  

 

Encountering Elizabeth O’Kelly in the Archive 

My first encounter with Elizabeth O’Kelly was at the Royal Geographical Society’s (RGS) archive in 

Kensington where I discovered the car journey report, introduced by the opening letter. Unlike the 

more literary style of her book, which is composed of edited letters sent during her time in 

Cameroon, this report appears to have been essentially a fact finding mission. However, unlike other 

reports completed during her time in the Colonial Service, it was not circulated at the time and was 

submitted by O’Kelly in 2007.  

The submission of this document to the RGS opens up several avenues of analysis pertaining 

to the discursive boundaries of different archives. Whilst the book went to the National Archives via 

the Colonial Office, O’Kelly saw this document as appropriate to the RGS. It is housed under the 

expedition reports at the RGS archive. This is interesting given that, unlike other reports of its kind, it 

was not taken under the auspices of the RGS. The author’s gender is pertinent in light of the 

controversy surrounding its late acceptance of women as Fellows. The ability of women to 

participate in matters of geography had been acknowledged by the Edinburgh-based Royal Scottish 

Geographical Society since 1884. By the time of the 1893 controversy, the Secretary of the RGS was 

able to note that ‘the term “Fellow” did not refer exclusively to men…it was pointed out that three 

similar scientific societies…all which admitted women, used the same expression’.3  

After the society’s eventual acceptance of women in 1913, its new female Fellows were 

‘keen to expand their numbers and did so by immediately proposing the admittance of further.’4 The 

society’s reluctance to accept women had put it out of step with a changing society and reflected the 

fact that by ‘the second decade of the twentieth century professional women were in demand 

within Britain and overseas to fulfil the expanding needs of national and imperial education’,5 a 

change that was reflected in the changing nature of women’s roles in Colonial Service.6 The record’s 

placement in the RGS archives is a statement by the institution. O’Kelly’s work is made to 

retroactively fit within the history of the RGS, simultaneously conferring validity on the work of its 

author whilst allowing the institution to broaden not only its contemporary boundaries but its 

historical limits also.  
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The Secretive Archive vs the Public Text  

Cambridge University Library houses a portion of archives from the Colonial Office, other parts of 

which now reside at the National Archives in Kew. Unlike the Royal Geographical Society which is 

relatively straightforward to access, the Cambridge site requires more ceremonial bureaucracy. I was 

required to fill out an online form in advance and make an appointment with the admissions team. 

Despite the fact that the document itself was typewritten I was not permitted to make copies but 

had to photograph individual pages and transcribe them. This system is part of the process of 

constructing archival authority and, by extension, the worth and intellectual integrity of the 

archivists themselves. This process creates a discourse in which the archive and the archivist fulfil 

mutually re-enforcing roles. The sources take on a new lustre and ‘the ability to procure them 

measures scholarly worth. Not least is the shared conviction that such guarded treasures are…where 

the secrets of the colonial state are really stored’.7 

There is, to an extent, a tension between this limited access and O’Kelly’s work. O’Kelly’s 

book was not, initially at least, intended for its ultimate home in archival exclusivity. Her aim was ‘to 

show something of the working life…of that now almost extinct breed, the Colonial Officer’.8 Whilst 

the document purports to be ‘letters written whilst serving in Her Majesty’s Overseas Civil Service’9 

it does not entirely conform to this structure. The “letters” are not addressed to anyone specifically 

and she makes few references to her addressee. There is little of the “dialogue” of letters. She states 

that ‘I would not like it to be thought by anyone…that my correspondence was devoted entirely to 

my own affairs, or that I had no personal life…but I do not feel it is relevant to this book’.10 We can 

infer that the original letters have, at the very least, been comprehensively edited to fit the purpose 

of the book. There is a sense of audience rather than a set of personal recollections. The work is 

categorised under the heading ‘novel’ but it is, on balance, more fact than fiction.  

Ultimately, however, the public audience remained a hypothetical one. The book was 

completed in 1965 but never circulated. We can perhaps infer that, despite her removal of her 

‘personal life,’ the book proved too intimate for wide consumption. On the other hand,  her 

suggestion in the Royal Geographical report that the documents ‘might be of some interest for your 

archives’11 stakes her claim to a different kind of legacy. The question appears to be less one of 

worth but audience; if the novel was not suitable for mass publication O’Kelly nevertheless believed 

in its value as an archival document. 

 

Cameroon in the Colonial Travel Archive 
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We are…now critically reflecting on the making of documents and how we choose 

to use them, on archives not as sites of knowledge retrieval but knowledge 

production, as monuments of states, as well as sites of state ethnography.12 

 

To understand the archival and social context, we must have some appreciation of the 

systems of belief undergirding this world. We must ‘pause at, rather than bypass, its conventions, 

those practices that make up its unspoken order’.13 It is fruitless to push against these modes of 

knowledge until we can understand the subtle and at times contradictory nature of their production. 

We cannot ‘quickly and confidently turn to readings “against the grain’’ without prior sense of their 

texture and granularity’.14  

 

 

German controlled/ British controlled/French controlled/Independent 

Image from Wikimedia Commons, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Cameroon_boundary_changes.PNG, reproduced under the terms 

of the GNU Free Documentation License, Version 1.2. 

 

The papers from O’Kelly’s archive on which I am focusing in this archive note describe her 

first year in the British Cameroons. She references the shifts of the map above, noting that after ‘the 

second World War (sic)’ a large expanse of lands ‘were purchased by the Nigerian Government from 
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the Custodian of Enemy Property and the Cameroons Development Corporation…was set up to 

administer the plantations…in the part of the country administered by the United Kingdom’.15 It was 

within this framework that O’Kelly worked as a Social Welfare Officer from 1950 to 1952. 

The borders of the territory shifted considerably between 1901 and 1972. The Cameroon of 

1950 was not solely a place that could be travelled to but a placed that itself travelled, where 

swathes of territory changed hands and the physical presence of the country encroached on what is 

now Nigeria, Chad, and the Central African Republic. The names of O’Kelly’s guides (Gabriel and 

Barnabas) denote influences from the Catholic mission and the Church of Scotland in Calabar 

respectively. In contrast, she notes that ‘Basel Mission favour plain German names like Hans’.16 

Cameroon, both as a physical place and an anchor of identity, is a shifting entity.  

The fluidity reflected, in part, the tectonic and at times violent changes occurring in Europe. 

The brutality of the Second World War and the subsequent economic and moral crisis in Europe 

altered the way Africa and the colonies in general came to be viewed. The accepted moral 

superiority of the colonial powers began to look more problematic in the aftermath of such savagery 

and the economic logic of the colonies was questionable. Alongside this was the growing clamour for 

independence coming from nascent nationalist movements on the content.   

This shift is illuminated in the booklet “Partners for Progress” published by the Colonial 

Service in 1949. Whilst reading O’Kelly’s work, I developed a curiosity vis-à-vis the colonial 

infrastructure underpinning the world in which she lived and worked. Rather than observing her 

world solely from the inside out, I began looking at official publications contemporary to her time in 

the Cameroons. Many of these publications are housed in the Commonwealth section of Senate 

House Library and date from the early 1920s all the way up to early independence. The majority of 

these publications could be categorised under the general heading of “manual” since they are 

primarily concerned with describing, in both ideological and practical terms, the work of the Colonial 

Service. As a rule, they focus not on one specific colony but on painting a broad picture of the 

empire as a whole. 

In a foreword written by Arthur Creech Jones, at the time the Secretary of State for the 

Colonies, the piece notes that our ‘predecessors established law and order, and laid the foundation 

of orderly development’.17He says that ‘as we enter the great continuing stage of partnership we 

must give more and more responsibility to the people of the Colonies…for no one can learn 

responsibility without exercising it’.18 The sleight of hand here, infantilising the colonial subject 

whilst simultaneously demonstrating a beneficent colonial authority, is the production of knowledge 

in action. Jones delineates the boundaries of what can and cannot be discussed, what is history and 

what is not. The acceptable narrative of imperialism is foregrounded from the outset.   
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The unequal partnership is further demonstrated on the cover of the book above. The 

carrier of colonial authority leans forward initiating the handshake which reflects his superior role as 

bearer of civilisation. The colonial subject reaches out to take the proffered hand: the benevolent 

offer of betterment. Whether because of height or perspective created by the artist, the black figure 

is smaller in stature. His gestures are smaller, less confident, and more submissive. 
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What is perhaps more striking in the production of colonial ideology and knowledge is when 

the colonial figure is, practically at least, effaced from the document. The 1950s National Archive 

photo stream of the Cameroons reveals a notable lack of pictures depicting the colonial authority. 

Rather it is the colonial authority behind the camera training his gaze on the worthy colonial subject. 

The picture below shows a sewing mistress teaching her peers how to use sewing machine.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image from the National Archives Colonial Office photographic collection: 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/nationalarchives/5418207195/in/set-72157625995788178. ‘Domestic Science 

Centre at Wum. Miss Bebe, the Domestic Science mistress is seen instructing the woman using the hand 

sewing machine.’ 8
th

 November 1956. Part of CO 1069/20. Reproduced from The Commons. 

 

Superficially, the colonial authority has effaced itself and it is the colonial subject, armed 

with the tools given to him by the benevolent empire, who forges forward into a brighter world. To 

read along the archival grain is to see this picture as the representation of an evolving but mutually 

beneficial partnership. The colonial authority no longer needs to be present in the photos. Here is 

Jones’s much vaunted partnership, imparting greater responsibility to the colonial subject.  

However, we must be wary for ‘if we find nothing, we will find nothing in a place; and then, 

that an absence is not nothing but rather the space left by what has gone’.19 Where is the colonial 

authority? Since, presumably it is behind the camera, where is the gaze directed, what choices are 

being made in what we “see” and what tentative questions begin to open up the discourse? In his 

absence, the colonial authority has left fragments of his passing. The machine which the women are 

leaning over is unmistakeably European. Whilst, presumably, these women were able to make and 
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mend garments before the advent of the British, here they are schooled in the “correct” way. The 

composition mimics contemporary pictures of English women working in factories with similar 

machines on the same long benches.  

Here, then, is the seamless mimicry and wholesale imposition of one culture on to another. 

However, when we read along the colonial grain the breaks and fissures, the spaces for 

conversation, reveal themselves. In one of the book’s letters dated 10 December 1951, O’Kelly 

recounts how, 

 

I…started this letter as a demonstration to our…African typist that 

there was nothing wrong…with her machine…I had…to take back my 

words and…suffer the humiliation of sending for a second 

machine…it has…been very roughly handled on the way here and is 

badly strained, I do not think British exporters appreciate that their 

agents out here rarely bother even to uncrate goods.20 

 

She notes that even when the machines arrive undamaged they come dismantled and ‘took me 

quite some time to assemble, there were no instructions’.21 This account problematises the seeming 

progression of colonialism. The imports from Europe, the supposed epicentre of civilisation, are 

ultimately a source of ‘humiliation’ for O’Kelly. It is the African who points out their ineptitude. 

O’Kelly’s insistence that the machine is fine and her attempt to reaffirm her professional superiority 

leads to a scene of comic embarrassment. In this account, the imposition of European technologies 

serves to undermine rather than bolster colonial authority.  

The fissures and breaks remind us that these texts are ‘heterogeneous entities’22 at times in 

tension with themselves and each other. These fissures open up the archive, allowing us to critically 

review the discursive boundaries and modes of knowledge production upon which it depends.  

 

Problematising the Script: Female Voices in the Colonial Landscape 

 

Writing is constrained by a variety of factors; that is, texts are produced in 

situations where there are numerous textual, economic, social, political, historical 

and personal forces at work which impinge on the writing process.23 

 

The assertion of European dominance over the “dark” lands of Africa was consistently 

couched in gendered terms. The key protagonists and propagators of this dominance were ‘a 

network of literate Northern Europeans, mainly men’24 and the writings they produced asserted an 

‘urban, lettered male authority over the whole planet’.25 Numerous travel grants were available to 

male travellers. The RGS ‘offered relatively large sums for male travellers’ but ‘no woman traveller 
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received money from the RGS in the nineteenth century’.26 This exclusivity was reinforced by the fact 

that there were few professional openings for women on the continent; by 1900 there were a small 

number of nurses stationed in Africa but the majority of European women were wives ‘cast in 

supporting roles to their husbands’.27 

This does not mean that ‘women could not write within this framework but…the choice of 

narratorial voice is more problematic’.28 During the Victorian era, there were women who produced 

travel writing but the discursive limits of what was essentially a male domain shape and at times 

problematise their writing. They were caught between the necessity of asserting ‘truths, *which+ 

have been largely a male domain’29 and the need to reassert socially acceptable femininity.  

The form of O’Kelly’s book is interesting in the context of women’s travel writing. Historically 

“factual” travel narratives, whether the scientific variety or the hero narrative, were highly 

problematic for the female writer to negotiate. Letters and journals, preoccupied as they 

traditionally are with the private, domestic sphere provided a more “feminised” format for 

expression. Women ‘write in the form of letters and diaries because they are the only forms…loose 

enough to contain their unstructured narratives’.30 Even in a Colonial Service pamphlet, the 

epistolary form is privileged for women. Illustrating the role of women in the Colonial Office, Jeffries 

references a ‘letter from one of them *that+…gives a vivid impression of things seen and people 

met’.31 The choice of form mirrors gendered discursive boundaries. 

O’Kelly dedicates her novel to three women, among them Hilda, her travel companion ‘who 

shared so much…with me’.32 She asserts that her intention is ‘to remind readers that women served 

in this capacity as well as men’.33 It becomes necessary to analyse and interrogate the ways in which 

the co-existing and sometimes contradictory discourses of imperialism and gender shape O’Kelly’s 

writing.  

A comparison with Mary Hall, who, in her travels ‘from Cape to Cairo’ was considered 

‘typical of Victorian women travelers’,34 demonstrates some of the pressures of writing imperial 

travel as a woman. Hall affirms her femininity by referring to publishing her book as sending ‘my 

first-born into the world, trusting that an indulgent public will condone its faults’.35 Here she plays 

directly to feminine ideals of modesty and self-effacement whilst evoking that most acceptable of 

female roles: motherhood. However, in the same passage Hall also voices her hope that her book 

‘written from a woman’s point of view, minus big game romances, and the usual exaggerations 
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incidental to all things African, may be acceptable’.36 In this instance her more “womanly” narrative 

is compared with formulaic, implicitly male accounts in a way that favours the female narrator. The 

reader could infer the tentative privileging of a counter narrative. However, as a white European in 

Africa she must refer to the imperial cannon in order to legitimise her presence. Her visit to Cecil 

Rhodes’s tomb and the subsequent eulogising align her with colonial authority. He is presented as a 

saviour like figure when she says that ‘had only Mr Cecil Rhodes been spared for another few years, 

his mastermind would have evolved some way out of the difficulty’.37 

Traces of Hall’s gendered self-effacement are still evident in O’Kelly’s dedication to ‘my long 

suffering colleagues everywhere’.38 However, by the time O’Kelly was writing there had been 

significant changes in the way women’s role was viewed within the Colonial Service. In the interwar 

years, a small but growing space for women in the Colonial Service opened up, in response to calls 

for more equal participation for women in British society. The shift from the binary of ruler/ruled to 

the partnership laid out earlier stressed the importance of education. The importance of girls’ 

education was acknowledged by the Colonial Service but the goal of education was primarily to 

‘make better wives and mothers and to improve the private sphere’.39 The discourse had not 

fundamentally altered but its boundaries had shifted. Education for girls demanded female teachers 

and a women’s branch ‘of the education department developed as a subsidiary to the men’s’.40  
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Image reproduced with permission from E. O’Kelly, Eleven Exciting Years (Cambridge University 

Library: Royal Commonwealth Society Library, RCMS 141). 

 

O'Kelly's Adult Literacy Classes  

In the broader field of education women were seen as acceptable recruits for posts concerned with 

adult literacy. Upon her arrival, O’Kelly was responsible for ‘starting literacy classes for the 

Corporation’s 20,000 employees and…running…new schools’.41 The nature of the work meant that a 

woman ‘had to be single, and their work often set out the horizons of their world’.42 This 

necessitated a degree of independence largely unavailable at home. At times O’Kelly appears to 

transgress the boundaries of femininity through her use of different modes of transport. Whilst 

waiting for a car she ‘had only a motor-cycle…it was a large 500c.c job I found it heavy to kick 

start…but otherwise rather enjoyed it but, despite my protests, it was considered too dangerous 

and…taken away’.43 The motorbike is a transgression and the colonial authority steps in to reassert 

the discursive limits of femininity. Rather than retreat in the face of reasserted patriarchal 

boundaries, there is another, more dramatic transgression in a later entry. 

 

I was bidden up to the Schloss for…dinner and decided to drive 

myself…I found the thing is fitted with one of those new fangled 
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steering wheel gear changes…I…backed myself…into the middle of 

one of the prize rose beds, I had…to persuade another guest (me in 

long evening dress, he in dinner jacket) to help me push it out…As it 

was pouring with rain I was hardly looking my best when 

presented.44 

 

To me, this is an important transgression. O’Kelly not only decides to drive alone, but she 

also does so at night and to an official function. Upon her arrival, she drives into the roses, gardening 

being an acceptable feminine pursuit. The discursive boundaries asserted upon her arrival have been 

decisively undermined. Nor does her male colleague fit neatly into the acceptable role of rescuer. 

Rather than arriving to rescue her it is O’Kelly herself who must convince him to help her. In a final 

act of discursive sabotage, her appearance, drenched as she is with water, no longer fits into the 

feminine ideal. 

To read O’Kelly’s work as a straight refutation of gender or, indeed, imperialist discourses is 

to ignore its complexity. These discourses contradict as well as enforce each other. She remarks that 

one thing ‘I like best about Africans you can, and often must bully them into doing anything at all but 

they never cherish any ill feelings afterwards’.45 Her stance here replicates the benevolent 

paternalism of imperialism. At the same time, these Africans are all male, taken as guides and 

protectors to allow her and another woman to climb the Small Cameroon. The fascination lies for me 

in the complexity and tension inherent in the narrative voice. 

 

Mary Kingsley, Elizabeth O’Kelly and the Trek up the Mountain 

 

Now it is none of my business to go up mountains…Nevertheless I 

feel quite sure that no white man has ever looked on the great Peak 

of Cameroon without a desire arising in his mind to ascend it.46 

 

Mary Kingsley, an explorer and ethnographer of West African culture in the late eighteenth 

century, was one of the first women to travel so extensively or to keep detailed accounts that helped 

to shape contemporary European and specifically British conceptions of Africans during the early 

years of imperial expansion. Written over half a century earlier, Mary Kingsley’s ascent of the Big 

Cameroon nevertheless looms large in O’Kelly’s account of her own trek up the Small Cameroon. 

Blunt has noted that in her account, Kingsley’s ‘gendered subjectivity and her position in the context 

of imperial power…seem particularly ambiguous’.47 O’Kelly, who describes herself and Vera as 

fervent ‘admirers of Mary Kingsley’48 mirrors this ambiguity in the account of her own ascent. The 

two accounts are a microcosm of the complex navigation, both figurative and literal, of the 

discourses of gender and imperialism. The continuity of the female experience, despite the different 

social and historical contexts, is evident throughout. 
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O’Kelly’s plan to climb the Small Cameroon is informed by Kingsley who ‘so heroically 

climbed’49 the Big Cameroon. When she learns that it is now ‘tackled by parties every week-end…so 

all the thrill is gone’50 she and Vera decide to climb the Small Cameroon. O’Kelly foregrounds the 

heroism of the journey, using language that is usually associated with the male travel narrative. And 

yet Richard Burton who fulfils this role with seeming ease is dismissed as an ‘insufferable 

personality. He spoils what was a…fine achievement by decrying everybody who had been anywhere 

before him’.51 

However, the foregrounding of a strong, female voice is problematised from the outset. If 

Kingsley has ‘no business’ on a mountain then O’Kelly must keep ‘quiet about this or we shall 

undoubtedly be stopped’.52 She credits this to the mountain’s reputation but given that a group of 

priests had been up already it seems likely that gender is playing a role. Kingsley refers to the desire 

of the ‘white man’ to climb the mountain in a way that claims the discourse of imperialism to 

legitimise her travels. O’Kelly, in a similar feint, attempts to undercut the discursive boundaries of 

gender by appealing to imperialist representations of infantile Africans. She takes particular note of 

her guide Gabriel who is originally in charge. This was a ‘mistake, leadership went to his head and he 

did nothing but upset the others from the moment we started’.53 Like a child, his gun is taken away 

because he was ‘waving it about in the most reckless manner’.54 This paternalism is problematic; 

both she and Kingsley are using these men as guides and at the outset that ‘we felt that we ran into 

trouble and others ‘’ganged up’’ on us he…would support us’.55 The paternal imperialist and the 

vulnerable woman are presented in the same description in a way that undermines both. 

Kingsley’s authority breaks down and during the ascent her ‘relations with her party are by 

now a source of strain rather than amusement’56 and several members of her party desert. She does 

eventually reach the top but, owing to the mist, she is ‘denied a view…the expedition *is+…hard work 

rather than a source of pleasure in itself’.57 O’Kelly finds it ‘very heavy going…I was beginning to 

painfully realise, I was not yet fully acclimatised to either the heat or the height’.58 The implication 

being that O’Kelly has overstretched herself. 

O’Kelly does make it to the top. At dawn her party are greeted with ‘a splendid view of 

Mount Cameroon’s numerous peaks’59 and travel back down ‘bruised and battered but 

triumphant!’.60 However, they are met at the bottom by their male colleague, Pat, who was ‘already 

in the process of organising rescue parties’.61 Once again the imperial narrative of conquering the 

landscape is problematised by gender. O’Kelly and Kingsley’s trek up the mountain mirrors the 
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‘masculine tradition of goal-orientated travel accounts rather than more feminine odysseys’.62 The 

ambiguity reflects their ‘tenuous position as a woman traveling in the context of masculine, imperial 

discourses’.63 

 

The Trouble with Endings 

 

These forms of writing…must always remain in conflict with the 

writing of history, which does indeed come to conclusion…but which 

actually moves forward through the implicit understanding…that the 

story is not finished.64 

 

The first section of O’Kelly’s account of her travels in Cameroon ends with her final entry in 

Buea. We must confront, again, the ways in which memory and narrative simultaneously re-enforce 

and problematise the construction of history in the archive. The conclusion is open ended. O’Kelly is 

‘hoping to go…to Bamenda…need I say that I am delighted at the prospect?’.65 If the archive ‘gives 

rise to particular practices of reading’66 we must acknowledge the extent to which our narratives are 

a construction, ghosts conjured in the dust. Neither O’Kelly’s book nor her history end at the 

extract’s close. By the same token, this archive is by no means an exhaustive analysis. I have 

attempted, instead, to demonstrate that this manuscript is the source of rich analysis pertaining to 

the complex and often contradictory role of women in the Colonial Service; this archive note is only 

the tentative first step. 
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