
IPS PRESIDENTIAL SPEECH:  SATURDAY, 5 DECEMBER 2020 

 

Good afternoon everyone. 

 

I am very pleased and greatly honoured to have been elected President of the 

Incorporated Phonographic Society.   

 

 

(close-up of the President’s Medallion) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

That’s something that I never imagined when I first started to learn shorthand as a 14-

year-old schoolboy at Stevenston High School, Ayrshire.  I can recall playing, as a 

young boy, near Africa House.  That was the headquarters of Nobel’s Explosives 

Company Limited which was part of ICI and most people in the town of Stevenston 

worked at ICI.  Anyway, in the fields near Africa House we used to play as children 

and I would look in through the window to see a beautiful big office and I said, I really 

wanted an office job.  An office fascinated me and that is why I started to learn Pitman’s 

shorthand and it was Pitman’s New Era shorthand, typing and book-keeping and I did 

that shortly after my 14th birthday. 

I can recall on my 14th birthday I went with two aunts of mine, my Aunt Nan and my 

Aunt Lizzie, to the Barrfields Pavilion in Largs to see Johnny Beattie.  He was a great 



entertainer in Scotland although now passed away.  One of the songs that night was 

sung that night was “Do What You Do, Do Well” and – (John sings this refrain:   

♪ Do What You Do, Do Well, Boy, Do, What You Do, Do Well.  Do What You Do, Do 

What Do, Do What You Do, Do, Well! ♪) - 

and this has stuck in my mind and it was a message to me to do well in shorthand and 

other commercial subjects and this I did to.  In 1969 I was awarded the Dux Prize in 

Commercial Subjects at Stevenston High and the following year I went to Ardrossan 

Academy where I was awarded the Mr Dawes’ Prize in Commerce.   

    

It says there “Dux Prize” and it’s signed by the Headmaster. 

This meant that I had beaten all the other boys and girls in Shorthand, Economics and 

Accounting. 

I just want to show you these prizes because I have kept these books.   

 

3 Great Escape Stories.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

That’s what I got for the Dux prize in commercial subjects all those years ago.   



Then, the following year I went to Ardrossan Academy and the prize I got there was 

Charles Dickens.   

 

   

 

All about the life and times of Charles Dickens:  

 

 

 

 

 

Again, this was a big thing to get these Dux prizes at two schools, one year after the 

other.   

I got that in 1970.  The one at Stevenston High in 1969.   
 
I have kept these books ever since because they are so important to me.  They have 
enormous sentimental value.   
 
Anyway, all that happened after.  I can remember going to the headmaster at 

Stevenston High, Robert Stratton, and ask him if I could take shorthand lessons and 

he agreed to this.  He said to me: “It’s your life”, and I have had a most wonderful and 

fascinating life since then.   

I can recall also when I was at Stevenston High there was a weekly magazine called 

Memo and some of you might remember this.  It was sold to pupils who wanted to buy 

it so that they could read shorthand.  I was regularly stopped in the playground by 

other pupils who wanted me to read their horoscope because their horoscope 

appeared every week this Memo.  This was a big boost to me as well because could 

read shorthand very efficiently and quickly while some of the other shorthand pupils 

were very slow and a lot of people dropped out.  I remember my shorthand teacher at 

Stevenston High, Mrs MacDonald, saying to me that I was a shorthand genius. 

Anyway, this year’s been a very good year for me.  Soon after becoming President of 

the IPS in August I am delighted to say that I was interviewed by a journalist, Ryan 

Thom, and he worked for the Ardrossan and Saltcoats Herald.  There was an article 

put in the Ardrossan and Saltcoats Herald about me becoming President of the IPS.   

 



  

 

Also, on 4 November, as part of UK Parliament  

week, another article appeared in the  

Ardrossan and Saltcoats Herald together with a  

photograph of me with Prime Minister Boris  

Johnson and Bob Blackman MP.   

 

 

There have also been other articles, for example, in my local church St Columba’s 

Church of Scotland in Pont Street.  In their October/November edition there was an 

article written about me becoming President of the IPS.   

There was an article put in the British Gas Retired Employees Association magazine 

about me and the IPS because many years ago I worked in Strasbourg, but after I 

came back from Strasbourg I worked for British Gas for eight years.  It means that 

when I became 60 I joined the British Gas Retired Employees Association and they 

wrote an article about me as well.  It was in the publication called Old Flames. This 

was a two-page article.  At the bottom, in that shorthand, I have written:   

“I send my very best wishes to all the readers of this article and to the Gas 

Retired Employees Association as a whole.”   

I am getting the IPS a lot of good publicity, but at no cost, so that’s very good.   

Also this week there has been a large feature of me and about becoming the IPS 

President in the Life and Work magazine.  The Life and Work magazine is the 

magazine of the whole of the Church of Scotland and that goes worldwide because 

the Church of Scotland has churches in Bermuda, France, Switzerland, you know, in 

Geneva, Holland and it goes all over the world.  I have sent some of you copies of that 

article and I am just going to show you again.   

 

This is the Life and Work magazine.   

 

It’s a monthly publication.  I was delighted that four pages of this 

magazine were dedicated to me and with quite big pictures.   

 

 

 



Here’s a picture of me with my shorthand bible in church.   

 

We’ve got a lot of publicity.  A lot of people who never knew the IPS existed now know 

and several people have got in touch with me since then and they’ve told me that years 

ago they wrote shorthand and they were very pleased to read my story.  So, it’s been 

a fascinating year for me and I’ve been getting a lot of good publicity for the IPS and 

it’s great to be talking to you hear today.  Unfortunately, we’re not meeting at the Civil 

Service Club so I’m not able to give you Christmas cards, but hopefully next year that 

will be different.   

I just wanted to add, I first got involved with the IPS soon after I came to London 

because I joined HM Treasury in 1985 and every Monday night at St Columba’s 

Church of Scotland in Pont Street I used to go to the Scottish country dancing there.  

About 180 people would attend and there was another dancer, a man who was a 

Librarian at the Ministry of Defence, and he told me about the IPS and I phoned up 

the IPS. I believe it might have been Mary that I spoke to.  I went along a few times 

and I thought I would apply as a Fellow, but because of my inability in shorthand I’m 

delighted to say I was accepted as a Fellow.  I thought I might become an ordinary 

member.  

Anyway, when I first started to learn shorthand I never imagined that I would ever meet 

a member of the Pitman family, or become President of the Incorporated 

Phonographic Society, as I said, but I have now met several members of the Pitman 

family including Damian and Margaret Pitman-Miller and that’s really good for me as 

well.   

Right now, if you don’t already know, I’ll just say this, for more than 10 years I have 

worked for Conservative MPs including Bob Blackman, MP for Harrow East and Sir 

Oliver Letwin who was MP for West Dorset for 23 years but he voted against the 

government in September last year and together with about another 20 MPs he had 

the whip taken from him and was effectively kicked out of the Tory party so he stood 

down, as a Conservative MP, at the last General Election and I was made redundant.  

Thank God, I got another job with a new Conservative MP, Nickie Aiken, the MP for 

the Cities of London and Westminster and I’m her Senior Case Worker.  In that job I 

deal with constituents’ problems with housing, immigration, complaints about the NHS, 

or Benefits and it’s really fascinating because people come to us as a last resort and 



it’s great how – we don’t get 100% all the answers that they want, but mostly find we 

get good results for people who are over the moon and I’ve got a big folder at home 

here full of emails and thank-you cards that I have received from very grateful 

constituents.   

I also want to say that many people think that shorthand is dead, but it’s still very much 

alive and kicking.  I just want to say this.  The demand for an excellent Pitman 

shorthand writer in Parliament today is as great as it was during the 1940s and 50s.   

For example, Patrick Kinna was Winston Churchill’s secretary during the war and he 

accompanied Churchill to important meetings with Franklin D Roosevelt and Joseph 

Stalin.  He went to Russia and he went to America.  Patrick Kinna had a very high 

Pitman shorthand speed and he was a very high-speed typist as well.   After the war 

he stood down as Churchill’s secretary and after that Jane Portal, who is Justin 

Welby’s mother – and I’ve met her several times – she became Churchill’s secretary 

and she was Churchill’s secretary from December 1949 until April 1955.  I can 

remember, when I lived in Paris, I went to the same church as Justin Welby, St 

Michael’s in the Rue de’Aguesseau.  That was the church connected to the Embassy.  

I became very, very good friends with Justin.  So much so that I was invited to his 

wedding at the Holy Trinity Brompton in 1979.  Of course, I met his mother – she 

invited me to the wedding – and her knowledge of shorthand and her love of shorthand 

warmed me to her and the rest of the Welby family and I’m still in touch with Justin 

and Caroline.  Of course, he’s now the Archbishop of Canterbury.   

I wanted to say also that I have used shorthand whilst working with many organisations 

including the OECD – that’s the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development - and UNESCO in Paris.  Also the World Intellectual Property 

Organisation - that’s the world patent office - and the World Health Organisation in 

Geneva.  Also when I worked at the Council of Europe in Strasbourg and with British 

Gas in the UK.  In all these different organisations there still is a demand for shorthand, 

so when you hear folk saying it’s a thing of the past, it certainly is not.  Even journalists 

now, many of them who use Teeline, but some still use Pitman’s and to a much less 

extent Gregg.   

As you know, I was unanimously elected by the Council of the IPS as President of the 

society.  I also want to say this, that during the many years, well over 20 years, that I 

have been a member of the IPS, I have made many friends throughout the world.  For 

example, in New Zealand, in Wales and other parts of the world, but Robert Hinds is 

a member who lives in Cardiff and he and his partner have invited to their home and I 

have spent weekends there.  He is a very good Pitman’s shorthand writer, but he’s 

taught Pitman’s, Gregg and Teeline shorthand and he used to work for Cardiff Council 

in the Social Work Department.  There were about eight shorthand writers and about 

six of them were under him.  So, the demand for shorthand in Cardiff City Council, in 

the Social Work Department, has been very big as well until recently. 

I’m very pleased to say that I possess several copies of the bible written in Pitman’s 

shorthand that I use in church and I take with me generally on holiday as well.  I have 

also received birthday presents of books written in Pitman’s shorthand, for example, 



A Christmas Carol and Three Men in a Boat.  Those two books I got from Robert Hinds 

who I mentioned a few minutes ago and they’re in my bookcase right now.   

I am also particularly thrilled when several of my Pitman shorthand writing friends send 

me Christmas cards and they write personal greetings to me in shorthand and this 

happens every year and I am just going to show you an example of something that I 

got from Robert Hinds.  This was a Christmas card that I got from Robert Hinds and 

his partner last year and I’m going to open it up and I don’t know if you can read that, 

but that was a Christmas greeting I got from Robert and his partner.  

 

 

It says: 
 
John 
Wishing you a very merry Christmas and Happy New  
Year!  I can’t believe another Year has gone by! 
 
Merry Christmas 
 
Really hope all is well with you.  
Rob and Matthew. 

 

 

 

 

I’ve got several cards like this and it’s great when I get new cards from people written 

in Pitman’s shorthand.  It gives me a really warm feeling.   

Also, I like going along to the Civil Service Club at Christmas time and I am pleased 

to say that I was the first person to organise these lunches and I hope that many more 

people will come to the lunches and AGM in the years that lie ahead. 

It is indeed unfortunate that the UK and other countries throughout the world have 

been struck by Covid-19 and this has resulted in me working from home and remaining 

mostly in Richmond.  However, I have adapted very well to home working and I do not 

miss the daily train journeys to Waterloo station in trains because nearly every day I 

would packed like sardines and very often the trains would be delayed or even 

cancelled, so I don’t miss that aspect of travelling up to London at all.   

I enjoy my work helping others with their problems, as I said, dealing with housing and 

immigration and it’s very rewarding, very satisfying when I get good results and people 

send in thank-you cards.  I keep in touch with colleagues and constituents mainly via 

email, telephone, text or Zoom.  Every day, Monday to Thursday, we always have a 

meeting, on a Monday maybe at 2:30 in the afternoon and 9:30, Tuesday, Wednesday 

and Thursday and then I speak to Nicki and my colleagues that way.  I haven’t actually 

been up in Parliament since March and I’ve only been to the constituency office once 



this year and that was when I went for the summer party, you know, in Ebury Street, 

and Nicki made a speech and she was so pleased with the work several of her staff 

had done and she presented me with a bottle of Prosecco wine, so it was really good.   

Nevertheless, this  year I’ve had an excellent holiday in Cornwall in September and 

that was based in St Ives and the weather was very, very good too.  It was like the 

month of July.  I said to a friend, it could have been the Glasgow Fair.  The Glasgow 

Fair is the second fortnight in July and we always get very good weather then.  So, in 

September in St Ives people were lying sunbathing or going into the water.  I stayed 

at The Treloyhan Manor Hotel.  That is a Christian Guild hotel and it was very well run. 

I visited many places including Lands End.  That was in an open-topped bus and it 

took well over an hour for the journey from St Ives to Lands End, but we saw some of 

the most beautiful scenery in England there.  It was fantastic going there.    

It is unfortunate that I have not been able to meet you all at the IPS Christmas lunch 

today, as I said earlier, and it’s unfortunate the AGM is happening over the Zoom 

method, but at least thank God for technology and we’ve got this Zoom, but I must say 

that I send my warmest wishes to all of you and I wish you all a Very Merry Christmas 

and a Happy, Healthy and Prosperous New Year and I hope it won’t be too long ‘til we 

meet again and I’ll conclude now because I’ve spoken for quite a few minutes and I 

would welcome questions from any of you, so feel free to ask me anything at all, in 

relation to what I’ve said, or anything and I’ll do my best to answer.   

Damian:  I have a question.  Firstly, many, many congratulations.  I enjoyed your article 

that you sent.  I have one very minor question --- 

John:  Is that the one I sent you yesterday?  

Damian:  Yes.  

John:  I thought you’d like that because you were a student in Edinburgh and guessed 

that you would have Scottish friends or some links there.  You must have links with 

Scotland that you’ll never forget all your life because you went to Edinburgh University.  

I thought that would be good to see the Life and Work Magazine which is a Magazine 

of the whole of the Church of Scotland.   

Damian:  Yes.  Actually, I was interested that you were given a bottle of Champagne 

signed by Theresa May.  My question is:  If it’s signed, does that make it too good to 

drink, or did you drink it and keep the bottle?  

John:  I haven’t drunk it.  In fact, it’s in my display cabinet and I’ve asked experts and 

they say it could last for 20 years because people have said to me, if I don’t drink it, it 

will go up in value, but if I drink it, it will lose value, but maybe I’ll see Theresa May 

sometime and ask to sign another bottle, but it’s very good of Oliver.  He gave me 

several presents when I left him because he went on holiday and went on visits to 

China, for example, and he’s a strong relationship with the Chinese Government, so 

he got a lot of gifts from the Chinese Government and he have me two or three or 

these things as well.  I had a really good relationship with Oliver and he was an old 

Etonian with you, but he’s now writing his memoirs.  I think he would have liked to 

have stayed on in Parliament, but as I said earlier, he voted against the government, 



he had the whip removed from him, and he got his knighthood largely for his 

contribution to the government and to the Conservative Party, a party he loved and 

he’d served for decades and then, in the end, he was no longer a Tory MP.  He sat as 

an independent and that’s how he ended his political career.   

No, I’ll keep that bottle of Champagne.  It’s in the display cabinet.   

Damian:  I have a second question which was about your bible written in shorthand.  

It sounded fascinating.  Firstly, I very amused by the suspicion that it was written in 

Arabic which is a very good anecdote, but I’m going to have a look and see if my family 

has a Pitman bible. I think it rings a bell, but I was interested that you said they are so 

rare.  I wondered if anyone else on this call has one.   

John:  I can remember about 15 or 16 years ago Bonham’s had an auction down in 

Bath and it was members of the Pitman family.  They had a bit stately home type place 

just outside Bath.  They must have been cousins of yours.  Anyway, members of the 

Pitman family, they had a big house on the outskirts of Bath and they were selling by 

auction contents of this big house and one of the items for sale that day was a bible, 

but it was a member of the Pitman family who bought it.  I wondered why he had to 

buy it, seeing all the Pitmans were the one family, they’d maybe just get it, but anyway, 

that was about 15 or 16 years ago and it was at Bonham’s in Bath.  I’ve actually got 

two or three copies of the bible here.  I’ve got two or three copies of the Old Testament 

and then I’ve got three copies of the Old and New Testament. 

Damian:  I think, actually, I have seen a copy, come to think of it.  I’ve seen that Mary 

has got one, but I think the explanation for that member of the Pitman family buying 

that bible is that we’re a very ungodly bunch, so we need all the bibles we can get to 

guarantee our safe passage!  {Laughter} 

June:  Actually, I’ve got one.   

Damian:  Oh, have you?  

Mary:   

June, 

would you 

just like to 

stand up a 

minute 

while I get 

another 

photo of 

everybody?  

Just 

capture the 

screen.   

 

 



Mary:  Does anybody else have any more questions for John?   

Stephen:  John, can I ask you a question?   

John:  Yes.  

Stephen:  You mentioned in your article you got to the marvellous speed of 220 wpm, 

but can you tell me how old you were, approximately when that was?  

John:  I was a teenager then because I sat my ‘O’ Levels at Stevenston High when I 

was 15 and then we needed to get a minimum of three ‘O’ Levels and then you could 

go to Ardrossan Academy to sit my Highers.  The teachers thought, you know, maybe 

I wasn’t capable enough to go to Ardrossan Academy to get any Highers, but actually 

all the ‘O’ Levels I got at Stevenston High in 1969 I converted into Highers the following 

year.  I sat five exams that year and I passed all five.   

I’d been up in Aberdeen, the Boys Brigade Camp, during the Glasgow Fair – 

remember, that’s the second fortnight in July – and I told my parents:  Don’t open that 

envelope and when I came home I went into my bedroom, opened the envelope, and 

I was amazed, I passed all five exams and I never thought I’d be going to college that 

year, but there was an advertisement in the Observer for people to go to the college I 

went to and I applied for Aberdeen, Dundee Edinburgh and Glasgow and I was 

speaking to a student in Dundee, then I ended up Glasgow, so I graduated in 1974, 

but it was when I was a teenage at school that speed, but it was only for about two 

minutes and it was an Annual General Meeting, it was full of phrases, so it was quite 

easy.   

I learned shorthand when I did my degree course, but again they started right at the 

beginning because some of the people on the course had never learned shorthand 

before, but I had already done shorthand for a couple of years, so it was quite easy 

for me.  So, I sat ‘O’ Levels at 15, my Highers at 16 and I was an undergraduate at 17, 

18 and 19.  So, it was quite rare.  So, it was as a teenager that I did that and it was in 

a class examination.  

Stephen:  Thanks very much.  That’s interesting.   

John:  It was an Annual General meeting so it was very easy.  It was full of phrases.  

Stephen:  Congratulations, again, on being elected President.  It’s very good.  

John:  It’s a big honour for me.  I’ve appeared in the Life and Works, the local paper, 

the Ardrossan and Saltcoats Herald, the Stevenston and Saltcoats and Ardrossan, 

they run into each other.  That’s in Ayrshire, it’s the local paper.  They put two articles 

of me, one in August and one in November.  That’s good and the British Gas Retired 

Employees Association did an article and then my local church had an article, so that’s 

all getting good publicity for the IPS.  We’re not a wealthy organisation, so we’re getting 

this publicity for free and that Life & Work one, it goes all over the world because 

there’s further C of S churches in Africa, America, Gibraltar and Malta.  So this 

magazine goes all over the world.  It’ll be read by people not only in Scotland or here 

in England, but in the Channel Islands, in Guernsey and Jersey for Church of Scotland 

churches and people will read that and the IPS website is in that article so it’s surely 



good publicity.  That’s what I’m trying to do.  Get good publicity for the IPS, an 

organisation that many people probably never even knew existed because I didn’t 

know the IPS existed until after I came down to London away back in 1985.  It was in 

1986 when I went.   

Mary:  Thanks very much, John.  A very interesting talk and we all congratulate you 

on becoming our President and giving your first President’s Talk.  I’m putting my 

reaction on, of a thumbs up!  

(The President’s talk was followed by the AGM, for which see separate transcript.) 

 

 

 


