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BRECKLAND COUNCIL 
 

At a Meeting of the 
 

BRECKLAND AREA MUSEUMS COMMITTEE 
 

Held on Friday, 22 February 2008 at 10.30 am in 
Norfolk Rural Life Museum, Gressenhall 

 
PRESENT  
Mr P.J. Duigan (Chairman) 
Mrs S.R. Howard-Alpe 
Mr R.G. Kybird 
Mrs P.A. Spencer 
Mr J. Gretton 

Mr C.W. Armes 
Mr C.B.A. Lloyd Owen 
Mrs S.M. Matthews 
Mr J.D. Rogers 
 

 
Also Present  
Miss R. Prior 
Mr R. Key 

 

 
In Attendance  
Mr Stuart Gillis - Area Museums Officer, Breckland 
Mr Oliver Bone - Curator of The Museum of Ancient Life 
Jamie Everitt - Norfolk Museums Development Officer 
Annalisa Graziano - Committee Officer 
David Blackburn - Trustee Charles Burrell Museum 
Ellie Hill - Outreach and Audience Development 

Officer 
Rosalind Leake - Exhibition Officer - The Museum of Ancient 

Life 
 
 
 Action By 

 
 

1/08 MINUTES   

  

 The Minutes of the meeting held on a 12 October 2007 were agreed 
as a correct record.   
  

 

2/08 APOLOGIES   

  

 Apologies for absence were received from Mr J Joyce and Miss Claire 
Salley.   
  

 

3/08 CHAIRMAN'S ANNOUNCEMENTS   

  

 The Chairman announced that it was Rose Prior’s last meeting and 
thanked her for all her support for the Committee over the past 4 to 5 
years.   
 
Following this, it was suggested that Mr David Blackburn, a Trustee 
for the Charles Burrell Museum, be nominated to become a co-opted 
Member of the Area Museums Committee.   
 
It was agreed that the Committee Officer would confirm whether this 
could be done under the Constitution.   
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4/08 URGENT BUSINESS   

  

 The Chairman welcomed the Norfolk Museums Development Officer, 
Mr Jamie Everitt, to discuss the accreditation received by three 
museums in the Breckland area.  The Museums to receive 
accreditation were Bishops Bonners Cottage in Dereham, Swaffham 
Museum and the Charles Burrell Museum.  Mr Everitt expressed his 
congratulations for all the hard work of everyone involved especially 
regarding Bishops Bonners Cottage.   
 
The Chairman expressed his delight regarding the accreditations and 
hoped that this would help to give the museums a great boost for the 
future.   
  

 

5/08 ANCIENT HOUSE, MUSEUM OF THETFORD LIFE   

  

 The Outreach and Audience Development Officer, Mrs Ellie Hill, 
presented a report which informed the Committee on the Outreach 
Project June 2005 – January 2008 of the Ancient House Museum of 
Thetford Life.   
 
The Outreach Project deals with 2000 contacts per year involving 
groups of Families, Schools, Older People and Skills for life groups.  
In addition, it has involved new groups including; Teenagers, 
Secondary Schools, Thetford Access Group, People in Rural Areas, 
Portuguese Community and USAF Families.   
 
Three Outreach display cases had been created that were all 
displayed in County Council owned buildings to display museum 
collections and linked to temporary exhibitions.  The Archae-bin was 
one of the display cases which was a plastic bin encasing a plaster 
mould holding items to depict Thetford through time and was a 
resource the Outreach project had used as a resource in schools.   
 
An Evacuation Evacuee Project was run in at least ten schools from 
September to December 2005 in Partnership with the Keystone 
Development Trust.  Work for this project involved gathering 
information from interviews with local people who were evacuees 
during the 1930’s, followed by running sessions in schools, to share 
the local history giving pupils a real oral history of the life of an 
evacuee during this era.  The Project was a great success which 
thoroughly engaged all the schools involved.  This project was helped 
to run by funding from the Heritage Lottery Fund.   
 
Seeking the Maharajah was a pilot project run during the museum 
closure involving 120 pupils in two schools.  The project ran a 
carousel of four activities – turban tying, bhangra dancing, chapatti 
making and the story of the Maharajah.  An Indian lady supported the 
project by attending the schools and teaching bhangra dancing to the 
pupils.  Mrs Hill confirmed, this project had been a great success and 
that all sessions for this project were already fully booked.   
 
During July 2005 a photography project involving Thetford pupils 
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called ‘My Thetford’ had been run.  Local teenagers used museum 
archive photos as an inspiration, and then took their own modern 
views of the town.  Many of the pupils involved in this project used 
their work for their GCSE art coursework.   
 
Community Archaeology Week took place during August 2005 using 
funding from the Redcastle Furze School and the Local Heritage 
Initiative. The excavation involved 160 local people and was carried 
out in partnership with the Thetford Society.  The items found by the 
excavation produced a small touring exhibition which was enjoyed by 
many local people.   
 
Reminiscence Work had been carried out at Burnham Grove in 
partnership with the Library Service where items from the 1940’s and 
1950’s were taken as an exhibition for people to examine and this 
work is still ongoing.  In addition, during May 2005 VE Day in Thetford 
took place where 150 older people took part and volunteered to give 
their memories, this was such a success it was repeated in Diss.  
Funding for this project was received from the BBC People’s War 
Project.   
 
Mrs Hill advised that a number of talks to new groups had taken place 
including:  
 

• Rethink – Mental Health Group  

• Thetford Group for the Visually Impaired  

• Probus 

• Age Well Forum  

• Rotary Club  

• Thetford Garden and Allotment Society 

• Portuguese pupils  

• Thetford Arthritis Group  

• Thetford Ladies Church Group  

• Thetford Include Group  

• British Legion  
 

It was noted that it had been very difficult to engage with the 
Portuguese teenagers however, support had been received from a 
Portuguese Link Teacher regarding a ‘Moving Here Project’ which 
took place with Portuguese pupils at Charles Burrell High School.  
The project involved pupils making their own animation film.  The 
project was run to engage a difficult to reach but growing group to 
make the community aware of their local heritage and to make them 
feel part of the community.  The project used external funding from 
the Calouste Guilbenkian Foundation who gave nearly £3,500 
supporting it.  The project received a great response from the 
Portuguese community involving many parents and pupils attending 
the school to see the animation.  In addition, following the success of 
the project £1,000 had been donated by the school to run an after 
school history club.   
 
Work had also been carried out with Connexions involving children 
who were not attending school or working, by engaging them in an art 
project which involved handling ancient Egyptian objects.  This project 
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was thoroughly enjoyed by everyone involved.   
 
The Museum held regular ‘House Alive’ events which helped to 
increase the number of visitors.  These involved the volunteers 
dressing up in costume of the chosen era of the day to include Tudor, 
World War 2 and Victorian days.  These days were thoroughly 
enjoyed by the Museums’ visitors.  It was noted that the next ‘House 
Alive’ would be taking place shortly starting with the Tudors.  The 
Museum currently has 12 volunteers assisting with these days which, 
Mrs Hill reported, were invaluable to sustain.  Mrs Hill advised that a 
training programme was created for all the volunteers which involved: 
 

• Introduction to the museum and collections 

• Working with objects – handling and conservation 

• Schools and education programme  

• Working in Costume  

• Creating a character 

• Health and Safety 

• Costume Making   
 
Congratulations were expressed to the staff of the Museum for all 
their hard work.  A Member asked whether the work of the volunteers 
could be taken to a school in Attleborough.  In response, Mrs Hill 
advised that the volunteers worked by request and if the school simply 
contacted the Museum they would arrange something.   
 
Finally, the Chairman expressed his thanks and was very impressed 
and encouraged by all the work of the Museum.   
  

6/08 ANCIENT HOUSE, MUSEUM OF THETFORD LIFE   

  

 The Curator of Ancient House, the Museum of Ancient Life, Oliver 
Bone, presented the report which outlined the work of the Museum 
from October 2007 – Jan 2008.   
 
Media Coverage  
The Museum appeared on the Bygones TV programme just before 
Christmas in a feature about Thetford Pulpware.  Other press 
coverage has included coverage of the Chaucer event at the 
museum, ‘Thetford Treasure returns to Thetford’, and pieces in the 
Thetford Community Newsletter and About Thetford.  The Museum 
would be receiving a loan from the British Museum of Roman pieces 
including gold jewellery and silver spoons found in Thetford which 
would be exhibited during May 2008.   
 
Conservation 
A successful training session was held at the Ancient House with the 
conservation department focussing on cleaning objects on open 
display and parts of the historic structure of the Ancient House.  Andor 
Vince from the NMAS (Norfolk Museums & Archaeology Service) 
conservation department demonstrated the use of brushes and 
Museum Vac cleaner.  Following the day the Museum have produce a 
site-specific cleaning manual.   
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Exhibitions – ‘Collectamania’ 
The Museum’s collector’s exhibition opened on the 20th October.  It 
will run until late April 2008.  The project has generated interest in the 
subject of collecting and involved local people in the work of the 
museum.  Two of the collectors have generously offered their services 
as volunteers to assist with events.  One of the exhibits includes toys 
from Thetford of a lorry and a tortoise, the tortoise being made of a 
Pulpware helmet.  The exhibitions have created a lot of interest.   
 
Thetford Treasure  
As part of the Museums preparation for the Roman ‘Thetford 
Treasure’ coming to Thetford in May, Mr Bone and his Team visited 
the British Museum and spent time with education staff, curatorial staff 
and Kusuma Barnett, volunteer coordinator in charge of their handling 
stations.  The visit included history coordinator teachers from Thetford 
schools.   
 
Mr Bone advised that the Museum were working on case layouts, 
picture research, writing text panels and labels and designing 
interactives.  The exhibition would open to the public on 12 May and 
stay until 13 December. 
 
Finds from other Norfolk sites; Kilverstone, Brampton, Thetford and 
Hockwold would also be included in the exhibition.   
 
Staffing 
Rosalind Leake was to stay on at the Ancient House until the end of 
May to complete the work on the ‘Thetford Treasure’ exhibition and 
other curatorial tasks.  In April the Team would be joined by Laura 
Matthews who will be working with the Curator on the New 
Communities project. 
 
Thetford Growth Point and New Communities Project 
The Ancient House was to lead a project in 2008-9 to look at the role 
of museums and heritage in the new growth points and growth areas 
in the east of England.  With funding from Renaissance in the 
Regions, they would be aiming to work with other museums in the 
region and to put together case studies of work in the area.  They 
were looking to provide a conference later in 2008, a publication and 
an exhibition, building on the work of the ‘Our Town project in Great 
Yarmouth’.  The Curator attended a conference in January in Thetford 
about the planned Green Infrastructure for Thetford.  
 
An initiative would be taking place; ‘Living Places Project’ with the aim 
of making communities richer in character and giving them a feeling of 
where they belong.  It was believed through people visiting the 
museum and looking at their heritage helped to bring people together 
by helping to develop identity and sense of place, assisting with 
community cohesion in turn making people happier and healthier in 
the community they live in.   
 
A Member raised concern regarding the growth of Thetford in relation 
to the land being subject to a comprehensive archaeological search 
prior to development.  In response, it was stressed that all land was 
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subject to archaeological searches prior to any development.   
 
Thomas Paine Celebration  
A Thomas Paine celebration weekend would be taking place during 
June 2009.  A programme of events was being produced by Mr 
Weeks, the retired Headmaster of Thetford Grammar School.  Mr 
Bone advised that it had been estimated that they required £100,000 
to fund the event however; the plans could be scaled down if required.  
The event had received funding of £15,000 from Thetford Town 
Council.  In addition, a bid for funding had been submitted by the 
Museum to the Heritage Lottery Fund and they would hopefully hear 
within three months whether they had been successful.   
 
It was suggested that in addition to the celebration in Thetford, that 
perhaps the event could exhibited at Gressenhall together with a 
Darwin exhibition.  The suggested was noted.   
 
Shortlisted 
The Ancient House project was shortlisted for the RICS award for best 
building conservation project in the UK in October. 
 
The Chairman thanked Mr Bone for his presentation.   
  

7/08 DEVELOPMENTS AT GRESSENHALL FARM AND WORKHOUSE: 
THE MUSEUM OF NORFOLK LIFE  

 

  

 The Area Museums Officer for Breckland, Mr Stuart Gillis, presented 
the report which informed the Committee of operational and 
development issues at Gressenhall Farm & Workhouse.   
 
Performance  

Visitor figures for 2007/08 were likely to be on a par with the 2006/07 

performance.  This follows a six-year period of sustained visitor 

growth, which has seen annual visitor numbers rise from below 

40,000 to over 80,000.   

 

Behind the headline figures for 2007/08, it was possible to see that 

school visits have risen to a record level and that this information had 

formed part of a national study of quantifiable evidence that 

attendance to museums had produced a rise in school attainment.  Mr 

Gillis and that more people were attending Gressenhall event days 

(the museum has also significantly expanded this programme in 

recent years).  By contrast it is possible to see that general visits to 

the museum have declined slightly. 

 

The museum has also experienced a decline in visitor income during 

2007/08.  Whilst this shortfall has been addressed from within NMAS 

budgets, it has been appropriate to review Gressenhall business 

planning with a view to budget setting for 2008/09.   

 

The matter has been addressed in the following ways:  

• Budgets 
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• Further Renaissance Funding  

• Staff Changes  

• Other Issues  

 

Budgets 

A budget has been set for Gressenhall that prioritises front line 

services for all audiences.  Vacancy management will allow a period 

of reflection for NMAS managers to consider other actions as may be 

appropriate.   

 

The success of NMAS (Norfolk Museums & Archaeology Service) in 

fulfilling the role of lead hub for Renaissance in the Regions for the 

East of England has been rewarded with a positive settlement 

following the government’s Comprehensive Spending Review.  It was 

hoped that Gressenhall would benefit directly with new funding for 

2008/09 that will see the recruitment of a Gressenhall Events Co-

ordinator, together with a supplemented budget for school holiday 

programming and event days e.g. Village Day, Food Fare. This 

approach is likely to be matched by a further enhancement of 

marketing support for Gressenhall.  This is all dependent on the 

Renaissance business plan being approved by the Museums, 

Libraries and Archives Council in March 2008. 

 

It was noted that they would not be getting funding if they did not 

show their intent and that their objectives were in line with the 

priorities of the County and District Councils and Central Government.   

 

These initiatives are part of the NMAS strategy to ensure that 

Gressenhall was operating at its optimum level.  They were part of the 

customer-focused approach to running museums that has served 

NMAS and Gressenhall well in recent years.  

 

Further Renaissance Funding  

Renaissance funding has also been secured, subject to approval of 

the business plan, for an additional 12 month fixed term post – that of 

Sustainability Officer.  This post-holder would be based at 

Gressenhall and support initiatives at Gressenhall and the Museum of 

East Anglian Life, Stowmarket, to explore and interpret environmental 

sustainability in relation to farming, the countryside and rural 

museums.  It was noted that a budget would be attached to this post 

as well.   

 

This will include working with partners to hold the Go Green event at 

Gressenhall in September.  Other possible initiatives include 

interpreting the museum’s carbon footprint; involving visitors in 

prioritising actions to reduce this footprint; composting schemes; 

better recycling; promotion of low carbon transport to the site; more 

sustainable collections management (e.g. the Museum was currently 

collecting items one thousand times faster than it was disposing of 
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them); interpreted collections trails; other event days.  Further work 

will also be carried out to investigate other funding opportunities and 

in building sustainability partnerships in Norfolk and beyond.  

 

This initiative can be seen as part of a wider strategy to pursue ways 

in which the traditional rural life museum concept could be re-

interpreted for modern audiences.  Gressenhall was helping 

spearhead this approach within the wider UK rural museum context. 

 

Mr Gillis advised that the price of wheat had increased by 10% 

recently and with the growth in population, global issues and 

introduction of bio fuels, pending the decline in oil these would all 

have a further impact on farming.  It was hoped that Gressenhall 

would help to stage a debate with farmers and visitors regarding the 

future of farming including; how many of links to the farming sector 

had been lost.  The Institute of Food Research had contacted Mr Gillis 

regarding exhibiting a wheat display at Gressenhall following which he 

had established that anything they produced for example, a 

Genetically Modified display, the Museum would do an exhibit equal 

or opposite for example, an organic display in order to create a 

‘proper’ and fair debate in Norfolk on this matter.   

 

Staff Changes  

With effect from 6 April, Stuart Gillis, Area Museums Officer (with 

management responsibility for Gressenhall) was leaving NMAS to 

take up post as Director, National Waterways Museum, based in 

Ellesmere Port, Cheshire.  It was envisaged that this vacancy will be 

filled in the short term by the secondment from within NMAS 

management of another officer to share responsibility for Gressenhall 

with other existing duties.  

 

Mr Gillis added that he had been at the Museum for 6 ½ years and 

would be very sad to leave however, he was very proud and very 

pleased that he has been a part of working at Gressenhall and had 

enjoyed his time hugely.  He expressed his thanks to the committee 

and all the staff at Gressenhall for all their support.  

 

Another change to the Gressenhall team has seen Jan Pitman take 

over as Gressenhall Learning Manager, following Colly Mudie’s move 

to Norwich museums.  

 

Other Issues  

Planning was in full flow for the beginning of the main season with 

marketing, collections, events, front of house, learning and finance 

teams all working together to deliver the Gressenhall service.  This 

team was being enhanced with the involvement of the museum’s café 

operation.  Since early February (and together with the Castle’s 

catering operation) the café has been formally brought in-house within 

the NMAS structure.   
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Highlights of the new season will again include the Memorable Days 

Out programme for Over 55s.  Other features are expected to include 

the return of steam in operating some of Gressenhall’s collection of 

agricultural engines, powered by the Garrett boiler, which has 

returned to the site following restoration.  The work of volunteers and 

the Friends of Gressenhall have both been instrumental in this 

development. 

 

Members of the Committee all expressed sincere thanks to Mr Gillis 

for his hard work and continued enthusiasm, forward vision and 

continual helpfulness for all his time at Gressenhall and although they 

would be very sad to see him go they wished him all the very best for 

the future.   
  

8/08 CHARLES BURRELL MUSEUM THETFORD   

  

 Mr David Blackburn, a Trustee of the Charles Burrell Museum, 
presented a report which informed the Committee of progress and 
development at the Museum.  
 
The idea for the Museum was conceived in 1987 and during 1991 a 
group of people started the Museum however, during 2003 it nearly 
ceased to exist.  Mr Blackburn advised that the problems occurred 
when the Friends, (a group whose main interest was to rescue, 
restore and demonstrate engines) had different ideas regarding the 
Museum to the Trustees.  Unfortunately the Friends were not 
sufficiently interested in running a museum.   
 
However, successful steps were made by the Trustees to reconcile 
the situation.  Since this period, funding of £217,000 was received for 
the years 2004 to 2006 inclusive.  The funding has lead to the 
employment of 1 and ½ people at the Museum, for a period of three 
years (a Museum Professional and Administration Assistant).  The 
success has continued, and has seen an increase in visitors, it was 
reported that in 2005 the Museum had 1177 visitors and in 2007 this 
had increased to 4592 visitors.   
 
The project has developed since the Museum Professional has been 
employed with the support of the admin assistant by reviewing, 
developing and maintaining the People, Building and Collection.   The 
Volunteers, Trustees and Friends are all now co-ordinated and plans 
are maintained all improving the sustainability of the museum.   
 
An architect’s Condition Survey and 5 year Plan was shown to the 
Committee which displayed a full inspection of the building providing 
extremely valuable information for the Museum development.    
 
A logo had been designed and created which enabled the Museum to 
have a visual impact and branding.  Following the creation of the logo 
branded material for marketing the Museum has been created e.g. 
banners giving visual impact at events.   
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Local Thetford Historian, David Osborne, has been providing training 
days at the museum to impart his knowledge to local people helping 
to develop people’s knowledge.  In addition, a Teachers Resource 
Pack and an Interpretation Plan for the Charles Burrell Museum had 
been created together with other plans to enable continuing 
development.   
 
The Museum has very recently received full accreditation and their 
application attracted a commendation particularly because their 
Forward Plan has already been used as a best practice model by 
others.   
 
Following much discussion regarding the importance of e-marketing of 
the Museum regarding, for example, information on opening times 
and events, the Committee were advised that the Museum did not 
have its own website, but used the nationally promoted “24 hour 
Museum” website to advertise its events.  However; they have 
planned to look into having their own site in the future.  Mr Blackburn 
advised that he was aware of the benefits to having website pages 
and was also aware of organisations where he could host the 
Museums information.  However; the Museum would only want to run 
a website or have web pages if they were properly maintained.  At 
present they did not have the resources to create pages, take 
ownership of them or write credible text for website pages.   
 
Mr Blackburn advised that they were looking to refresh the Trust and 
its Board and explained that he was looking for the operating model of 
the Trust to be changed by appointing Trustees who would take 
actions from the Plan, owning and being responsible for them. The 
Committee were advised that an advert had been placed in the 
Eastern Daily Press for Trustees.  Finally, Mr Blackburn gave his 
contact details to the Committee and asked that if they knew of 
anyone that may want to be a Trustee or volunteer for the Museum 
that they contact him.   
 
It was noted that invitations would be sent to Councillors to attend a 
Miniature Engine Rally that was going to be run around Thetford Town 
on Easter Sunday, 23 March followed by a tour of the Museum.  The 
Committee were advised by Mr Kybird that Councillors would be 
invited to take coffee or tea with him at 11.15 a.m. in King’s House, 
Thetford before he as Mayor of Thetford signals the start of the Road 
Run round the town at 12 noon.   
 
The Committee thanked Mr Blackburn for his presentation and 
expressed their congratulations to him for all his hard work at the 
Charles Burrell Museum.   
  

9/08 DATE OF NEXT MEETING   

  

 The date of the next meeting was agreed as Friday, 27 June 2008 at 
the Charles Burrell Museum (subject to David Blackburn checking the 
venue room).  The time was still to be agreed.    

 

 
The meeting closed at 12.40 pm 



Breckland Area Museums Committee 
22 February 2008 

 
 

11 

 Action By 

 
 

 
 

CHAIRMAN 


