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MINUTES OF A MEETING OF THE 
 

BRECKLAND AREA MUSEUMS COMMITTEE 
 

HELD ON FRIDAY 2 FEBRUARY 2007 AT 2.30 PM 
 

AT KINGS HOUSE, THETFORD 
PRESENT: 
 
Breckland Council Norfolk County Council 
Duigan, Mr P J  (Chairman) Armes, Mr C 
Howard-Alpe, Mrs S Joyce, Mr J 
Kybird, Mr R Lloyd Owen, Mr C 
Ramm, Mr J Rogers, Mr J 
Spencer, Mrs P  
 
ALSO PRESENT: 
 
Ravencroft, Mrs B Friends of Gressenhall Museum (Co-optee) 
 
IN ATTENDANCE: 
 
Bennett, Ms J Project Manager, Ancient House Museum 
Bone, Mr ) Curator, Ancient House Museum 
Britton Mrs J Committee Officer 
Gillis, Mr S Head of Museums & Archaeology. 
 

  
Action by 

 Tour 
 

 Members of the Breckland Area Museums Committee were treated to a tour of 
the newly refurbished Ancient House Museum. 

 

 The Committee were greeted by the team of volunteers, named the Thetford 
Treasures.  The team provided a costumed interpretation for visitors to the 
Museum every Friday. 

 

 Members were very impressed with the recently completed projects which 
included the pavilion, incorporating the reception and shop, and Mrs Newton’s 
(working) kitchen.   

 

 The Chairman thanked Mr Bone and Ms Bennett for the very interesting tour 
and conveyed the Committee’s praise to all who had been involved in the 
refurbishment. 

 

01/07 MINUTES (AGENDA ITEM 1) 
 

 The Minutes of the meeting held on 27 October 2006 were agreed as a correct 
record. 

 

02/07 
  

APOLOGIES (AGENDA ITEM 2) 
 

 Apologies for absence were received from Miss C Salley, Miss R Prior, Mr R  
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Key and Mr J Gretton. 

03/07 CHAIRMAN’S ANNOUNCEMENTS (AGENDA ITEM 3)  

 The Chairman, once again, conveyed his thanks to Oliver Bone and his team 
for the tour and also thanked Thetford Town Council for accommodating the 
meeting. 

 

04/07 DEVELOPMENTS AT THE MUSEUM OF NORFOLK LIFE (AGENDA ITEM 6)  

 Visitor Response (Agenda item 1.1)  

 Mr Gillis announced that the winter season had continued to be a huge 
success.  At the previous meeting it had been reported that visitor figures were 
set to reach in excess of 70,000 for the year.  This figure had already been 
exceeded, with updated projection figures now suggesting a figure of 80,000 by 
the end of March 2007. 

 

 2007/08 Programming (Agenda item 1.2)  

 Members were pleased to note that, in response to popular demand, the 
Museum had opened for two Christmas themed events as well as opening for 
an eight day period immediately after Boxing Day.  Mr Gillis explained that 
although the two day Christmas event had not been greatly publicised it had 
worked well except for the charging system.  It had been since been agreed 
that, in future, Museum Pass members would not be charged an entrance fee. 

 

 The subsequent success of this additional opening had prompted the inclusion 
of these days into an established programme for 2007/08. 

 

 Approximately five years ago, the Museum had opened its doors during the 
February half term.  This was now the Museum’s busiest time of year. Mr Gillis 
advised that he was trying to find a way to grow its audiences all year round.  
The advantages of opening all year were explained. 

 

 During 2007 further event days had been incorporated which included a Go 
Green Day and workhouse re-enactments.  Norfolk Museums was currently 
working with the Waste and Environmental Services within Norfolk County 
Council to create a whole environmental agenda for the Museum.  The date 
scheduled for this event was 30 September 2007.  The workhouse re-
enactments would provide an opportunity for families and other visitors to come 
face-to-face with some of the harsh realities of workhouse life for Norfolk people 
during the nineteenth century.  84 of these re-enactments would be run 
throughout the year and would last approximately 20 minutes. 

 

 Whilst discussing the Green Day Event, Mr Gillis informed the Committee that 
one of the Museum’s volunteers had managed to fix and start up one of the 
display engines.  It was anticipated that the engine could be run on bio-fuel 
which could be utilised to save on future energy costs.  One area under 
investigation was grey water recycling.  It was explained that the engine could 
be powered to raise water from the well to the Museum’s header tank which 
could then be used to flush the toilets. 
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 Phase 3 Re-Development (Agenda item 1.3)  

 The Museum was now in the final two months of its Phase 3 Re-development.  
This project had been underpinned by the European Regional Development 
Funds Objective 2 programme. The developments due for the new season 
included: 

 

 • The re-developed Workhouse Experience – to include the opening of 
the fully equipped original workhouse laundry. 

 

 • The fitting of a new visitor lift – due to be installed very shortly.  

 • New signage, finger posts and orientation points across the site – the 
signage made the whole site gel together and would be in place in 
readiness for the full season on 18 March 2007. 

 

 • New field-shelter for the Suffolk Punch horses.  

 • Increased track ways for cart rides on the farm.  

 The field shelter had been put on hold for the time being as the quote of 
£36,000 was considered to be far too much.  The Museum had found a much 
cheaper option which was currently being investigated and was in connection 
with The Friends of Gressenhall organisation. 

 

 The track rides last year had proved very successful, so much so that the farm 
officer had been given £7,000 to extend the track as far as possible. 

 

 Partnerships (Agenda item 1.4)  

 Gressenhall was working closer with Breckland Council since forming a strong 
relationship with the new Community Development Team, particularly with 
regard to Joe Liggitt, the Council’s Senior Leisure Manager and Claire Salley, 
the new Arts Development Officer. 

 

 The Team was currently working an initiative to the benefit of local people aged 
55 years and over.  The programme was being funded through Renaissance in 
the Regions, and was in partnership with Age Concern, Norfolk Heyday and 
Breckland Council. 

 

 A touring Theatre Group was putting on a performance called ‘Roots’.  This 
performance was being staged in the Chapel and would be showing for two 
nights during the May half term.  Mr Gillis informed Members that he was 
anticipating staging open air performances in the future. 

 

 The Committee was informed that an arts aspect could be incorporated in the 
Phase 4 Redevelopment Scheme.  The Museum was currently working very 
closely with Claire Salley on this proposal. 

 

 Schools (Agenda item 1.5)  

 The school audience had built up to 10,000 visits.  The Museum was setting 
itself a challenge of achieving 20,000 visits.  School activities included: 
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 • Homes or Habitats – a geography event where pupils investigate a 
scenario and determine the outcome. 

 

 • Was the Workhouse so Bad – a history event, exploring Victorian 
attitudes to poverty, morality and social responsibility with the help of 
costumed characters. 

 

 • Family Learning Day - for the third year running Northgate High School 
would be the Museum’s partner for a Family Learning Day before 
Easter. 

 

 A Member asked whether anything more had been done as far as crossing the 
road from the Museum to the farm was concerned.  In response, Mr Gillis 
informed the Committee that this idea had not progressed at all.  Plans had 
been drawn up and discussed with Norfolk County Council’s Planning Team but 
after finding them unsatisfactory the plans had been withdrawn.  The issue 
needed to be progressed and a further meeting between NCC and the Museum 
had been planned for March.  

 

 Other matters discussed were green waste issues and a Member asked 
whether the carbon footprint of the Museum 100 years ago could be 
investigated. 

 

 A carbon footprint could be calculated through modern technology, and was a 
measure of CO2 emissions which depicted the impact that human 
activities/organisations had on the environment.   

 

 Mr Gillis knew of a company called The Carbon Trust which provided a service 
for any business that spent over £60,000 on commodities a year; the Museum’s 
current spend was £30,000.  Mr Gillis still felt it was possible to go back 100 
years and would investigate it further.  A Member advised that Mr Keith Toby 
from the UEA would be the best person to contact on this matter. 

 

 Another Member felt that the Museum should be looking to eliminate the use of 
carrier bags on site.  It was suggested that 3 assorted sizes of thick paper bags 
with the Museum’s logo printed on it would be a greener way forward. 

 

 The report was otherwise noted.  

05/07 ANCIENT HOUSE, MUSEUM OF THETFORD LIFE  (AGENDA ITEM 7)  

 Jane Bennett, the Ancient House Museum Project Manager, circulated press 
cuttings which illustrated the opening of the Museum after its refurbishment.   

 

 Visitor Figures (Agenda item 1)  

 Visitor figures had doubled since the refurbishment.  The full amount for the 
whole year was unknown at the moment.  The Museum had the potential to 
reach 10,000 to 15,000 visitors per annum. 

 

 Project Completion (Agenda item 2)  

 The capital project was now in its ‘defects and liabilities’ period.  A few snags 
had cropped up but had turned out to be nothing serious.  A project evaluation 
meeting had recently taken place.  This meeting was held with the project’s 
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architects, builders and project managers to discuss lessons learnt.  Mr Bone, 
the Curator of The Ancient House Museum, thanked Ms Bennett for being an 
excellent Project Manager. 

 Archaeology Course for Adults (Agenda item 3)  

 The Ancient House was currently running 2 hour sessions on a Monday 
evening.  Next year, in 2008, it was planned to run a course on local history as 
a follow up.  This year, in the spring and summer months, historical walks 
around Thetford were planned. 

 

 Volunteers and School Visits (Agenda item 4)  

 The Museum had an excellent team of volunteers which continued to enliven 
the Ancient House every Friday.   

 

 Christmas Events (Agenda item 5)  

 The Museum had participated in a number of events over the Christmas period, 
such as the switching on of the Christmas lights and the best dressed window 
competition, which unfortunately the Museum did not win.  The Tudor 
Christmas family event on the 16 December had been well received. 

 

 Staffing (Agenda item 6)  

 The new team of ‘front of house’ staff were doing an excellent job.  A new part 
time administrative assistant would be joining the Museum in February. Other 
new staff included casual Learning Assistants who had been employed to cover 
absent staff members. 

 

 Visitor Attraction Quality Assurance Scheme (VAQAS) (Agenda item 7)  

 The Ancient House had passed its formal inspection under the VAQAS.  This 
would mean that the Museum could use its logo in its publicity. An inspection 
visit would now be carried out every year and would provide the Museum with a 
written report on areas that could be improved.  It was pointed out that the 
Inspector had already highlighted a few areas that could be improved which 
included better directional signage in the town to the Museum, a better voice 
mail system and more images on the website.  

 

 Thomas Paine 2009 Anniversary (Agenda item 8)  

 Work had started to plan celebrations for the bicentenary of the death of 
Thomas Paine, Thetford’s most famous son.  A Working Party had been set up 
in the town at Kings House which would meet monthly to propose and put 
forward ideas for the celebration.  Mr Bone advised that a gentleman from 
Scotland, who had a good background knowledge of Thomas Paine, had been 
invited to attend one of these meetings.  

 

 A Member thanked and praised the staff that had performed an excellent job 
with the refurbishment over the last two years. These comments were echoed 
by the Committee. 

 

 A Member suggested that something such as papier-mâché should be 
encouraged at the Museum.  This could be utilised in the school visits to bring 
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back the interest of the Pulpworks period.  In response, Mr Bone pointed out 
that Thetford Pulpware was a good green issue and that a papier-mâché day 
was actually being held the following day. 

 Another issue of debate was about the unsightly chimney on top of the building 
next door to the Museum.  This chimney could be seen from the garden.  A 
Member advised that the Development Control Committee had voted on 
enforcement action to remove the chimney but that it could take anything up to 
18 months to enforce.  A number of Members assured the Committee that they 
would take the matter up again with the Council’s Enforcement Officers and the 
Environmental Health department. 

All to note 

 The report was otherwise noted.  

06/07 ANCIENT HOUSE, MUSEUM  OF THETFORD LIFE – VISITOR SURVEY 
(AGENDA ITEM 8)  

 

 Mr Bone reported that, since September 2006, two types of research had been 
carried out; a self completion questionnaire and a post code analysis.  The 
research had been undertaken by a company called Inside Track.  The 
research objectives included: 

 

 • where the public were coming from to visit the Museum;  

 • the days and the times of the day that  the public visited;  

 • the reasons for visiting the Museum;  

 • was it their first visit;  

 • how did the person become aware of the Ancient House Museum; and  

 • what had prompted the visit.  

 Other Museums in the area, including Cromer, Sheringham, Gressenhall, The 
Time and Tide Museum in Gt Yarmouth and the Charles Burrell Museum in 
Thetford had carried out the same surveys. 

 

 Already a number of suggestions had stemmed from the survey such as the 
finger posts leading to the Museum should be overhauled and repainted and 
the displays should be regularly changed to encourage visitors to come back 
more than once.  A Member asked whether it was possible for the Town 
Council to install brown tourism signs.  In response, Mr Bone agreed that 
improvements were required and that he would contact Mr I Wright of Norfolk 
County Council on this matter. 

 

 

Oliver Bone 

 

 Mr Bone said that he was anticipating running the survey again this year for a 
whole 12 months.  A Member suggested that a post visit questionnaire should 
be included on the website. 

 

 Members also mentioned that the fact that the Ancient House was open should 
be made clearer, as it always looked as if it was shut.  A few ideas were put 
forward.  A Member asked whether Sunday opening had been considered.  In 
response, the Committee noted that the Museum had opened on a Sunday 
during the summer months but unfortunately it had turned out to be very quiet. 
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 With regard to the special events being held in 2007, Mr Bone pointed out that 
the Museum would be linking in with the town’s events, such as the French 
Market Day.  An evening archaeology course was also planned and there 
would be further events planned to attract a variety of visitors. 

 

07/07  DATE OF NEXT MEETING (AGENDA ITEM 9)  

 
Future meetings of the Area Museums Committee were agreed as follows: All to note 

 
• Friday 8 June 2007 at 2.00pm at Gressenhall  

 
• Friday 12 October 2007 at 2.00pm to be arranged  

 
It was further agreed that the Committee Officer should write to other members 
from private museums inviting them to attend future meetings. 

Committee 
Officer 

 
 
 

The meeting closed at 4.15pm 
 


