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GRESSENHALL FARM AND WORKHOUSE REPORT

Report by the Operations Manager – West

1. Events and Activities 

1.1 The events programme at Gressenhall continues to offer a broad range 
of activities based around the four operational models: 
 Special Event days – major events which require full event staffing 

and set up, including the use of large parking fields. For 2019, these 
are: Retro Revival, Village at War and Apple Day.  A premium ticket 
price applies on these days to reflect the high level of activities 
taking place.  Free admission continues to be provided to Norfolk 
Museums Pass holders. 

 Days with a Difference – smaller themed events including Winging 
It! and Horse Power.  These require smaller staffing complement 
and utilise core parking.  They are aimed at attracting audiences of 
500-800 visitors. Again, they are offered free to Norfolk Museums 
Pass holders.

 Norfolk School Holiday activities – extra themed activities delivered 
each day of the Norfolk School holidays, with minimal increase in 
staffing.  Free to Norfolk Museums Pass holders. 

 Ticketed Events – pre-booked and pre-paid events.  For 2019, 
these include the murder mystery event A Pound of Flesh. Staff are 
also planning a Victorian Family Christmas.  These events, held 
outside of standard opening hours or out of the main season, offer a 
reduced charge to Norfolk Museums Pass holders. 

1.2 During the period covered by this report, these events have included -
Special Event Days:
 Village at War (1,006 visitors on the Sunday and 1,300 visitors on 

Bank Holiday Monday) a two-day event themed around Norfolk life 
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during World War Two. This year included a replica Spitfire plane 
on display.

Days with a Difference:
  Heritage Open Day (2,069 visitors) themed ‘Our Common Heritage’ 

and was partnered with the Norfolk Wildlife Trust. 
 Horse Power (201 visitors). This event was well received by visitors 

who had to contend with rain throughout the day. 

Pre-booked events:
 Bat walk (42 participants). This evening walk around the 

Gressenhall site was hosted by the Norwich Bat Group. 

Norfolk School Holiday Activities:
 Summer Holidays – Hooray for Horses (4,053 visitors) across the 

first half of the school holiday period.
 Summer Holidays – Once Upon a Gressenhall (5,270 visitors) 

across the last three weeks (excluding Village at War figures). 

1.3 Gressenhall Farm and Workhouse also participates in a number of 
national programmes offering free admission. For Heritage Open Day 
on Sunday 15 September 2019, Gressenhall worked in partnership with 
the Norfolk Wildlife Trust on the theme ‘Our Common Heritage’. Visitors 
were able to learn about the local common land and explore numerous 
free activities. These activities included, pond dipping, mini beast 
hunting, storytelling, green woodwork, food demonstrations, scything 
and live music. Gressenhall welcomed back several metal detector 
societies to showcase their finds. The Norfolk Collections Centre was 
also open for ‘behind the scenes’ viewings of the collections housed 
there as part of the wider Gressenhall programme on the Sunday. 
Heritage Open Day was a very popular event, recording just over 2,000 
visitors. 

1.4 Gressenhall Farm and Workhouse worked in conjunction with the 
Borough Council of Kings Lynn & West Norfolk to assist the 
development and delivery of the Forties Lynn: Life on the Home Front 
event day on Sunday 21st July 2019. The town welcomed a high 
number of visitors to the Tuesday Market Place, many of whom came 
in costume. Visitors engaged with stall holders, enactors and period 
vehicles, as well as live music and ‘Winston Churchill’. The Lynn 
Museum and Stories of Lynn welcomed over 500 visitors each as they 
hosted war time-based activities to compliment this event.  

1.5 We welcomed a new Events Officer to Gressenhall at the end of 
August. As part of their role a review of the events we offered this year 
will be undertaken. Planning for next year’s event programme is 
already underway, with a fresh focus on family fun and engagement 



which includes increasing the visitor offer to young children at 
Gressenhall events.  

1.6 The events programme continues to attract Norfolk Museums Pass 
holders and acts as a driver for further Museums Pass sales.  
Throughout 2019, an additional push on promoting this scheme to 
event day visitors is underway leading to sustained sales of these 
passes.   

1.7 Gressenhall also organises a number of leisure learning short courses 
through the year. 

1.8 The costs of delivering and marketing the Gressenhall event 
programme continues to be subsidised with funding from the Arts 
Council England (ACE) as part of the 2018-22 Norfolk Museums 
Service (NMS) ACE business plan as a National Portfolio Organisation.  

1.9 The Gressenhall events programme is promoted via a specific piece of 
print, as well as an increased programme of digital marketing including 
Facebook and Google adverts and the museum’s own social media 
presence.

2. Other Museum Developments

2.1 The 2019 exhibition, Once Upon a Time, opened on 10 March 2019. 
This co-curated exhibition has been created by volunteers, staff, 
visitors and local library users. It asks the same question of visitors 
across all age ranges – “what’s your favourite children’s book?”
Filled with nostalgic favourites, modern classics and strange new 
worlds, Once Upon a Time celebrates Norfolk authors past and 
present. The exhibition closes on Sunday 27th October.

2.2 The 2020 exhibition, Full Steam Ahead, is due to open on 17 February 
2020. This exhibition is designed to celebrate all things steam, 
including the newly restored Farmer’s Foundry engine here at 
Gressenhall. The exhibition will question what steam power is, what 
was it used for and how it worked. It will also examine how steam 
engines were made and explore the role of steam in the British Empire, 
the impact of steam on the environment and how we use steam today. 
This family friendly hands-on show will feature a range of interactives 
and museum objects and will be visually stunning; embracing a steam 
punk style. The exhibition will run for the entire 2020 season.

2.3 Gressenhall is leading on the More Than Oliver Twist project. This is a 
Subject Specialist Network (SSN) project funded by Arts Council 
England. The establishment of a new Workhouse Network SSN was 
one of the objectives of the recent Voices from the Workhouse project 
at Gressenhall supported by the National Lottery Heritage Fund. For 
this project Gressenhall Farm and Workhouse Museum is working with 
five other workhouse museums and Nottingham Trent University to 



engage museum workforces with pauper histories. A series of training 
sessions have been held which have enhanced the skills of the 
museum workforces to enable them to create pauper narratives for 
people who lived and worked in their workhouses in the 1881 census. 
We are due to commence the second phase of the project with a 
training day with the Empathy Museum. They are guiding the teams to 
create a powerful and emotive physical and digital temporary 
exhibition. The project team are currently undertaking evaluation of the 
recent skills sessions and networking event and planning for the 
exhibition.

2.4 The Farmers’ Foundry steam engine restoration project, also funded 
through Arts Council England now has a revised and approved 
timetable. The steam engine will be returned to Gressenhall, made fully 
operational again and will provide the platform to train a new diverse 
volunteer team. Partnership working with the county-wide Kick the 
Dust: Norfolk youth engagement project is being planned and will see 
young people attend a training day and then undertake a six-week 
project group working with experienced engineers and the museum 
early in the new year. Training opportunities with the Bressingham 
Steam Museum are also being planned for this winter to ensure 
volunteers have the necessary skills to run the restored engine safely. 
This project ties into the 2020 temporary exhibition Full Steam Ahead.  

2.5 The Gressenhall Early Birds events continue to attract attention, with 
one further date being offered this year – Tuesday 22 October. On 
these days the museum galleries open early with sound and 
projections switched off where possible, making a more comfortable 
visit for those who are sensitive to busy environments. The use of 
cutting edge technology allowing visitors to ‘meet’ real people from the 
workhouse’s history have been well received but for some visitors they 
have the potential to cause sensory overload.  The Early Bird openings, 
which are delivered in partnership with Autism Anglia, allows 
Gressenhall to make these adjustments for our autistic visitors. 

2.6 During recent years, the Norfolk Collections Centre has opened more 
frequently to support Gressenhall events and activities. Three West 
Runton Mammoth tour days have been held so far this year and the 
final tours will take place at 11am and 2pm on Thursday 17 October 
2019. These tours are booked in advance. The Norfolk Collections 
Centre will also be open for ‘behind the scenes’ viewings of the 
collections housed there for 3 further days from the 22 to 24 October 
2019 during the half term period.

2.7 The re-development of the Adventure Playground at Gressenhall Farm 
and Workhouse, funded through the NCC capital programme 2019-20 
is at the main contractor tendering stage, with an install schedule to be 
finalised for the winter period in advance of the new playground 
opening at the start of the 2020 season. The new look adventure 
playground will play a key role in attracting families, repeat visitors and 



NMS Museums Pass holders to the site. The specification for the new 
playground’s design will ensure that the playground complements the 
wider site’s existing interpretation including such elements as the 
wildlife, woodland, heavy horses and farm animals. The new play 
provision for children and young people will support the building and 
sustaining of key Gressenhall audiences including families, tourists, 
local people, repeat visitors, Museums Pass holders and school 
groups. 

2.8 Maintaining and growing a strong social media presence remains a key 
priority for Gressenhall Farm and Workhouse and the site has three 
Social Media Champions to ensure the regular publishing of interesting 
content on Facebook and Twitter.  All staff are encouraged to support 
this, supplying content and images.  These Champions also respond to 
enquiries and reviews made via these channels, Trip Advisor and 
Google Reviews.  At the end of September 2019, the museum had 
5,315 Facebook likes and 5,808 Twitter followers.  A Pinterest account 
is also supported with a wide range of boards including ‘Weddings at 
Gressenhall’ and an Instagram page is established and currently has 
1,322 followers. Gressenhall has been awarded a Certificate of 
Excellence from the influential TripAdvisor website.

To connect with Gressenhall, please visit:
https://www.facebook.com/GressenhallFW 
https://twitter.com/GressenhallFW 
https://www.pinterest.com/gressenhallfwh/
https://www.instagram.com/gressenhall_fw/?hl=en   
https://gressenhallfw.wordpress.com/ 
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/Gressenhall_Farm_and_Workhouse 

2.9 Gressenhall continues to develop a range of commercial activities as a 
means of generating income, including room and venue hire. Our 
events partner, The Norfolk Events Company, are working to develop 
our commercial business further.  The aim is to deliver a high quality 
offer whilst ensuring that such bookings do not detract from key 
museum activities. The company has made good progress in marketing 
our site, including publishing the venue on their website:
https://thenorfolkeventscompany.co.uk/gressenhall-norfolk/  

3. Friends and Volunteers

3.1 The Friends of Gressenhall remain very active and supportive, with bi-
monthly Committee Meetings held at the museum.  The Friends of 
Gressenhall continue to support a range of activities across the site 
including significant levels of funding towards the upkeep of the Suffolk 
Punch horses, including the recent purchase of a new pair of bridles.

3.2 In 2017, the Friends generously agreed to support the project to restore 
the Farmers’ Foundry engine boiler (formerly part of the Bygones 

https://www.facebook.com/GressenhallFW
https://twitter.com/GressenhallFW
https://www.pinterest.com/gressenhallfwh/
https://www.instagram.com/gressenhall_fw/?hl=en
https://gressenhallfw.wordpress.com/
http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk/Gressenhall_Farm_and_Workhouse
https://thenorfolkeventscompany.co.uk/gressenhall-norfolk/


Collection at Holkham) back to working use. This was in addition to a 
grant of £19,788 from the Arts Council England Preservation of 
Industrial and Scientific Material (PRISM) fund. This engine was 
manufactured by the Farmer’s Foundry Company, Great Ryburgh, just 
seven miles from Gressenhall Farm and Workhouse. Additional 
conservation work will be carried out on the engine and the volunteer 
team supported to create a portfolio of volunteering opportunities. This 
will deliver more diversity within the teams working with the engine and 
it should be back in steam at Gressenhall in 2020. 

3.3 The Friends continue to operate the Gressenhall second hand 
bookshop, generating income for the Friends.  Recruitment of a team of 
active bookshop volunteers has helped to ensure that new donations 
are processed every day and the shelves tidied.  As a result, income 
from this shop continues to grow. 

3.4 The Gressenhall Curator Dr Megan Dennis continues to co-ordinate, 
manage and develop the volunteer teams at Gressenhall.  Around 120 
volunteers are currently active on site, organised into specialist teams.  
Volunteer hours are recorded.

4. Learning & Outreach

4.1 We have seen a strong start to the academic year with numbers well 
on track with targets set in the summer term. 

4.2 The learning team has been responsible for the development of the 
informal learning activities for Gressenhall during the past year. Katie 
Smith, one of our learning officers, has been leading on devising a 
family learning programme which follows best practise and aims to 
offer families the chance to explore the site, be creative and engage in 
activities together. This approach has utilised parts of the site which we 
do not often use and has required our front of house staff to facilitate a 
range of different activities. We will be undertaking a full review of the 
offer in the next few weeks but initial feedback from visitors and staff 
has been very positive.  

4.3 In the first week of September we held what has become an annual 
sensory support event for children with hearing impairments who are 
supported by the Virtual School. This follows a similar format to our 
work with NCC Family Placement and Adoption, giving families a 
chance to meet each other and practitioners in a safe and positive 
environment. The learning team put on a series of activities over the 
course of the two days including activities for younger children around 
the farmhouse on the first and river dipping and owl pellet dissection on 
the second. 
Feedback from VSSS staff and visitors:

“All the staff at Gressenhall go above and beyond to make staff and 
families from VSSS feel welcome. From the moment families arrive 



Gressenhall staff are cheerful and helpful. This enables VSSS staff to 
get on with having relaxed conversations with families. Many families 
are now really getting to know other families and new families are able 
to feel part of a wider community which is great.” 

“It is so nice to be able to meet other parents with deaf children”

“It is great watching how other parents cope without feeling like 
everyone is staring at you because your child is different” 

4.4 We are currently organising our second annual day event with Dads 
Matters, an NCC initiative working with fathers who are at risk of losing 
contact with their children or who are experiencing severe family 
issues. Dads undertake a ten-week course based on the Solihull 
Approach; a model of containment, reciprocity and behaviour 
management. Dads Matters approached us to provide a celebration 
event at the end of the course in which dads can visit with their 
children, explore the site and engage in activities together. They will 
visit again during October half term this year.

4.5 Kick the Dust, a county-wide project funded by the National Lottery 
Heritage Fund designed to encourage young people to play active roles 
in museums, has been gathering momentum across the museum 
service, with Thetford’s Teenage History Club playing a notable part in 
illustrating how young people can make a real difference to museums. 
We are now beginning to develop a system of work experience 
opportunities for young people at Gressenhall Farm and Workhouse 
Museum. Learning Officer Rebecca Hale has been focusing upon 
working with museum colleagues to develop a comprehensive series of 
work experience opportunities. We aim to develop a flexible model of 
one day per week placements in the museum, of between four to eight 
weeks in duration, which offer young people the chance to develop a 
wide range of work-related skills such as communication, listening, 
independent and team working. 

4.6 Gressenhall continues to be registered with NCC as a Care Farm.  The 
site is currently offering funded work-based placements to adults with 
learning difficulties.

5.  Visitor numbers  

5.1 Visitor figures for the period will be circulated at the meeting.

6.  Resource implications 

(a) Finance
Gressenhall Farm and Workhouse receives funding to support core 
operations and activities from Norfolk County Council.  A number of 
activities are financed as part of funding to Norfolk Museums Service from 
Arts Council England as a National Portfolio Organisation under the terms 



of the current 2018-22 Business Plan.  Project activities are funded from a 
range of external sources including the National Lottery Heritage Fund 
(formerly the Heritage Lottery Fund).  The source of these funds are 
detailed within the report.  The above report includes no additional or 
unfunded financial implications.  

(b) Property
Unless specified, the above activities relate to the Gressenhall Farm and 
Workhouse and Norfolk Collections Centre site.  The above report includes 
no additional implications relating to property.

(c) Staff
The team at Gressenhall Farm and Workhouse are supported by a wider 
team of colleagues within Norfolk Museums Service.  Some current posts 
are funded by external project funding. The above report includes no 
additional implications relating to staffing and personnel resources.

(d) Information Technology
Digital operations at Gressenhall Farm and Workhouse are supported by 
Norfolk County Council’s IMT department.  Social media is delivered by 
the Gressenhall Farm and Workhouse team.  The above report includes 
no additional implications relating to Information Technology.

7.  Recommendations:

That the Area Museums Committee notes the report 

Originator of report:
Andrew Smith
Operations Manager – East & West, Norfolk Museums Service
Gressenhall Farm and Workhouse, Gressenhall, Dereham, Norfolk NR20 4DR
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