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Letter from the Acting Chair   Peter Wade-Martins   

You can always tell when we have had a good lecture.  It is not necessarily the number of 
questions people ask, but how quickly they leave afterwards.  If it has been a really good talk 
with which people can engage, the room comes to life and buzzes with people happily 
chatting over coffee and are in no hurry to leave.  That is what happened after our last talk 
by Martin Flegg on Hobbies.  Martin was employed by the company as its Business 
Development Manager in its last years, and the first-hand experience he could bring to the 
subject really brought the story to life.  

The lecture was also an indicator that Dereham Heritage Trust has sprung back to life with 
vigour after two unsettling years in and after lockdown.  In July, we had a talk by Natasha 
Harlow on Iron Age Norfolk.  Natasha has devoted her research to the study of the metal 

detector finds which have transformed our understanding of Norfolk’s pre-history.  When you 
have a speaker like that who obviously knows her subject well, that again makes a good 
evening.   

Before that, we did have a talk when question after question kept on coming, showing that 
the history of Norfolk’s footpaths is a matter which concerns us all.  “Why haven’t many of 
the paths which have been closed in the past not been re-opened?” we all kept on thinking. 

And so, it goes on.  This all shows that the wide range of subjects which we feature in our 
monthly talks do strike a chord with many people.  And now that our talks are being 
advertised on Facebook that also brings visitors and new members in.  

Our other success story is that we have been able to attract enough volunteers to keep the 
museum open all summer at our advertised times of Friday mornings and all day Saturday, 
with just one session missed so far, following illness.  For that we must thank Catherine 
Hawkins who has masterfully organised the volunteer rota. 

In the museum people tell us that it is not the excellent exhibits which interest them most but 
the cottages themselves.  Indeed, there is no better teaching aid than the north room to 
explain to children what living conditions were like when there was no running water and 
nowhere to have a bath!  I have undertaken to write a short popular booklet on the history of 
the building now that Michael and Susan Brown have carried out a survey of the building’s 
timber frame.  Producing that booklet is our next priority, and we hope to design the booklet 
so that people can read it as they walk around.  We had hoped to organise a project to get 
the original beams in the building tree-ring dated.  But it is sad to report that the Town 
Council, which owns the building, has shown no willingness to part-fund the project.  That is 
disappointing.   

Another issue which we need to face with the Town Council is the shortage of storage space 
for the expanding Dereham Archive.  More on that next time! 

 

The Museum: the story so far   Catherine Hawkins 

As reported in the last Newsletter, we finally opened the Museum in April, for the first time in 
two years.  By way of an interim report, so far (30 August) we have had 256 adult and 33 
child visitors, who have paid £771 in admission fees, bought sales items of £53.10 and made 
donations of £84.50 - a total of £908.60.  In the same period in 2019, we had similar 
numbers of visitors, with more sales but fewer donations, bringing in a total of £695. 
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We’ll see how things go during the rest of our season, but - so far, so good.  Many thanks to 
our team of Volunteer Stewards, who have been fantastic - keeping the museum open 
reliably and consistently, doing extra shifts when needed due to the inevitable occasions of 
staff sickness and often going above and beyond the required role.  They have also passed 
on some very useful suggestions about how things may be done differently in the museum to 
make it a more positive experience for our visitors.  

The museum has also been the coolest place in Dereham (in both senses of the word) 
during the extreme temperatures we have recently been having!  

 

Among other items for sale, 
the Museum is stocking 
copies of a book on John 
Craske.  This 28 page book 
is a much updated version 
of the original monochrome 
booklet prepared by Terry 
Davy; Carolyn Coleman 
undertook the revision.  
The book costs £5 and can 
be bought from the 
Museum (Friday 10-1, 
Saturday 10-4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you have visited the Museum 
recently, you may have noticed that 
the main door had been damaged 
at the bottom.  We are pleased to 
report that the Town Council not 
only repaired the damage, but gave 
both doors and the shutters a fresh 
coat of paint: all now look very 
smart.  We thank the Council - and 
the staff responsible - for this work. 
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Bishop Bonner’s Cottage residents   Robena Brown  

We reproduce this 
image (courtesy of 
Laurie Leeder) from 
when it was recently 
shown on his Dereham 
Facebook page 
designated ‘in or around 
Dereham’.  Fortunately, 
the deterioration of the 
plaster on the exterior of 
this building was 
memorable and the 
windows with their 
shutters confirmed that 
it was the south cottage 
of Bishop Bonner’s 
Cottages taken over 70 
years ago.  

The lady was identified as Eliza Webster from a photograph of her taken when she was 
younger which had been shared with us by her great granddaughter five years ago.  Eliza 
lived in the cottage between 1944 and 1947 and the man beside her in her cottage doorway 
is her son Thomas Webster, grandfather of Brenda Secker who kindly shared her ancestor’s 
photo (below) with us which allowed us to identify Eliza at the cottage.   

Since then, Brenda’s granddaughter Ruby 
visited the cottages with her Brownie pack 
in July and was very proud of her family 
connection.  The Brownies all enjoyed their 
visit. 

Brenda has also kindly loaned us a cassette 
tape of her own mother Ginny Cassidy, 
Thomas’ daughter, speaking of life in the 
cottages and we hope to tell you more 
about this later. 

We are always delighted to learn more 
about the cottages and their former 
residents and another resident we have a 
mission to find is Jack Allison, known locally 
as ‘One-Armed-Jack’ who lived on Scarning 
Fen after his return disabled from injuries 
sustained in World War I.  The Rev Canon 
Boston took pity on him and gave Jack 
employment and a home in the north end 
cottage of Bishop Bonner’s. 
Jack became a very well-known character 
in the town in the mid-twentieth century and 
you can learn more about him from the 
display in the museum - please remember 
all members have free entry during opening 
hours on Friday and Saturday until we close 
for the winter on 30 September. 

The search continues for a picture of Jack to enhance our museum display. 

Eliza Webster 
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Wayfinding presentation 

On 14 July, the EDP reported, under the title Awards 
for pair who created 'legacy' signs for town, on the 
work done by Sue Walker and Carolyn Coleman in 
particular (with help from others in Dereham Heritage 
Trust) to produce the 14 Wayfinding signs now visible 
around the town. 

 

 

 
Members of Dereham Heritage Trust, L-R, Hilary Williams, Peter Wade-Martins, Trevor Ogden. Centre - Cllr Roy 
Brame and Karen Brame. Carolyn Coleman and Sue Walker - Credit: Robert Campbell (Archant) 

The report read as follows. 

They helped people in the town find their way - now two women have been recognised for 
their effort in creating new signs. 

Sue Walker and Carolyn Coleman were presented with special recognition awards on July 
13 for designing and producing 14 wayfinding signs in Dereham, which were unveiled last 
year.  

The pair were given the award by Roy Brame, former chairman of Breckland Council at 
Ellenor Fenn Garden. 

Mrs Walker, who designed the sign, said it was an “honour and joy to give something back to 
the town". 

Mrs Coleman, who managed the creation and installation, thanked Dereham Heritage Trust 
and the members of the aboutDereham partnership whose support had helped to keep the 
project going during the difficult circumstances of lockdowns. 

After handing out the awards, Mr Brame said, “The new signs are an asset in the town and 
will be a legacy for many people to enjoy for years to come.” 
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Explosives store 

The Explosives Store at the far 
corner of Cherry Tree car park is 
a listed building - Grade II (1988, 
number 1252818).  The Norfolk 
Heritage Explorer website 
(https://www.heritage.norfolk.gov.
uk/, 22305) describes it as a “rare 
and unusual example of a brick 
and slate gunpowder store with a 
stepped gable and inner and 
outer airtight Welsh slate doors … 
built around 1860. It was used as 
an explosives store for a local 
militia who paraded on what is 
now the Cherry Tree car park.”   

Entry is now behind a locked gate 
from the car park (though the 
vegetation is no longer there!), 
but we have plans to open it to 
inspection on Saturday 10 
September.  If you are interested, 
please contact Ken Hawkins for 
details. 

The photo opposite is an old 
press photo sold by Archant with 
Councillor John Birkbeck 
emerging from the store on 30 
December 1993.   

 

 

 

From the archive  Robena Brown  

Copy of Gifts and Benefactions to the Poor of E Dereham 

A small handwritten 1852 memorandum book has been donated to the museum.  It fulfilled 
all the necessary criteria to be entered into our archive so we were delighted to accept it. 

During the course of completing the necessary documentation for accession to the archive I 
have since enjoyed reading this little book which was written by Matthias Ramsdale, a currier 
of East Dereham.  A total of 27 ‘Gifts and Benefactions’ are written by hand so the 
information contained must have been of great importance to the writer.  There is no 
punctuation within the summary of each charity so it is written continuously in the same 
manner as a legal document of the day. 

The date such an item is written is important.  The book was printed with a calendar and 
almanack for 1852 and Matthias Ramsdale died in May 1856 hence there is only a short 
period in which it could have been written by him.  

https://www.heritage.norfolk.gov.uk/
https://www.heritage.norfolk.gov.uk/
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Although we will never know why Matthias Ramsdale transcribed the 27 charities that then 
supported the Victorian poor of Dereham it would be very interesting to know from where he 
sourced that information.   

 
First pages detailing Parish Gift No 1 
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Unless one is able to locate the individual Terriers which detailed each and every charity 
from the period then information about Norfolk ones is best located within Zachary Clark’s 
excellent 1811 book An Account of the Different Charities Belonging to the Poor of the 
County of Norfolk which lists them under each county village. 

After transcribing the whole of the Ramsdale book into a Word document for ease of 
comparison and to be able to search for detail, I compared the content of the book to that of 
Zachary Clark’s account for East Dereham.  Some of the detail of matching charities was 
different between each account and there were three in Zachary Clark’s book which did not 
appear in Mr Ramsdale’s book.  On the other hand, there were 17 listed by Mr Ramsdale in 
1852 that did not appear in the earlier account of 1811.  Many charities supporting the poor 
seem to have lapsed in the intervening period.   

One interesting charity listed by Zachary Clark (but not by Ramsdale) was: ‘Thomas Moor 
left by Will in 1687, for the cloathing of ancient widows of East Dereham, the rent arising 
from 7A 3R. 3P. of Land in Hoe; vested in John Currie, John Fenn, and Samuel Rash; the 
clear rent 9l. 1s.’  It is always good to learn more about Sir John Fenn (of Hill House) whose 

co-Trustee was his great friend Samuel Rash of the brewing family of Quebec Hall. 

The account of each charity paints a long-lost picture of old Dereham detailing the 
Workhouse, Cock Pit Acre, acres of land as public gravel pits, sand pits, clay pits and other 
watering places for cattle as well as nine acres of School Allotments which funded the 
‘support and maintenance of a school for the education of the poor children for the 
inhabitants of the said parish forever’. 

 
Final pages of notebook detailing an interesting arrangement for ‘depasturing’ animals on the Neatherd 

see transcription below 
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27 Neatherds Moor  46A 3R 18P 

The inhabitant or inhabitants of every ancient 
messuage or Cottage in East Dereham are entitled to 
the right of depasturing on Neatherds Moor two Milch 
cows and one heifer or follower that never gave milk 
from 6 o clock in the morning until 6 in the evening of 
every day from the 11th May to 5th April following and 
from time to time in their discretion to elect two 
herdsmen to prevent Cattle from being fed thereon 
from the 5th April to the 11th May  The herdsman at 
their discretion to appoint a Neatherdsman  

[over]  

to have the care of the Stock and who is to receive 
one penny a week for every Cow and Heifer 
depastured on the said Common from the Owners 
thereof and to impound all Cattle found upon the said 
Common not entitled to feed thereon and receive a 
sum of money (fixed by such Herdsman) not 
exceeding 2s/6d for every Beast found upon the said 
Common not entitled to feed thereon’  

After looking at the fascinating content of the handwritten book it was time to find out exactly 
who the writer was.  Initially, I could not locate Matthew Ramsdale in official records but 
realising that what I had taken to be an abbreviation of Matthew was actually Matthias, 
records abounded and I could put together some of the facts of his rather short life.   

His father, Thomas Ramsdale, born in North Walsham moved to East Dereham to take over 
a deceased leather worker’s business living in 1841 in what is now known as Quebec Street 
but was then called Back Street or Duke Street (the Duke of York public house being beside 
their home).  His second son, Matthias was born in Dereham in 1817.  Thomas is shown on 
the 1841 census as a ‘currier and leather merchant’. 

According to The Worshipful 
Company of Curriers, a currier 

processed leather after the tanning 
process to bring it to a state where 
it was strong, flexible and 
waterproof and, therefore, saleable.  
A hide was cleaned, scraped, and 
stretched using oil, wax and colour 
to produce the desired finished 
surface.   This was hard manual 
labour requiring great skill and 
strength.  A cordwainer 
subsequently worked the finished 
leather into the desired end 
product.  The image here shows 
both processes prior to 
cordwaining. 

The 1851 census details that 
Thomas was by then a ‘retired 
currier’ with Matthias the ‘currier 
and leather cutter employing 2 men’ (and two household servants) while his younger brother 
Robert was a ‘corn, coke and coal merchant’.   

see transcription at right 
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Matthias continued to run the business in Quebec Street after the death of his father in 
December 1854, however, aged only 39 years Matthias himself died only two years later.  
He was buried with his father Thomas in the churchyard of St. Nicholas.  This may seem a 
premature death to us in 2022 but was in line with the average life span in a period when 
25% of infants died in their first year. 

He left no wife or children and must have been largely forgotten for almost 170 years but 
Matthias is now remembered by the project he undertook to record the charities that 
sustained the poor of East Dereham. 

 

Recent talks   Ken Hawkins 

June  :  The History of Footpaths in Norfolk by Sarah Spooner 

Sarah used historical maps and overlays to illustrate her talk.   

Although roads, paths and tracks are everywhere, historians have not traditionally paid much 
attention to paths - apart from the Roman routes which have been extensively researched.  
However, paths are fundamental to understanding how communities work: there is real value 
in learning about these things in the landscape. 

The project on which the talk was based began in 2014 with a group of volunteers and it had 
turned out that there was much to discover.  It asked 

 Why are roads where they are?   

 Why is the pattern of roads like it is?   

 You might think about the traditional green lane – but why is it there? 
The term ‘green lane’ does not have a legal meaning.  Some of them are really bridle ways, 
others have restricted use, and yet others are byways which are officially open to all traffic.  
[Editor’s note - public rights of way fall into 4 categories - footpaths can be used by people 
on foot; bridleways can also be used for riding or leading a horse or pedal cycling; 
restricted byways can also be used for carriage driving (ie with a horse and cart); and 
byways open to all traffic (BOATs) can be used by mechanically propelled vehicles.] 

 



copyright all content not otherwise identified © Dereham Heritage Trust 2022 10 

We can find clues about the potential age of some paths by the flora that surrounds them.   

Sarah referred to the definitive map, the legal ‘last word’ showing public rights of way.  
Norfolk is one of the counties with the lowest density of paths in the UK - it is in the bottom 
ten.  A slide showed the current density of footpaths across Norfolk - with a much higher 
proportion of areas with dense networks of paths in the south of the county where there are 
heavy clay soils.  There were also quite a few clusters in north east Norfolk and the Broads.  
In the west of the county, paths were much more sparse on the light soils.  The cluster 
patterns were interesting, but so too were the gaps.   

It was likely that up until the 16th century all parts of the county had a similar density of paths.  
The current definitive map was the result of the loss of footpaths over the centuries since 
then.  Taking Norfolk and Suffolk together, Suffolk has a much higher density of paths, but 
with similar patterns in relation to light soils and clay belts etc. 

If Norfolk footpaths were laid end to end they would reach 1600 miles to Crete.  The 
inclusion of the other rights of way would mean that the total would reach from Norfolk 
across the Atlantic to Newfoundland. 

On a more local scale, there are also wide variations in the density of paths by parish.  In 
Norfolk, Wacton comes out top with 59.95 metres of rights of way per hectare - this includes 
Wacton Common which retains its footpaths as public rights of way.  Some parishes have no 
footpaths - eg Anmer.  The big landed estates have the lowest density of footpaths and there 
are no rights of way in the Battle Area.  Dereham is mid table. 

It is interesting to think about paths and the development of urban centres.  Around Dereham 
there are lots of restricted byways: these were formerly roads which have now become 
public rights of way. 

 
BOAT = Byway Open to All Traffic; BR = Bridleway; FP = Footpath; RB = Restricted Byway 

Looking at the gaps in provision of rights of way across the county, the Battle Area retains 
quite of lot of its infrastructure (tracks are still there but there is no public access) but there 
are other significant gaps - eg RAF Sculthorpe near Fakenham. 
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Sarah then looked back through history. 

20th century 

Lots of paths were lost in the twentieth century - many through military activity.  For example, 
when airfields were created in WWII, emergency regulations were enacted to requisition 
land.  The idea was that after the war, access to the paths would be restored, but very few 
rights have been reinstated. 

Public access to the countryside was a big issue in the 1920s and 30s with the growing 
availability of public transport, cars, etc.  This led to the creation of the definitive map.  Once 
a path is on the definitive map it is there for ever - changes can be made only through due 
legal process, which is usually a very complex and lengthy process.   

Every parish council was asked to complete a return of its paths.  The village of Scarning 
said that it had no paths.  It might be that the council was comprised of farmers who did not 
wish to acknowledge the existence of paths on their land.  

The creation of the definitive map in the 1950s was itself a complex process and it is widely 
acknowledged that there are significant errors and omissions, which organisations like the 
Ramblers Association were still trying to sort out.   

A member of the audience queried the position on former railway tracks.  Sarah confirmed 
that generally there was no right of way on the tracks unless one was created by the local 
council.    Phillip Duigan noted that the local plan for Dereham had a provision that the 
former railway track land could not be developed.  Sarah confirmed that in some instances 
the former railway land had been sold off cheaply.   

The 2000 Countryside Act had contained a provision for the definitive map to be closed to 
applications for registration of historical paths in 2026.  It had now been decided that this 
deadline wouldn’t be enforced.  The process for getting a footpath added was challenging 
and required a lot of research into the history and/or use of a particular path. 

Sarah explained that as traffic increased in the 1920s and 1930s it fell to local authorities to 
finance surfacing of roads.  Funds were limited and many lanes which were formerly treated 
as roads were downgraded to footpaths, bridleways etc to ease the maintenance costs.   

18th and 19th centuries 

Major landowners and estates had a crucial influence in this period - often not positive.  
Norfolk’s landed estates continued to grow and changes in legislation made it easier for 
them to manage roads and paths on their land.   

The Parliamentary Enclosure Act had a major effect on the countryside.  This was the time 
of the Napoleonic Wars when there was a concerted effort to grow more grain, resulting in 
the loss of common land.   Parishes were transformed by the enclosures and many paths 
and tracks were lost at that time.  A clergyman said that the aim was to get rid of the old strip 
farming system, to get rid of the commons, and to re-shape the road network.  Indeed, once 
the strip farming system had gone many tracks were no longer needed.   

The 1773 Highways Act made it possible to close or divert a road with the consent of the 
landowner and two JPs.  Many landowners were keen to protect the outlook from their 
country houses and to keep the poorer people away.   

The study of local maps from different periods revealed the changing patterns of paths and 
roads.  It seemed that before the Enclosure Act areas such as west Norfolk probably had a 
similar density of paths to south Norfolk.  Over the decades more and more paths were 
removed, eg in West Raynham most of the ancient paths have gone.  The process began in 
the 1820s and then the development of RAF West Raynham in 1939 meant the closure of 
many of the remaining paths. 
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16th and 17th centuries 

In these centuries there was a huge array of roads of different widths and footprints.  It is 
thought that they did not use the term ‘footpath’ as, provided you did not cause a nuisance, it 
was probably fine to walk where you wished.   

Medieval times 

If you want to look further back to medieval times and beyond, it is useful to look at parish 
boundaries.  There are varying theories as to whether roads and tracks followed boundaries, 
or whether the boundaries were set by reference to existing roads or tracks.  Sarah hoped 
that more research could be done on this topic. 

Questions from the audience 

Q What scope is there for re-opening footpaths which had been legally closed? 
A Several interested organisations including the Ramblers, CPRE, British Horse Society 

are working together to identify paths which might be re-opened.  They are using 19th 
century Ordnance Survey maps to help with the research and there is lots of evidence 
from historical maps. 

Q Is it up to parish councils to push for these reviews? 
A Not necessarily.  An individual with historical evidence can complete an application form 

to be sent to the Definitive Map Officer at Norfolk County Council. 

Q Was it not the case that many paths died a natural death?  The Enclosure Acts meant 
that small farmers would no longer need access to their strips of land.   

A Yes.  This was what the landowners claimed.  Then in the 20 th century landowners could 
truthfully say that no one used the historic paths.  Robena Brown told of a successful 
campaign in Cranworth to get a restricted byway added to the definitive map after the 
absentee landlord had put gates across an ancient path.  There were ongoing attempts 
to get paths registered in the Letton area. 

 

July  :  In search of Boudica  by Dr Natasha Harlow 

Natasha explained that her talk was 
based on many years of work (though 
only at the end did she show us her 
book Belonging and Belongings).  First, 

however, was a clarification about 
spelling and pronunciation: the former 
spelling Boadicea was now largely 
replaced by Boudica, while Iceni, in the 
past pronounced eye-see-nee was now 
usually eye-kay-nee. 

So, who was Queen Boudica?  Today, 
popularly seen as a freedom fighter, a 
rebel, a queen, she appears in a wide 
range of places.  There is no 
archaeological evidence to show she 

existed, but that is also true of many other people, as such evidence is rare.  Her ‘history’ 
can be traced through 

 classical authors from the mid first century, 

 rediscovery in the Renaissance, 

 a Victorian match with Britain’s own ‘warrior queen’ of the day, 

 academic works, based on historical records and/or archaeological finds, and 

 popular conceptions (eg tv programmes, written fiction, computer games). 
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Natasha’s own research covered Norfolk, 
Suffolk and Cambridgeshire from 100BCE 
to 200CE.  [Editor’s note - BCE = Before 
Common Era, a secular version of BC; CE = 
Common Era, equivalent to AD.]  She had 

collected some 14000 data records and 
looked at evidence of portable artefacts and 
identity.  Sources were: 

 classical accounts - Caesar, Tacitus, 
Cassius Dio, 

 items from the civitas capital, Venta 

Icenorum (“market place of the Iceni”), 

 the burnt destruction layers at 
Colchester and London, and hoards 
from the 60s CE, and 

 coins with ‘tribal’ names, mainly from 
East Anglia. 

Tacitus, writing 50+ years after the events of 
60/61CE, said that Prasutagus (a client ruler 
under the Roman occupation) named 
Emperor Nero as his heir, but also his two 
daughters (though not his wife, Boudica) as 
joint heirs.  Boudica was then flogged and 
the daughters violated; Boudica took 
revenge by promoting and leading rebellion.  
He states that, after the rebellion, she died by taking poison rather than being paraded as a 
prisoner.  The tribes which had supported the rebellion were then harried with ‘fire and the 
sword’.  Cassius Dio, writing 150+ years after the events, described Boudica as a leader with 
greater intelligence than expected of a woman, very tall with a fierce look and harsh voice; 
she died after falling sick and had a costly burial.  Both authors quote Boudica as a fighter 
for freedom, ready to fight or die, saying that the men might choose to accept Roman rule, 
but she would not.  Historians recognise that these reports will have been written with their 
readership in mind and are not to be relied on as literal truth.  Arguably, they make the point 
that Boudica was displaying characteristics to which Roman men should aspire. 

The distribution of finds such as the Fenwick hoard in Colchester (found in a small pit under 
the remains of a house which had burned down) and coins (not used as currency) from 
before and after the rebellion had been plotted to see what light they threw on changes in 
the pattern of settlement.  Likewise, finds of brooches of different designs were checked 
against the locations of forts, all to try to ascertain whether the Iceni were wiped out.  There 
was no evidence that large numbers of hot spots of finds before 60/61 had disappeared 
afterwards and although some settlement areas showed gaps, there was also a lot of 
evidence of continuity. 

Natasha then examined questions of identity.  She considered one of the numerous torcs 
from Ken Hill at Snettisham, which was up to 150 years old when deposited and which 
showed evidence of repairs.  Such items were out of fashion well before the rebellion; but it 
was possible that it was used as a ceremonial item (she compared it to our own monarch’s 
use of orb and sceptre).  She had looked at brooches as badges of belonging, again 
comparing the distribution of different brooch designs before and after, but this did not match 
the distribution of places of manufacture and she also thought it unlikely that a small brooch 
could reliably act as identification when meeting strangers.  She personally considered that 
one type of brooch fell out of use simply because it was an ineffective design - she had 
found none where the spring and pin remained present. 
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At an early stage, Natasha had shown a map indicating that her area of study was almost 
peninsular, with low lying wet and marshy ground to both east and west.  Now she noted that 
areas which were least subscribed to Roman authority, furthest removed from centres of 
influence, were the most likely to resist and rebel.  But she also noted that the Iceni had 
been quick to adopt Roman literacy - and at all levels of their society, not just among the 
wealthy, as evidenced from graffiti and everyday items. 

The talk was concluded by noting how Boudica had been cited as a female leader, whether 
by Roman writers (where the accounts seemed aimed at encouraging men to adopt some of 
the qualities which she exemplified), to less edifying representations as in the sexualised 
versions in some computer games (designed by men for men). 

Natasha concluded that there was essentially no direct archaeological evidence of Boudica’s 
existence, but there was good evidence of the destruction she was reported as causing.  
Writings about Boudica have always to be seen in the context of who was writing and for 
what purpose and audience.  The evidence from finds was mixed, but did not support the 
notion of large scale destruction or of Iceni tribes being ‘wiped out’. 

During the question and answer session which followed, it was noted that many of the finds 
arose from the activities of metal detectorists, reflecting the positive and productive 
relationship between detectorists and archaeologists pioneered in Norfolk. 

 

August  :  Hobbies: 1895 - 1968 and beyond by Martin Flegg 

Martin introduced himself as a long standing employee of Hobbies, only later adding that he 

was their last in-house designer.  He also noted he had drawn heavily on books by Terry 
Davy about Hobbies and Colin Laker about Bowman products. 

Fretworking was known 3000 years ago in China, from where it spread to India, but the first 
records in England were from the Tudor period.  Nearer our own time, the founder of 
Hobbies was John Henry Skinner, one of 6 children, who moved to Dereham when he was 

6½, living on a house on Norwich Street (next door but one to what is now the Tattoo shop).  
J H Skinner & Company was established on the site now occupied by Morrisons, using 
former railway carriages as offices.   

Although associated with fretwork kits and tools, the company was also involved in 
horticulture and photography amongst others.  Cameras were made in a workshop that still 
exists at the rear of Aldiss Court - the front can be seen through the arch by the side of Flour 
& Bean. 

The first issue of Hobbies Weekly was on 19 October 1895 and their first branded product (in 

fact two) were ladies’ and gentlemen’s bicycles.  The company grew quickly, opening stores 
in London, Manchester, Liverpool, Sheffield, Leeds and Bristol.  Skinner was ever having 
new ideas and one of them came from noticing that when very thin layers of wood were 
arranged in different directions and then glued together, the result was very strong and 
resisted splitting when cut - he had invented plywood, but the directors felt they had enough 
to deal with already and declined to pursue the product.  Skinner left for South Africa, where 
there was a plentiful supply of wood and developed mass production there. 

There was a setback in 1907 when a fire gutted the factory, causing £25k worth of damage 
and with many moulds lost for good (the production process meant that new moulds could 
not be created from finished products).  But this also made an opportunity to review and 
discontinue less popular lines.  In WWI, the catalogue featured a patriotic illustration, 
complete with a warship in the background, but featuring a female Britannia figure holding a 
fretsaw!  (This coloured plate is on show as part of the Wetherspoon’s display in the Romany 
Rye, Church Street, Dereham.) 
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In 1920, a connection was made with Geoffrey Bowman Jenkins, producer of live steam 
models, mainly boats.  On a larger scale, Hobbies also sold a caravan, a glider and a 

bungalow - one of which was formerly in North Elmham, though now moved to Worthing and 
used only as a sun lounge. 

Throughout, the talk was illustrated with products and relevant scenes, including a montage 
from 1923 showing the range of fretsaws over the previous 60 years.  There was also a 
range of powered saws, driven by connection to a light bulb fixture (there being no mains 
circuit at this time). 
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In WWII, working models of guns and 
tanks were made and sold, while the 
factory supported the war effort, 
escaping any damage.  Post war sales 
included kits and tools, though during 
the 1950s, model making slowly gave 
way to tv watching and the company 
went into a steady decline.  It was 
eventually sold and production ceased 
in December 1968. 

But then Ivan Stroulger established 
Dereham Handicraft Company in 1975 
and obtained the licence to sell 
Hobbies products once more.  Martin 

showed us models from this time - 
boats, St Tiggywinkles Church (for 
hedgehogs) and a narrowboat.  The 
last site of the company was the 
building at the bottom of Swaffham 
Hill, now demolished and replaced by 
housing (but named after Hobbies), 

while the business, from which Martin 
had now retired, continues from 
Loddon. 

Following the talk, Martin (and his 
family) stayed to answer questions 
and to show publications they had 
brought with them and demonstrate 
the Royal machine (illustrated). 

 

Weathering Hobbies  Trevor Ogden  

The Facebook group Weather Group - UK and Ireland 

normally carries pictures of beautiful clouds or reports of 
members’ observations, but a few weeks ago one of the 
group administrators, Angella Streluk Rodgers, posted 
part of a plan from a Hobbies construction kit, of ‘A novel 
thermometer and weather indicator’.  I expressed 
interest on behalf of DHT and it turned out that she had 
quite a package of Hobbies items, some weather-
related, which were ‘passed to me by an elderly friend 
as we do some woodworking.  They were used by her 
father.’  Angella kindly donated them to DHT.  They 
consist of plans for fretwork items and pages torn from 
Hobbies Weekly that obviously caught the eye of the 
friend’s father.  None of them are dated. 

Two of the construction plans were for weather houses, 
as one might expect.  One had the conventional design 
of a pair of figures - a lady dressed for sunshine who 
emerges from the house when the weather is going to 
be dry and a gentleman dressed for wet weather who 

Fig 1  One of the weather house plans 
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comes out when bad conditions are expected.  In the other (Fig 1), the figures were men 
selling respectively ice cream and hot dogs. As with all these plans you were invited to write 
to Hobbies at Dereham to get a kit of materials.   

How these houses worked is 
revealed in an article on ‘A 
catgut barometer’ (Fig 2).  
The heart of it is a length of 
catgut held taut.  When the 
air is moist, the catgut 
absorbs moisture and 
stretches; when the air is dry, 
the catgut contracts and it is 
arranged to move the needle 
on a dial or the figures in the 
house.  The ‘barometers’ 
therefore simply responded 
to the humidity of the air and 
would not have worked well 
in our centrally heated 
houses. 

 

Fig 2  Part of the article on making 
a catgut barometer 

Pet lovers will be relieved to know that ‘catgut’ can be obtained from the intestines of other 
animals, not just cats.  Perhaps it was included in the kits that you could buy from Hobbies, 
but I’m not sure where else you could get it.  It’s a digression from the weather theme, but 
the Hobbies Weekly articles in Angella’s package obviously assume that you can get all 
sorts of things that 
would be difficult today.  
Fig 3 is part of an item 
on ‘Experiments with 
dilute sulphuric acid’ 
and this is one of a 
series on experiments 
with other dangerous 
materials such as 
phosphoric and 
hydrochloric acids.  
Sourcing these 
materials was evidently 
not a problem.  “Most 
chemists will supply” 
10% sulphuric acid - or 
the article says you 
could dilute 
accumulator acid, 
which is about 30%.   

Fig 3  When you got tired of 
fretwork, Hobbies Weekly 
gave you advice on more 

adventurous pastimes. 
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Diluting sulphuric acid is a dangerous procedure, but the article does tell you to wear 
goggles - and to pause if it gets hot: if you splash it on your skin, “rub on a paste of sodium 
bicarbonate and water”.  By the way, to get zinc for your experiments, the article advised 
readers to clean the zinc casing of old dry batteries, melt the zinc and pour it into moulds 
that you can make by pressing a pencil into damp earth.  Or you could granulate your zinc 
by re-melting it and pouring it into a bucket of water from a height of at least six feet.  There 
was more to Hobbies than fretwork! 

Returning to the weather theme, another item is ‘A novel thermometer and weather indicator’ 
(Fig 4).  As well as the thermometer, this featured a window with a piece of blotting paper 

behind, “treated chemically as 
described in the instructions”.  
Unfortunately, we only have the plan 
and not the instructions, but the 
treatment was probably similar to that 
of a ‘photo-barometer’, described in 
another issue.  In this you chose a 
photograph and painted it first with 
formalin solution and then, when that 
was dry, with a solution containing 
gelatine, glycerine and cobalt chloride.  
You then mounted the photograph in a 
frame.  Apparently when the weather 
was dry, the picture would appear 
blue; when the air was damp, the 
picture turned pink; and when 
changeable, lavender.  We should 
warn modern readers, however, that 
formalin is a solution of formaldehyde, 
which is now known to be able to 
cause cancer in humans, so you will 
probably not be able to buy that at 
Boots either.  Oh, and cobalt chloride 
is suspect too.  

Fig 4  “Shall I need a coat today?” 

You may feel after all this that it is easier to sit back and watch the TV weather forecast.  
Fortunately, when Martin Flegg gave his talk on Hobbies in August, he brought with him a 
1939 copy of Hobbies Weekly which gave instructions for building your own TV receiver 
(using the prewar Baird system).  But that clearly deserves another article. 

 

A letter from Dereham   Trevor Ogden  

Amongst the package of Hobbies material that Angella Rodgers sent us (see “Weathering 
Hobbies”) was this interesting envelope, sent from Hobbies of Dereham to Mr E L Jones of 
Llandudno on 22 October 1949.  On it Mr Jones (or someone) recorded what they were 
doing with their Hobbies buys.  They had crossed out “Steam Trawler Oct. 49”, so perhaps 
that is the design that arrived in the envelope.  They then seem to have spaced out their 
activity.  On Christmas Day 1950 they started a toy rocking horse.  They had bought the 
design for 6d (2½p) but used some quarter-inch ply that they already had to make the 
model.  By 8 January, two weeks later, they had finished.  Then nothing is recorded until 19 
October 1953, when they started on a second rocking horse, which they finished the next 
month.  They again paid 6d for the design, but this time the materials cost them 3s 3d 
(16¼p).  Against that sum is 1.K.4.  Could K stand for a kit of materials that they bought so 
they could make the design?  In January 1954, they note that in the envelope there is a 
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spare design, for which they paid 9d, but the envelope was empty when we got it, so we will 
never know what the design was! 

 

 

Membership matters 

If you are not currently a member, can we invite you to consider joining?  From 

September each year, we offer half price membership for the remainder of the subscription 
year, while new joiners paying full rate from January will have membership to 1 March in the 
following year.  The membership form is at 
https://www.derehamhistory.com/uploads/1/6/2/3/16236968/dht_membership_leaflet_mar22.p
df or you can request a copy from Ken Hawkins.  Then either post your completed form with 
payment or scan and email it to ken-hawkins@tiscali.co.uk.  

Payment  We can take payment at one of our meetings (cash or cheque only), but there are 

also two other ways open for payment: by cheque payable to Dereham Heritage Trust, 
posted to Ken Hawkins, DHT, 26 Hillfields, Dereham  NR19 1UE, or by bank transfer to 
Dereham Heritage Trust, sort code 20-28-20, account 10179752 - but if you use this method 
please make sure you quote your surname as a reference so that we can recognise the 
payment as coming from you. 

 

Calling all members! 

Have you been researching local issues recently?  Would you be willing to share your 
findings with your DHT co-members?  By way of a change, we thought it would be a good 
idea to use the time following our next AGM in February to invite any willing member to take 
a 5 or 10 minute slot to present their work to the meeting.  If you think this would be 
something you could do, please let Ken Hawkins know so we can plan the timetable for the 
evening.  Equally, if you have questions about this, please do get in touch. 

 

Programme of events 2022 

We have a full programme of speakers and events planned through the year, though it 
remains open to change. 

Wherever possible, and where the speaker agrees, we are recording each talk and making it 
available to members until the next following meeting date; we will send details by email to 

https://www.derehamhistory.com/uploads/1/6/2/3/16236968/dht_membership_leaflet_mar22.pdf
https://www.derehamhistory.com/uploads/1/6/2/3/16236968/dht_membership_leaflet_mar22.pdf
mailto:ken-hawkins@tiscali.co.uk
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members.  Members who choose to watch the talks in that way are invited to pay the usual 
£1 charge as a donation to offset our costs - our speakers still deserve full recompense for 
their time and effort!  Payment can be made by cheque or bank transfer as noted in the 
Membership matters section above.  Thanks to those of our members who have donated for 
our online talks up until now. 

For the full programme, please see below. 

 

 
Please keep this page as your reminder of our 2022/3 programme 
 
Planned meeting dates continue to be the second Wednesday of each month, at Trinity Methodist 
Church, 31 Trinity Close, Dereham  NR19 2EP (off Theatre Street), starting at 1930, and ending with 
light refreshments before close at 2100.  Admission to talks is £1 for members of Dereham Heritage 
Trust and £3 for non members.  Visitors are always welcome, with the fee payable on the door, 
refreshments included. 
 
14 September 
The Glaven Ports to 1800 

Jonathan Hooton 

12 October 
Industry and Manufacturing of Old Dereham  
Robena Brown and Gordon Olley 

9 November 
Norfolk Postal History 1579 to 1950s 
David Leathart 

14 December 
Dereham in the 1980s - The Films of Michael Burton 

Brent Scholes 

11 January 2023 
Norfolk’s earth heritage 

Tim Holt-Wilson  

8 February 2023  
AGM 

followed by reports from members on the results of their recent discoveries 

and for your diary,  meetings are being planned for the second Wednesday every month 

throughout 2023: 8 March, 12 April, 10 May,  14 June, 12 July, 9 August, 13 September, 
11 October, 8 November and 13 December 

 

Next issue 

We plan to produce a Newsletter every quarter, in March, June, September and December; 
the press date for the next issue is 15 November.  If you have material for this issue, please 

send it to Ken Hawkins.  And please don’t hesitate to get in touch with us if you have any 
other comments of any sort.  In between Newsletters, our website www.derehamhistory.com 
is updated regularly so please have a look now and again. 
 

http://www.derehamhistory.com/

