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...IT’S GOODBYE FROM HER...
Welcome to the 60th issue of The Breckland Society Newsletter. Since the very first issue, published back in May
2003 just after the Society was formed, the newsletter has been designed and edited by Liz Dittner but she felt now
the time was right for a change.
For 15 years Liz has worked away, voluntarily, producing
high-quality, informative and interesting newsletters.
With ever-increasing work and family commitments, Liz
has understandably decided that the time has come to
See www.brecsoc.org.uk/news-and-events pass the editing over to someone else. Liz is still very
much involved with the Society and its committee, and is
a regular and welcome sight at events.
Wednesday 6 June 7pm
I’m sure that you’ll wish to join me in expressing our
Flint in the Brecks
huge
gratitude for all the hard work she has put into your
A Brandon & District Local History Group talk by Mike Willett
newsletters
over the years.
on the Breckland Society ‘Flint in the Brecks’ Project.
Engine House, Brandon Country Park, IP27 0SU
...And it’s hello from me
BDLHS members £2 – non-members £3
It’s a huge honour, if somewhat daunting, to step
into Liz’s ‘Breck Soc newsletter shoes’, but I am very
Sunday 17 June 12noon
much hoping I will be able to deliver the same useful
The Breckland Society AGM
and informative newsletters in future. I’d also be very
A short AGM meeting. Refreshments provided, feel free to bring
interested to hear from any of you if you have Brecklandyour picnic lunch with you before heading out to Market Weston
related stories to tell. One of the real joys of the Society
Fen.
is its breadth and range of interests; from wildlife, to
Hopton Village Hall, Thelnetham Road, Hopton, IP22 2QY
landscape, history, industry and folklore with everything
in between, so there are sure to be lots of topics and
Sunday 17 June immediately after the AGM
tales which could be featured in the newsletter. I look
Orchids at Market Weston Fen
A gentle walk around Suffolk Wildlife Trust’s Market Weston
forward to hearing from you! Contact me on su.delve@
Fen to see the amazing range of orchids, including some
gmail.com or we can chat at a future event.

What’s On

exceedingly rare species, and other marshland plants and
birds.
Market Weston Fen, IP22 2RF

Free for members – non-members £3
Sunday 15 July 3pm
Cranwich Heath and BBQ

A visit to Cranwich Heath led by Andy Palles-Clark of Norfolk
Wildlife Trust, with BBQ nearby afterwards. Cranwich Heath

More details to come

Friday 31 August 3-6pm
Tour and wine-tasting at Wyken Vineyards

A chance to see how the wine is made at Wyken, with a talk
and tasting afterwards.
Wyken Hall, Wyken Road, Stanton, Bury St Edmunds, IP31 2DW

Members £15 – non-members £18. Includes tasting
For more information about these Society events,
see website or email secretary.brecsoc@gmail.com

A IMPORTANT CHANGE
Included with this newsletter is a request for your
permission for Breckland Society to be able to contact
you via post and/or email. From this month, new
regulations will affect the way that we are able to contact
you, so PLEASE LET US KNOW your preferences. You can
also choose to change the details we hold, e.g. by adding
or removing your email address.
Breckland Society usually only contacts you to let you
know of Society events, and we would like to be able
to continue to do this. If you do not let us know how
you wish to be contacted, you will no longer hear from
us, with immediate effect, although you will continue
to receive the newsletter (by post), as part of your
membership package. Please be assured we will not
share your data with other people/organisations.

LIVING AND BELIEVING IN THE BRECKS

BRECKLAND HEROES: OLIVE COOK PART 2
In the January issue Liz Dittner wrote a short article about Olive Cook, the celebrated author of Breckland. Society
member Bridget Elliott generously responded with her recollections of Olive and Edwin as personal friends. The
following is based on letters to the Society from Bridget.
Olive lived at the Coach House in Saffron Walden, which
in earlier times had belonged to a large Victorian Gothic
house called The Vineyards. She did not drive or own
a car and would walk the half-mile from her home into
Saffron Walden. She was a dedicated campaigner for the
environment in Saffron Walden, helping with a major
campaign to save Audley Park in the early 1970s, when
Bridget’s husband Pieter was Chairman and Bridget
was Treasurer. The proposal was to build a new sewage
treatment works in the Capability Brown-landscaped
parkland. The case went to Public Inquiry, after which
the sewage works went ahead, but the campaigners had
managed to retain a footpath, limit the works to a smaller
site, and achieve good landscaping.

Olive Cook’s dining room where Bridget and Pieter enjoyed Olive’s excellent fare.

The Olive she remembers was a friendly, lively and
colourful person with a raucous laugh. She was also
a fine cook – Bridget and Pieter have fond memories
of dropping in for a cup of tea and being greeted with
a chocolate cake on the table. Olive cooked in a tiny,
unimproved 1950s kitchen – the food being more
important than the surrounding kitchen! Windows
looked out on to vast fields of wheat or oil-seed rape
belonging to the Audley End Estate.
Olive was a key figure in the running of the Fry Gallery
in Saffron Walden, of which she was one of the founding
members, and which holds a fine collection including
works by Edward Bawden and Eric Ravillious, as well as
some of Olive’s own paintings and Edwin’s photographs.
Bridget tells us that Olive regarded herself primarily as a
painter, but Bridget and Pieter always thought of her as a
writer.
It was through Olive’s writing, with the help of Edwin’s
photographs, that alerted Bridget to the importance
of her surroundings, national and local, whether it was
Breckland, country cottages, cathedrals, or Saffron
Walden. It was after reading Breckland that Bridget
decided that she would write her own account, and
that it would be totally different – Olive had not written
about the effects of war on those living in Breckland.
Olive’s book gave her the impetus to put down her own
first-hand experience of growing up in North Pickenham,
which resulted in A 1940’s Childhood in Breckland and
Norwich (see Newsletter 52, April 2016).

NEXT ISSUE OF JOURNAL OF BRECKLAND STUDIES
Work is underway on the next issue of the Journal of Breckland Studies, scheduled for publication in late June.
Following the success of the inaugural volume last year,
a second call for papers was issued last September and
six papers have now been approved by the editorial
panel, chaired by Professor Tom Williamson of UEA, for
publication in Volume 2. The illustrated papers cover
a range of subjects, including the conservation of a
traditional shepherd’s hut; the decline in Breckland lichens
and mosses; the status of grasshoppers in the Brecks;
the discovery of a ‘lost’ WW2 prisoner-of-war camp at
Eriswell; the results of the Breckland Bat Project; and
woodland planting on the great estates pre-1920.

Cavenham Heath, a site for Breckland’s
fast-declining lichens and mosses.

Photo: J Parry

Copies will be available from Ceres Bookshop, 20 London
St, Swaffham PE37 7DG (tel. 01760 722504/email
ceresbook@aol.co.uk ) at £9.99 per copy (plus £2.30 p&p
if posted).

VISIT TO RAF BARNHAM NUCLEAR BOMB STORE
On April 22 April, over 20 members and guests visited the former RAF Barnham Nuclear Bomb Store, now the Gorse
Industrial Estate, between Barnham and Elveden.
Built during 1953-55, Barnham was one of two very high
security RAF sites where the UK’s stock of Blue Danube (and
later, Red Beard) nuclear bombs was maintained.
Our host, Keith Eldred, bought the site in 1966 after the RAF
vacated it. It was first used as a mushroom farm and then as
a light industrial estate. Keith gave an introductory talk with
videos and then showed the group round the site, explaining
the function of each building.
The uranium and plutonium nuclear cores, each only about
the size of an orange, were stored individually in over 50
small brick-built ‘hutches’ dispersed around the site. It is said
that only 12-15 nuclear cores were ever on the site at once;
building hutches to deceive the USSR was much cheaper
than building bombs!

One of the five restored watch towers.

All photos: A Clarke

The bombs themselves were stored and maintained in a
number of large concrete buildings around the site, all of
which are surrounded by huge earth bunds. There was a
danger that the two tons of conventional high explosive in
each bomb, used to trigger the nuclear explosion, would
detonate. In times of high East-West tension, the cores and
the bombs were separately transported to the V-bomber
bases, and united at the last possible moment.

Keith is rightly proud of the work that he has done to preserve and restore key buildings on the site. It is very rare for
someone to actively lobby to have their buildings listed, as Keith did! His persistence paid off and both English Heritage
and Keith himself have put large sums of money into
preserving the site.
When Keith told us about the disastrous fire that
destroyed part of the site some decades ago, one
member, Pat Baldwin (l), produced photos of the fire that
Keith had never seen; Pat was one of the first firefighters
on the scene that day.
On a lighter note – in the 1960s & 70s, Keith, as a member
of the Thetford am-dram community, recruited extras for
the BBC when Dad’s Army was being filmed in the area!
Thanks to Keith for a fascinating and enjoyable visit.
Keith’s replica Blue Danube nuclear bomb.

BEOWULF AND NIGHTINGALES AT WEST STOW
Almost as if the weather was acting out its own saga from distant history, the sun emerged after days of rain
and the temperature lifted in time to see a full house – or rather a full Anglo Saxon Hall – of Breckland Society
members and friends gather at West Stow Anglo Saxon village to hear a wonderful telling of Beowulf.

An atmospheric retelling of Beowulf in the Anglo Saxon
Great Hall at West Stow.

HLF LANDSCAPE PARTNERSHIP PROJECT TAKES FIRST STEPS
In October last year we announced that, following on from the highly successful Breaking New Ground Scheme,
HLF (Heritage Lottery Fund) had approved a new scheme focusing on the heritage of the waterways and river
corridors of the Brecks.
Initially referred to as ‘Wet Brecks’ the scheme has now been formally named The Brecks:
Fen Edge and Rivers Landscape Partnership and, as before, will cover a bewildering range
of topics, ranging from geology, history and wildlife, to industrial heritage, culture and
even folklore. The first meeting of the partners, of which Breckland Society is one, was
held in Thetford on 18 April and a timetable decided upon.
A voluntary representative of Breckland Society will be involved at all stages of the scheme
and the Society is currently leading on two of the
projects; one is identifying, recording and seeking
to restore or preserve historic river structures such
as mills and other industrial heritage structures in
the project area. The other focuses on exploring the
nationally important history of river users from 1066
back into Roman times, using a variety of sources to show how the rivers explain
the pattern of human settlement and agriculture within Breckland.
There are a large number of projects in consideration during the first year
of the scheme, and partners which will work to choose which projects go
forward at a meeting in December of this year. The skills developed by Society
members and the enthusiasm shown during the last scheme means that we
will be in a perfect position to get involved with more of the fascinating range
of projects as they are confirmed.
Blue hatching shows the area of focus of the landscape partnership project.
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The fire was lit and, after picking up a glass of mead
(well, Prosecco!), we all sat round the hall while our
storyteller, Stephanie, in authentic dress, proceeded to
totally envelop us in a powerful retelling of the wellknown tale of Beowulf. It is fair to say that it was a
somewhat abridged version – not the full three-day
saga! – and it was mostly told in modern English, with
brief West Saxon quotes which really added to the
drama of the evening.
We heard of Beowulf’s visit to help Hrothgar, whose
mead hall ‘Heorot’ had been under attack by the
monster, Grendel. After Beowulf slays him, Grendel’s
mother attacks the hall and is then also defeated. Finally,
after a period of fifty years has passed, and Beowulf is
now silver-haired, we heard how he returned to defeat a
dragon, but is himself mortally wounded in the battle.
Before and during the performance a Nightingale
could be heard singing distantly across the park but,
frustratingly, when we all went for a short walk after
the storytelling, although we heard many Blackcaps,
Whitethroats and even Lesser Whitethroat, the
Nightingale remained resolutely and uncharacteristically
silent. Our walk did, however, take us along part of the
West Stow Beowulf trail, past the prow of Beowulf’s ship
and even past the remains of Grendel…

