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COLD WAR IN THE BRECKS  

PROJECT MOVES AHEAD 

L I V I N G   A N D   B E L I E V I N G   I N   T H E   B R E C K S 

After a slow start in 2019, the project has really got going now. Several events and meetings took place between  

January and March. In January a group met in Swaffham Museum to examine their records of the protests in the town against the siting of a 

Thor Missile base at RAF North Pickenham in 1958. We were shown a report of an amazing telephone conversation between Swaffham Town 

Clerk and a Russian journalist trying to dig for dirt for propaganda purposes. The visit was also a chance to meet new people interested in the 

project, some of whom had been actively involved in events at the time, both in the armed forces and as civilians. 

In February a seminar on The Cold War In The Brecks led by Dr Richard Hoggett attracted 20 people (it was over-subscribed), most  

of whom were new to the project. As well as Richard’s presentations there was the opportunity for much exchange of ideas and  

discussion of the many aspects of the Cold War years – and some detective work as well! 

 Meanwhile, a group of volunteers is holding a series of meetings to arrange the recording of memories. This programme was well under 

way until Covid-19 intervened. 

 

What’s On 

See www.brecsoc.org.uk/news-

and-events 

All Society events are postponed until 

further notice due to the present 

Covid-19 crisis. Please be assured 

that we will be in touch with all our 

members as soon as the present 

restrictions on social interactions are 

lifted. We are all looking forward to 

when it will be possible once more to 

get out and explore the wonderful 

Brecks countryside. Until that time we 

hope all our members and their 

families are keeping safe and well.  

This newsletter is a bumper eight-

page edition designed to keep 

members and friends up to date with 

the Society’s activities and projects.  

One of our volunteers, Chris Cock, was a member of the Royal Observer Corps, 

based at the Mundford underground nuclear monitoring post. Chris had bought an 

old photo album on eBay, which had belonged to an RAF policeman stationed at 

Feltwell. This image, taken from inside a (very low security!) fence at a base shows 

a protest, but we did not know where or when. But then an attendee at our March 

seminar, Ed Stanley, told us that he had found an old video on YouTube and 

details exactly matched some of the photos! It was on 20 October 1962, and took 

place outside RAF Honington. To view the video, see tinyurl.com/w8uucnn Note 

the Glasswells’ removals van, which was used to transport arrested protesters en 

masse to court. 

We’re still looking for more volunteers, especially someone to take the lead on 

researching the local protests. 

 Contact Peter Goulding brecksmilitaryhistory@gmail.com or Alan Clarke 

arc202@virginmedia.com 

http://www.brecsoc.org.uk/news-and-events
http://www.brecsoc.org.uk/news-and-events
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Left: Reed Warbler chicks 

WATERMILL BROAD: A CONSERVATION LEGACY 

by Dave Leech 

      Many of the migrant birds that breed the UK and winter in Africa are in decline but Reed Warblers are bucking the trend, possibly 

because the warming climate favours reed growth and prolongs the growing season, enabling the warblers to produce more broods 

per season. Watermill provides the perfect testing ground for this hypothesis as large numbers (100–140 pairs) of warblers breed in 

easily accessible reed margins that can be systematically searched. And we’re not the only ones searching. The site hosts between 

two and four female Cuckoos each year, all of which parasitise the Reed Warbler nests, a behaviour that regularly attracts the 

attention of film crews, accompanied on one memorable occasion by Sir David Attenborough. 

      Watermill is home to a wide range of bird species with over 160 recorded in total, including large breeding populations of the 

declining Marsh Tit and Reed Bunting, but it is probably more notable nationally for other taxa. The density of Grass Snakes on site is 

thought to be the highest recorded in the UK and a PhD student is currently collecting data on the abundance and survival rates of 

this poorly studied species to assess the impacts of the recently described Snake Fungal Disease on the population.  

I suspect that many Society members pass by Watermill 

Broad on a regular basis but far fewer will realise that 

they have done so. Situated by the A134, close to 

Cranwich village, an unassuming farm track leads to a 

belt of trees that perfectly conceals a chain of interlinked 

lakes, abutting the River Wissey on the opposite side. 

Approximately 135 acres in area, this County Wildlife 

Site consists primarily of open water and wet grassland, 

with strips of mature woodland running along two 

boundaries. 

      After gravel extraction proved a more profitable use 

of the land than farming, the pits were flooded and the 

land left to revert to its natural state, at which point it was 

purchased by Angela Knapp with the aim of creating a 

wildlife haven on the Brecks/Fens border; and, in true 

Angela fashion, she achieved exactly what she set out to 

do. As many of you will know, Angela died in October 

2019.  

While the site’s links with my employer, the British 

Trust for Ornithology, stretch back many years, my own 

involvement began in 2010, when a colleague suggested  

Photo by Dave Leech Watermill Broad by the River Wissey  

that Watermill might be the perfect place for me to develop 

my newly found passion for finding and monitoring nests. 

Little did they know what they had started! A decade later, 

I find myself a Trustee of the site, managing the habitat with 

the help of Angela’s daughter, Louisa, and running several 

research projects involving multiple MSc and PhD students. 

The initial focus of our work was the Reed Warbler, the 

archetypal ‘little brown job’ that compensates for its lack of 

visual flair with some of the most elaborate nest-building of 

any British species. The female weaves deep baskets of 

material to house her eggs and ties them firmly to reed stems 

where they sit, suspended between two and four feet above 

the water, out of reach of all but the most determined 

predator. 

Photo by Dave Leech 
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The Watermill Broad project is heavily 

reliant on volunteer efforts. If you would like 

to help Dave clear the ever-encroaching 

willow and alder scrub during autumn/winter, 

drop him a line at daveleechbto@gmail.com; 

alternatively, if you fancy a stint as a toad 

patroller in late winter/early spring, call 

Donna on 07876 324231. 

      

Grass Snake         Photo by Dave Leech 

Left: Reed Warbler nest with a Cuckoo egg 

Photo by Dave Leech 

These large numbers are probably related to the very large 

Common Toad population, which continues to thrive thanks to the 

hard work of the Cranwich Toad Patrollers, who spend every night of 

the late winter/early spring ferrying animals captured in buckets at a 

specially constructed toad fence safely across the A134. 

      Space precludes detailed discussion of other types of organism 

but Watermill is visited regularly by county wildlife experts who have 

recorded almost 300 plants, including nationally important 

populations of aquatic stoneworts (Charophyta), similar numbers of 

beetles, 230 fungi and over 200 moths on site. 

      In the face of this overwhelming evidence, there can be 

absolutely no doubt that Angela surpassed her aim of 

creating a wildlife haven by some distance. In addition to 

developing a thriving biodiversity hotspot, her efforts have 

produced a resource that allows population trends to be 

monitored, research to be undertaken, students to develop 

their careers and an opportunity for wildlife filmmakers to 

spread the conservation message worldwide. All in all, a 

pretty remarkable output for an ex-arable field in the middle 

of Breckland and a wonderful legacy left by an equally 

remarkable lady.  

Photo by Dave Leech  

WATERMILL BROAD: A CONSERVATION LEGACY 

Another view of Watermill Broad 

mailto:daveleechbto@gmail.com
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M R JAMES AND ST EDMUND’S ABBEY 
 

In September 2019 members were treated to a fascinating presentation by Dr Richard Hoggett FSA MCIfA on  

MR James and his links with the Abbey in Bury St Edmunds. Here, Richard reprises the life and achievements of a 

remarkable polymath who was a regular visitor to the Brecks. 

Although best known as the author of some of the greatest ghost stories ever written, Montague Rhodes (MR) James (1862–1936) 

was first and foremost a formidable medieval scholar, whose academic work encompassed a wide range of subjects. Born in Kent, 

when James was only three his family moved to Great Livermere, where his father, Herbert James, served as rector from 1865 

until his death in 1909. James had a Suffolk upbringing, and from an early age was fascinated by local churches and their architec-

ture, filling notebooks with records and sketches of his visits to various sites across the region. Educated at Eton College and 

King’s College Cambridge, James developed an early fascination with medieval manuscripts that was to form the cornerstone of 

his prolific academic career. In 1886, James was elected to a fellowship at King’s College, eventually becoming the Provost of the  

College in 1905. In parallel, James also became the assistant director of the Fitzwilliam Museum in 1886, rising to director in 1893, 

a post which he held until 1908. Following a brief period as Vice-Chancellor of Cambridge University between 1913–15, late in the 

First World War James was offered the Provostship of Eton College, which he took up in 1918 and held until his death in June 

1936. James was buried in the cemetery at Eton, but in 1998 a memorial to him was installed on the south wall of the chancel of 

Great Livermere church. 

      Although his academic interests were wide-ranging, James was 

particularly captivated by the site of St Edmund’s Abbey in Bury St 

Edmunds, which he had known since his childhood, and he undertook 

extensive studies into its history. In 1895, James published a two-part 

volume on the history of the Abbey with the Cambridge Antiquarian 

Society. The first part presented a reconstructed catalogue of the 

holdings of Bury’s monastic library, which drew upon medieval book-

lists and his own identifications of former Bury manuscripts surviving in 

several major collections. The second part of the work presented a 

detailed description of the abbey church itself, which James derived 

from numerous descriptive fragments contained within a wide range of 

documentary sources, many of which had never been studied 

previously. In their different ways, both halves of the book presented 

masterful summaries of their subjects, and neither has been bettered in 

the intervening years. 

      James’ work, and in particular his identification of the resting places 

of six of the abbots within the chapterhouse of the abbey, was directly 

responsible for an archaeological excavation of the chapterhouse 

which began in the autumn of 1902. The excavations revealed much 

about the chapterhouse itself, and on New Year’s Day 1903 a row of 

five stone coffins, complete with skeletons, together with a sixth un-

coffined burial, was uncovered exactly as James had predicted. These 

burials included that of the great Abbot Samson (1135–1211). 

      In April 1932, James gave a lecture about the abbey church at the Athenaeum in Bury St Edmunds, the concluding remarks of 

which highlighted the great personal and intellectual fondness which he geld for the abbey throughout his life:  

“My wish has been to impress upon you the ancient beauty and splendour of the great church and the fact that in the 

unexplored ruins of it you have the happiest hunting ground for the historian and antiquary that is to be found in the length 

and breadth of England.” 

MR James in his study 
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The event was generously hosted by Mrs Jane Bonning, current owner of Beachamwell 

Hall, and the talk was given by Mary Ann Prior about Constance Villiers-Stuart (1877–

1966), who lived in the Hall at the turn of the last century, and Constance’s work as both a 

garden designer and researcher of Indian Mughal gardens.  

Constance spent most of her life living at the Beachamwell estate but for three years 

before the First World War she lived in India, where her husband was stationed with the 

Army. This gave her the opportunity to gather material for her 1913 book, Gardens of the 

Great Mughals. It seems that she had conversations with Edwin Lutyens, who read her 

CONSTANCE VILLIERS-STUART and 

BEACHAMWELL HALL 

Constance Villiers-Stuart 

Above: The Hall in which Constance grew up was 

destroyed by fire in 1901 and rebuilt five years later in 

Queen Anne style, as shown here. 

On 30 January this year 35 Society members and guests attended an evening talk entitled “From Beachamwell to 

Bharatpur” at Beachamwell Hall.    

book. Lutyens  was impressed by her ideas, and having worked with Gertrude 

Jekyll, had developed a sympathy for garden design. At that time Lutyens and 

the Viceroy, Lord Hardinge, were designing the new capital city for India, and 

Constance’s ideas formed part at least of the design of the Mughal Gardens at 

the Viceroy’s House in New Delhi.  

The talk was fascinating and included recent material from Mary Ann’s trip 

to India towards the end of 2019, following in the footsteps of Constance 

Villiers-Stuart. 

Mrs Bonning kindly provided drinks and canapes after the talk. 

Constance Villiers-Stuart was also a skilled watercolourist. 

Left: The Diwan-I-Khas 

Below: The Taj Mahal 
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The meeting room at the new Wereham Village Hall was packed on 6 March for a talk by Richard Coates about the 

history of Stoke Ferry as Breckland’s port and gateway. Richard is the son of a former village schoolmaster and 

author of a recently published book ‘A Farthing for the Ferryman: The Surprising History of a Norfolk Village’. 

Archaeological finds in Breckland tell us that people have lived here since even 

before the last Ice Age. By the time of the Domesday Book, Stoches, as Stoke was 

then known, was an important agricultural centre.  

As its name suggests, Stoke Ferry owes its existence to the river crossing. 

Before a railway branch line from Downham Market reached the village in 1882, 

Stoke Ferry was a significant trading centre on the turnpike from Kings Lynn to 

Thetford. The village grew up on the bank of the River Wissey, and the early ferry 

which gave its name to the village was replaced by a bridge. Here goods such as 

corn and coal could be transferred from road to water transport and gave local 

merchants and businessmen the opportunity to grow rich on this trade and create 

substantial buildings in the village. 

Wealthy families such as the Etheridges, Micklefields and Winfields built several 

of the large houses that can still be seen in the village today. In its heyday Stoke 

Ferry boasted a wide range of facilities and shops, with almost every domestic 

requirement catered for from within the settlement, so that villagers rarely had to 

venture very far afield.  

Copies of Richard’s book can be bought at 

the Stoke Ferry Village Shop and Thomas 

Bonnett Hardware in Stoke Ferry, Ceres 

Bookshop in Swaffham and on Amazon.  

Stoke Ferry Hall 

STOKE FERRY:  

BRECKLAND’S INLAND PORT 

Richard mentioned in his talk how going to Downham Market was regarded as 

"quite far enough"! What was particularly striking is how much more vibrant the 

village must have been a hundred years ago than now. Not only was it a bustling 

entrepot linking the Brecks and the Fens and attracting many travelling 

businessmen to its pubs and hotels, but it also sustained a diverse resident 

community. Perhaps one of the village’s most remarkable achievements was the 

establishment, by the will of James Bradfield, of 

a free school for the children of poor families, 

more than 70 years before compulsory 

education was introduced in England. 

Sadly, decline set in during the mid-

twentieth century with the shift from railway 

traffic to road haulage. Stoke Ferry found itself 

increasingly overtaken by a more national – 

and then global – economy. Businesses and 

trade drifted away, and with the last owners of 

several of the major residences in the village 

being childless, ownership of these houses 

passed to distant cousins who then sold them. 
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NORFOLK WILDLIFE TRUST  

THOMPSON COMMON LAND PURCHASE APPEAL 

Donations for this appeal can be made to Norfolk Wildlife Trust through any of the usual channels including its website 

www.norfolkwildlifetrust.org.uk/donate and telephone 01603 625540. 

The Norfolk Wildlife Trust has the opportunity to purchase 132.5 acres at Mere Farm and Stow Bedon to expand its 

present Thompson Common reserve by reconnecting it to adjoining arable and woodland. The Trust needs to raise 

£250,000 to add to a bequest to achieve the total of £625,625 within 12 months. 

Water Violet Hottonia palustris at Thompson Common 

Photo from Breaking New Ground 

Volunteers re-introducing Northern Pool Frogs  

in an area of pingos 

Photo from Breaking New Ground 

NWT Thompson Common near Watton is a mosaic of habitats 

comprising wet and dry grasslands, hedges, woodland and more 

than 400 Ice Age pools known as pingos. These habitats support 

much rare and threatened wildlife including that that thrive in the 

chalk-fed water of the pingos including the Pond Mud Snail and 

the recently re-introduced Northern Pool Frog. In all, 58 

threatened species are known to inhabit the pingos, many of 

them small snails and water beetles. Twenty-five types of 

butterfly and over 600 species of beetle have been recorded 

here. The reserve is a national stronghold of the Scarce Emerald 

Damselfly and there is a reintroduction programme for the 

Northern Pool Frog which became extinct in the UK in the late-

twentieth century, but was known to live on the Common in the 

1960s. Marsh Orchid, Twayblade, Marsh Cinquefoil, Salad Burnet 

and Water Violet are among the species of flora recorded here. 

       

This landscape is a link to the ancient past when a 

wilder Norfolk stood at the edge of a great 

Pleistocene ice sheet. The Trust is already 

recreating ‘ghost ponds’ from pingos that have been 

identified by aerial photography as having been 

ploughed out or otherwise infilled in the twentieth 

century. 

      Other plans are to re-establish species-rich 

Breck grassland species in previously intensively 

farmed fields, to connect SSSI woodlands and 

reinstate a missing link in a network of uninterrupted 

wildlife-rich habitats from heath to wetlands and 

through to Thetford Forest. 

http://www.norfolkwildlifetrust.org.uk/donate
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In her journal entry for 23 April 1919, Emma describes a visit 

she made to the Suffolk Brecks, at that time still largely 

covered by open heathland dissected by watercourses such 

as the River Lark:  

“With Maud [Brindley, a friend and fellow ornithologist] to 

Mildenhall 10.35. Walked over the heath to ?Tuttenham 

[probably a misspelling of Tuddenham], then through 

Barton Mills to Mildenhall. Home here 7.30. Dull – cold. 

Saw 5 prs Stone Curlew & heard their wild cries all day. 

Lovely country unique of its kind. Heather sand & pine on 

one hand, River Lark, swamps & reed beds on the other. 

Many Snipe bleating, scores of Willow Wrens. Lapwings, 

Redshank, Mallard, Ringed Plover abundant, at lunch a 

few R. Plover. This is one of their few inland breeding 

places. Tree Pipits, Reed Buntings, Larks & M Pipits, a 

large flock of Fieldfares chacking in some trees. This was 

the most out of the way bird incident. River Lark very 

charming, water so clear. Numbers of Swallows & a few 

Martins (both) playing about the river. Found 2 Lapwing 

nests, also Mallard. Missel Thrushes singing lustily.” 

Emma’s experiences of the Brecks doubtlessly 

contributed to the picture she created in “A Saunter on the 

Heath”, the opening chapter in her 1929 book Stray Leaves 

from Nature’s Notebook. Although she does not give the exact 

location of her “saunter”, and it may be indeed be an 

amalgamation of experiences in several heathland locations, 

the opening photograph of a line of Scots Pines and the 

references in the text to flint mining and a 14-mile-long 

trackway “as old as Neolithic man” – probably a section of the 

Peddar’s Way – most likely point towards the Brecks. She 

writes of Red Squirrels, Crossbills, Woodlarks and Wrynecks, 

and of “hedges and copses alive with Nightingales and 

warblers” but interestingly does not mention Stone Curlews, 

an iconic species locally and one that she had photographed 

in earlier years. 

The landscape visited by Emma and Maud that chilly day 

in 1919 was to change dramatically in the years that followed. 

The newly created Forestry Commission bought up vast tracts 

of cheap land in the Brecks and planted it with conifers. While this 

benefited some birds, it consigned others, including the Ringed Plover, 

to local extinction as a breeding species. Emma could see what was 

happening, and in a talk she gave in Bury St Edmunds in March 1932, 

she suggested that “in the future some parts of Breckland could be set 

aside as a sanctuary and breeding ground for birds”. She did not live to 

see that happen, but her voice proved seminal in the growing clamour 

to create the first reserves in the area in the decade that followed.  

Emma Turner: A Life Looking at Birds by James Parry & Jeremy 

Greenwood is available from the Norfolk & Norwich Naturalists’ Society 

via http://norfolknaturalists.org.uk/wp/shop 

These photographs of nestling Stone-curlews were taken by Emma 

Turner in Norfolk in 1907. 

A pioneering bird photographer and one of the first women to hold her own in the relentlessly masculine world of 

ornithology, Emma Turner (1867–1940) is most associated with the Norfolk Broads. Yet she also knew the Brecks well, 

visiting regularly from her home in Cambridge. James Parry, co-author of a recently published book on Turner, writes 

about her visits and observations of Breckland birds. 

EMMA TURNER AND THE BRECKS 

LATEST JOURNAL OF BRECKLAND STUDIES NOW AVAILABLE 

Volume 3 of the JBS was published last month, featuring six papers on various aspects of the local heritage. These range 
from thatching, West Stow Hall and Nightjars to mapping the Brecks, moths at Weeting Heath and the conservation of the 
Breckland Wormwood. Price £9.99 plus £3.50 P&P. Volume 2, published in 2018, is available at the reduced price of £5 

(normally £9.99) if ordered with Vol 3. To place an order, please email info@brecsoc.org.uk. 

mailto:info@brecsoc.org.uk

