
Newsletter 65 September 2020  

LIVING AND BELIEVING IN THE BRECKS 

Members will have noticed that this newsletter is a little different. We have no recent events to 
report on! Instead we are looking forward to what is to come in the remainder of 2020 and into 
2021. 
  The arrival of Covid -19 in March caused complete cessation of group activities including those 
meetings planned by The Breckland Society, and has largely delayed progress in the new 
‘Brecks’ Fen Edge and Rivers Partnership (BFER). However, things are beginning to get moving 
again as Covid-safe measures are being introduced. The Scheme Manager Nick Dickson has 
written the following to the Society: 

‘Thanks to the National Lottery Heritage Fund, the Brecks is again able to 
benefit from a large grant in support of Heritage and Landscape 
conservation, hot on the heels of the Breaking New Ground Scheme. The 
Brecks' Fen Edge and Rivers Partnership is delighted to have the 
Breckland Society as a key member once again, and spearheading a 
number of exciting (COVID-19 safe) activities focusing on the Brecks 
Rivers and Fen Edge Heritage, of which this is the first.’ 

WHAT’S ON 
See www.brecsoc.org.uk/news-and-events 

 
Wednesday September 30th Anglo Saxon and Viking East Anglia. A training session on Vikings and 
Saxon Archaeology by Zoom. 10.30 – 12.30 Dr Richard Hoggett. [Event now over, but please check 
Society’s website for details on how to watch via Catchup] 
 
Wednesday October 21st Reading the Anglo-Saxon and Viking Landscape. A training session by 
Zoom. 10.30 – 12.30 Dr Richard Hoggett. 
These sessions will stand independently and it is not necessary to do both. 
For more details see Page 4. 
 
January 2021 ‘The formation and structure of Pingos’ A visit to an area of pingos near Stow Bedon 

with Tim Holt-Wilson. Date and time to be confirmed when Covid-19 regulations are eased. 

 

Details of these events will be sent to you on the Members Events email and will also be placed on the 

website. Please note: the booking link to Eventbrite will be live on the Events email a few days ahead 

before going live on the website. This is to enable Members to book their tickets (and those for any 

guests) before booking is opened to the public. Events (other than those taking place virtually by Zoom) 

will need to be restricted to numbers that allow for safe social distancing – therefore for the time being a 

ticket must be booked in advance, even if the event is free.  

BRANDON STATION RESCUE,  
WILLIAM CARTER’S FLINT PANELS 

AND NEWS OF THE  
BFER RIVER RAIDERS PROJECT 



 LAST MINUTE REPRIEVE FOR BRANDON STATION  

 

Just when it looked as if all were lost, Brandon’s splendid flint station has been saved from 
demolition. Opened in 1845, Brandon served as the terminus station connecting two of Norfolk’s 
most historic railway lines: the Norfolk Railway (formerly the Norwich & Brandon) and the Eastern 
Counties Railway. The Norfolk Railway line was built by the early railway pioneers Robert 
Stephenson and Sir Samuel Morton Peto. 
 
Yet earlier this year Breckland Council gave permission to station owner Greater Anglia to 
demolish the station in order to make room for more parking spaces. The station building had 
been woefully neglected for years and allowed to fall into disrepair and virtual dereliction after the 
booking hall and other facilities closed in 1978. It had become a potentially expensive thorn in the 
side of the various railway company franchises (currently Greater Anglia) through which it passed 
and demolition had been threatened for several years, despite the building featuring some of the 
best surviving examples of black knapped flint. The fact that it’s in Brandon, the capital of East 
Anglian flintwork, made its potential demise all the more tragic.  

 
     It seemed the station’s removal was done and dusted 
when Breckland issued a lawful development certificate 
saying that Greater Anglia could pull it down and construct a 
new car park under the ‘railway permitted development 
rights’. Outraged campaigners tried desperately to save it, 
but were told by one local councillor that their opposition to 
the demolition was “pointless” and that the station’s “destiny  
has been sealed”. He must now be eating his words, for on 
30 July Breckland Council’s decision to approve demolition 
was quashed by a High Court order that followed judicial 
review proceedings launched by SAVE Britain’s Heritage. 
The council was forced to admit that it had failed to apply the 

legal test for what was railway land and had overlooked SAVE’s representations; it then 
consented to the quashing of its own certificate. Greater Anglia did not resist the court order. 

Overjoyed campaigners were further buoyed by the news in late August that Historic England 
had reassessed an earlier decision that the station building was not worthy of listed status and 
had decided to list it at Grade 2. This affords much-needed protection 
and highlights the station’s historical interest: it served as the main 
station for the American Airforce at nearby RAF Lakenheath and RAF 
Mildenhall, with large sidings created and known as the “American 
Sidings”.  

In September 1945 King George VI and Queen Elizabeth, 
accompanied by the Duke of Gloucester and the Commander-in-Chief 
of the Home Forces, General Alanbrooke, alighted at Brandon platform 
as part of a visit to East Anglia to inspect military installations. The 
station also featured in a 1968 episode of the popular television 

comedy Dad’s Army. 
  
James Parry 
 
 
For further description of the station please go 
to the following website https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-
entry/1471392 

High quality knapped flintwork 

The station buildings, with murals 



Whether or not you are aware of the rich history of both the flintknapping industry and the rabbit 
fur processing trade in Brandon, you probably will not know about the eight amazing flint panels 
created by William Carter in the late 1800s. 
 
Willliam was a third-generation knapper, whose ancestors are 
almost certain to have knapped the gunflints that helped us win 
the Battle of Waterloo. 

William’s flint panels stayed within the Carter family for 
several more generations before being gifted to the Brandon 
Community Centre in 1972, where they were mounted within the 
wall for many years. 

When the plans to demolish the community centre were 
announced, The Breckland Society alerted Nick Dickson at 
Breaking New Ground and funding was made available for them 
to be removed and preserved.  

On their removal, a surprising find was a part of a cigarette 
packet with June 1972 and the names R Dennis and B Bunn 

handwritten on it, believed to be the men who originally mounted 
the panels. 
     Many years passed, with the panels being largely forgotten 
about but assumed to be housed at Brandon Country Park. 
When Brandon Heritage Centre reopened in 2017, after many 
years with the doors closed, the then new volunteer manager, 
Darren Norton, was informed about the panels’ new whereabouts 
at the Suffolk County Council Archaeological facility in Bury St 
Edmunds. 
     Nick Dickson from BNG persuaded SCC to allow both Darren 
and West Suffolk Councillor, Victor Lucaniuk, also a trustee of 
the Heritage Centre, to visit the facility to view the panels and to 
discuss the possible reclamation and removal of them to the 
Centre. Much to-ing and fro-
ing ensued, but finally the 

panels were released to the Heritage Centre with the proviso 
that they would be looked after. 

The original plan was to mount each panel in a portable 
frame, but when I took over the reins from Darren in August 
2018 the committee, after much discussion, decided that 
owing to their considerable weight, importance and fragility the 
best solution would be to mount them once again in the wall. 

As luck would have it, we had just finished revamping the centre and the perfect wall was 
available in the flint knapping exhibition room. 

Councillor Lucaniuk and our caretaker, Alan Brocklehurst, set about placing them in the wall. 
Much brick dust and swearing followed, with the volunteers 
spending nearly four weeks removing brick dust from every 

THE FLINT PANELS AT BRANDON HERITAGE CENTRE 

We now have a much admired, touched and talked 
about display of Mr Carter’s decorative flint panels and 
we have been visited by some of his relatives this  
summer with promises of visits from more in the future. 

 
Jenny Brocklehurst,  Volunteer Centre Manager 



This month will see the launch of the Breckland Society’s latest project – River Raiders – which 
is being undertaken as part of the Brecks Fen Edge and Rivers Landscape Partnership Scheme 
funded by the Heritage Lottery. 
 
Made infamous by the pages of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, during the next six months the 
project will be exploring the history and impact of the Vikings in the Brecks through research and 

fieldwork delivered by volunteers from across the region. Particularly 
significant events, such as the martyrdom of King Edmund at the 
hands of the Vikings, will be high on the agenda, but less well known 
factors, such as the role which the Vikings played in the establishment 
and development of Thetford, will also be explored. 
     Project activities will include training in archaeological and 
historical research skills and practical fieldwork, and will result in the 
publication of an illustrated report, the installation of an interpretation 
panel and creation of online resources. Volunteers will also have a 
role in curating a Viking-themed exhibition to be held at Thetford 
Ancient House Museum.  
     Bookings are now being taken for the first two training sessions 
being offered by the project. Both events are free of charge and will 
be held online using Zoom. The sessions are led by Dr Richard 
Hoggett, a landscape archaeologist and recognised authority on 
Anglo-Saxon and Viking East Anglia.  
 
 

Session 1: Anglo-Saxon and Viking East Anglia 
Wednesday 30th September, 10:30am - 12:30pm 
[Event now over, but please check Society’s website for details on how to watch via Catchup] 
This session presents and overview of the historical and archaeological evidence for the Viking 
presence in East Anglia, and the Breckland area in particular. There will be a significant 
emphasis on the role which Thetford played as a Viking camp and later Anglo-Scandinavian 
township in which the Viking army overwintered before defeating 
Edmund in battle in AD 869. 
 
Session 2: Reading the Anglo-Saxon and Viking Landscape 
Wednesday 21st October, 10:30am - 12:30pm 
This session focuses on the archaeological and historical 
evidence for the longer-term settlement and integration of the 
Vikings into East Anglian life and culture during the later part of 
the Anglo-Saxon period. This includes the rich source of evidence 
offered by the region’s place names and the material evidence for 
the adoption of Viking art styles recognised in artefacts from this 
period. 
 
Future training sessions will focus on Anglo-Saxon and Viking 
artefacts and archaeological fieldwork techniques, with further 
details being made available on the Breckland Society website in due course.  

Dr Richard Hoggett 

THE VIKINGS ARE COMING! 



 
BRECKS FEN EDGE AND RIVERS  

LANDSCAPE PROJECT.  
 

RIVER RAIDERS RESEARCH STARTING SOON 

 

 

1. Starting later in 2020. The River Raiders project aims to explore the history and impact of the 

Vikings in the Brecks. They arrived in the area via the area’s rivers and in 864/65 overwintered 

on the banks of the Little Ouse at Thetford. It was from here that they launched their successful 

campaign first across East Anglia and then right across England. 

 

2. Due to start in 2021. The Industrious Rivers project will explore the history of trade and 

development along the rivers of the Brecks Fen Edge by documenting the structures such as 

mills, races, staunches, jetties, warehouses and researching and interpreting the commercial 

activities that helped shape the economic and industrial profile of the area. 

 

For further details log on to http://www.brecks.org/BFER/projects/2-4-River-Raiders/ or http://

www.brecks.org/BFER/projects/2-3-Industrious-Rivers or follow their Facebook pages. 

 

As an introduction to these there will be specially written articles on our website about each of 

the three main rivers of the Brecks: the Lark, Little Ouse and Wissey. These will be posted in a 

few weeks’ time. 

 

We hope that the following introductory article on the three rivers which pass through the Brecks 
as they flow westwards to the River Great Ouse will whet your appetite for heritage research, 
and also give you ideas for new places to walk and visit in safe, socially distant ways.  

 

 

The Breckland Society is the lead deliverer in two BFER projects in September which will focus 
on exploring the story of a key, yet little known chapter of the Brecks landscape history. It is 
hoped that interested members will volunteer in these research and fieldwork projects. 

http://www.brecks.org/BFER/projects/2-4-River-Raiders/
http://www.brecks.org/BFER/projects/2-3-Industrious-Rivers
http://www.brecks.org/BFER/projects/2-3-Industrious-Rivers


The River Lark 

The River rises as a spring at Bradfield Combust south of Bury St Edmunds and enters the Great 

Ouse at Branch Bridge, a few miles north of Prickwillow in Cambridgeshire. It is one of only 200 

chalk rivers in the country, making it of considerable significance for biodiversity with a diverse 

range of plant and animal species. It passes by nature reserves at Cavenham Heath and 

Lackford Lakes, parks such as that at Culford Hall created in the late-eighteenth century, in a 

style inspired by Humphrey Repton, and Fullers Mill where the garden was created by botanist 

and brewer the late Bernard Tickner, who created Abbot Ale for Greene King, gave some of his 

land to the Suffolk Wildlife Trust for Lackford Lakes Nature Reserve, which part of the garden 

faces. The garden is now in the care of the Perennial Trust. A recreated Anglo-Saxon village can 

be found at West Stow Country Park at the site of the excavation of an Early Saxon settlement.  

The distribution of archaeological finds suggests that river valleys such as the Lark were 

significant in Neolithic times, when the first settlements were concentrated along the rivers with 

communities living in small farmsteads such as at the site discovered at Fornham St Mary. These 

continued through the Iron and Bronze Ages into Anglo Saxon and Roman times and were 

subject to Viking invasion in the pre-conquest decades. 

     Mills were established in the Middle Ages by the river both 

for milling grain and fulling woollen cloth. Navigation was 

possible as far as Bury St Edmunds until the late-nineteenth 

century, when the locks fell into disrepair. The Lark connected 

this town with the North Sea via the Great Ouse, which flows 

through the Fens into the Wash at King’s Lynn, providing the 

main trade route for heavy goods for centuries. 

     Records from 1700 show that coal, timber, grain, salt, long-

fleeced wool from Lincolnshire and Romney Marsh wool from 

Kent were being transported, with peat turves and clunch 

being moved more locally and dropped off from the lighters at 

small wharves at riverside public houses.  

River crossings were of great importance. Villages developed at fording points on the Lark, for 

example at Icklingham and Lackford, and in 1173 there was even a battle at the river crossing at 

Fornham All Saints. The Lark near Jude’s Ferry was known as the ‘Jordan of the Fens’ in the 

nineteenth century because people came from miles around to be baptised by total immersion. 

The practice continued until the 1970s, when the cleanliness of the water led to health concerns.  

 

The River Little Ouse (or Brandon River) 

The river rises in a large river valley fen near Blo Norton. The 

same fen is the source of the River Waveney which flows east, 

the opposite way to the Little Ouse, which flows in roughly the 

same direction as the River Lark westwards to join the Great 

Ouse north of Littleport at a place aptly named Brandon Creek. 

For almost all of its length it forms county boundaries, initially 

between Norfolk and Suffolk and from Hockwold to Brandon 

Creek. However, its course has been by no means unchanged 

through the centuries, diverted by great deposits of sand blown 

across its bed through the centuries especially in the Santon 

Downham area, and channelled by the commissioners who 

progressively drained the Fens downstream from Brandon.  

THE MAIN RIVERS PASSING THROUGH THE BRECKS 

Chimney Mills at West Stow 

The bridge at Shadwell 

https://www.weststow.org/


The clear water of the upper part of the river course is heavily vegetated with reeds and 

rushes, and fallen branches and shoals have been left to provide a habitat for water life. From its 

source the fledgling river flows through water meadows between Thelnetham and Blo Norton. 

Here the Little Ouse Headwaters Project has provided the means for improved wildflower 

meadows and managed woodland accessed by a number of signposted walks. Close to Nun’s 

Bridges and adjacent to their offices, the British Trust for Ornithology has established a nature 

reserve called Nunnery Lakes.  

Until the early twentieth century the 

river was navigable as far as Thetford, 

having been improved after the 

construction of the first Denver Sluice by 

the building of staunches, primitive locks to 

bypass weirs. These generally raised the 

water level upstream, allowing a consistent 

water depth for boats. Now there is only 

one lock, close to Brandon Leisure Centre, 

that raises the water level by about one 

metre, allowing boats of less than 45ft to 

pass through to moorings in the town 

upstream of the road bridge. Boats carried 

industrial raw materials and products as 

well as general goods to and from wharves at Thetford, Brandon and other smaller settlements, 

and there was a busy lode to Lakenheath. Industries such as Fisons fertilisers and Burrells steam 

engines supported repair of the staunches. The head of navigation was effectively Pit Mill, just 

above Thetford Town Bridge, where the Anchor pub once stood and where now a new cinema 

has been built. In late Victorian times pleasure boats ran trips to Santon Downham from Thetford. 

As the river enters the Fens below Brandon the river meanders between floodbanks to 

confine it to its channel, and shallow lakes and scrapes litter the wide floodplain beyond the 

banks where birds, flowers and a wide variety of wildlife can be seen. In the wedge of land 

between Lakenheath Railway Station and Lakenheath Lode the RSPB has restored a natural fen 

where bittern, crane, cuckoo, marsh harrier, hobby, warblers and many other birds can be heard 

and occasionally seen in spring and summer. Fields producing arable crops on either side of the 

river here have reverted to a more natural state grazed by cattle, sheep and horses. 

The Little Ouse is relatively remote, especially below Brandon where the only public road 

crossing before the A10 at Brandon Creek is at Hockwold. Access, even on foot, is limited 

although the Hereward Way follows its banks for some of the way towards Ely. 

 

The River Wissey 

The source of the Wissey is a matter of some controversy. Most authorities state that the source 

is east of Bradenham in the countryside north of Shipdham, but the older generation of Watton 

claim that the Watton Brook flowing westwards from Scoulton Mere is the true Wissey. It also 

parallels the east to west courses of the Lark and Little Ouse, joining the Great Ouse at Fordham, 

near Denver Sluice. However, the small volume of the river limited its use for navigation and 

there were no staunches. This may be one reason that the only substantial settlement by the 

Wissey is Stoke Ferry, where it enters the Fens. The Hythes at Oxborough and Methwold 

suggest it had some use, although they are set back from the river and accessed by artificial cuts 

or lodes.  

The valley of the Wissey and those of its tributaries vary along their length from relatively 

narrow to wide, suggesting a post-glacial landscape of lakes which occasionally overflowed, 

cutting through the low ridges of sediment left by melting ice. At Lynford Water recent gravel 

extraction has revealed something of the nature of the valley some 60,000 years ago. Here over 

The river near Hockwold 



1,000 bones of mammoths and 41 complete flint hand axes were unearthed between 1992 and 

2002. Tim Holt-Wilson describes it as “a chilly, open mammoth steppe landscape with very 

different wildlife to the present, and inhabited by a population of Neanderthal humans”.  

The area that the river flows through has a long history of habitation. Along the banks of the 

river are many scatterings of pot boilers where early humans heated these small flints in their fire 

and then used them to heat water. In the fields of villages such as North and South Pickenham, 

Great and Little Cressingham, Bodney and 

Hilborough, artifacts from prehistoric flint 

implements to Saxon brooches have been 

unearthed. Many Bronze Age burial mounds 

have been identified including a ‘cemetery’ of 

eight grouped together near Hopton Farm in 

the parish of Little Cressingham. Peddars 

Way and other Roman roads cross the area 

and at Threxton, where the roads crossed by 

Watton Brook, this crossing was guarded by 

a Roman camp of several hundred soldiers. 

The churches at Hilborough and Bodney 

carry the remains of earlier Saxon buildings 

and an abandoned medieval village stands in 

the fields of Priory Farm at Great 

Cressingham. 

Between Hilborough and Lynford the Wissey waters flow through the ‘lost’ villages of Langford 

and Buckenham Tofts in the STANTA Army Training Ground, then, leaving the Battle Area, the 

river passes Lynford, where it has been diverted into lakes enhancing the grounds of Lynford 

Hall. Built in the 1860s by ‘the richest commoner in England’, Stephen Lyne Stephens, on the site 

of an earlier house, the hall was once visited by Ernest Hemingway and the Kennedy family (of 

JFK fame). It subsequently became a forestry school, which has left the legacy of a glorious 

arboretum in its public grounds. Later, standing empty in the 1970s, it provided a film set for the 

TV series ‘Allo ‘Allo and Dads Army as well as 

hosting antiques auctions for Tyrone Roberts. Then 

the river flows on past the grounds of Didlington Hall, 

once a fine mansion containing valuable collections 

of paintings, rare books, tapestries, and furniture. 

There were Egyptian artefacts in a specially built 

museum, bought and collected by Lord Amherst and 

thought to be the inspiration for Howard Carter’s 

Egyptian excavations. 

 
 

Neanderthal humans at Lynford 

Didlington Hall c.1900 


