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 RECENT EVENTS 

 SAVING THE BRECKLAND RABBITS 

 A RARE ANGLO-SAXON FIND 

 TUDOR MUSIC CELEBRATED IN 
OXBOROUGH 

EVENTS 
 
 
 
Sunday 13 March 11am–1pm 
A walk around an area of Pingos on Thompson 
Common with Tim Holt-Wilson.  
Charge £5 members, £8 non-members. 
 
Sunday 24 April 11am–1pm 
Another opportunity to join a private guided tour 
of the grounds of the former Didlington Hall and 
also to see inside the nearby church. This visit 
will be primarily for those members who were 
unable to attend the tour last autumn. 
 
Wednesday 18 May 
An evening walk in the grounds of Lynford Hall. 
A chance to discover its history and nature. 
 
Wednesday 29 June 
The Society AGM, to be followed by a dusk 
Nightjar walk. 
 
See brecsoc.org.uk for more details, as they 
become available. 
 

THE BRECKLAND SOCIETY 
AND THE BRECKS FEN EDGE 
AND RIVERS PARTNERSHIP 

 
The much-delayed project ‘Industrious Rivers’, 
led by The Breckland Society, is now due to 
start in May 2022. It is hoped that the ‘River 
Raiders’ project report should be available in 
the spring. 
 
Breckland Society members should have 
received an Events email in early January, 
including a link to the monthly Brecks Fen Edge 
and Rivers Newsletter, which had informative 
reports about three projects, including a 
programme of Guided Walks, Ghost Pingo 
Restoration, Tales from the River and Watery 
Education in schools. See the link below: 
 
https://brecks.org/news/newsletter/bfer-
newsletter-8th-january-2022/ 
 
 
 

The latest volume of the Journal of Breckland Studies will be published soon.  
Volume Four will contain a series of papers on Bury St Edmunds, the southern gateway to 

the Brecks and where the Abbey of St Edmund celebrated its 1,000-year anniversary in 2021. 

LIVING AND BELIEVING IN THE BRECKS 



Another visit to former RAF Barnham Nuclear Bomb Store, 29 September 2021 
 
Yet again (this was our third visit in recent years) we 
were welcomed and guided round this fascinating 
former Cold War site, once home to the UK’s ‘Blue 
Danube’ nuclear deterrent, by the owner, Keith 
Eldred. Keith’s shorter-than-usual, Covid-cautious, 
introductory indoor talk was followed by a 
comprehensive tour of the remaining buildings, with 
Keith explaining what part they played in the 
functioning of what, in the late 1950s and early 1960s, 
was one of the most secret and highly secure military 
locations in the UK. 
 
We regret to have to report that Keith’s wife, Margot, 
passed away just two weeks later. The committee 
wrote to Keith to express the Society’s profound 
sympathy. 
 
Alan Clarke 

RECENT EVENTS 

Society visit to Didlington, 17 October 2021 
 
By kind permission of owner Fiona Dickson, 20 
members enjoyed a visit to Didlington Hall, once 
among the finest estates in East Anglia. The tour 
started with Fiona welcoming everyone to her home, 
built on the site of the former hall, which was 
demolished in the 1950s, and presenting a display of 
photographs and other archival material relating to 
the history of the hall and surrounding estate. 
Didlington’s heyday was in the Victorian and 
Edwardian eras when it was owned by the wealthy 
and erudite Tyssen-Amherst family. Photographs of 
the time gave a glimpse of the family’s leisured 
lifestyle, lived among the opulent interiors and 
extensive gardens, as well as of Didlington’s 
association with horse racing through an earlier owner, 
Lord Berners. 
 
The tour continued with a guided walk around the lake, and the opportunity to see buildings surviving 
from the World War Two occupation of the estate, as well as Victorian water-management structures and 
the castellated folly where the Tyssen-Amhersts would take afternoon tea. A particular highlight was the 
picturesque swimming pavilion, constructed in the early 1900s. Evidence of the lake’s abundant wildlife 
came in the shape of a kingfisher flashing past and plentiful waterfowl including teal, gadwall and 
mandarin ducks. 
 
Next stop was the Grade I-listed church of St Michael and All Angels, Didlington, opposite the site of the 
hall and dating back to the early fourteenth century. Here the group was welcomed by Simon Rope, 
treasurer of Didlington PCC, who explained the programme of repairs that had taken place during the 
summer, funded by Historic England and which has seen the restoration of an entire buttress and 
various stone repairs. Of particular interest were the ancient piscinae and various memorial tombs to and 
graves of members of families who once owned the hall. The Society expresses its thanks to both Fiona 
and Simon for such an interesting and enjoyable morning. Another visit has been arranged for Sunday 
24 April, on which members who were unable to attend the earlier date will be given priority (see Events, 
page 1). 
 
James Parry 

Keith Eldred with a replica Blue Danube bomb 

A group of members by The Folly, one of the few buildings that 
survive from the heyday of Didlington Hall 

 



Rabbits were hugely important to the economy of the Brecks 
over many centuries, as members will be well aware from the 
Society’s research into warrening. They are also a ‘keystone 
species’ of Breckland heath habitats, playing a vital part in 
maintaining the biodiversity of this iconic ecosystem. Their 
highly selective grazing, ground disturbance from their 
burrowing and paw-scraping, and nutrient input to soil at 
latrine sites leads to a mosaic of vegetation types that 
grazing by other livestock can’t replicate. These include the 
Prostrate Perennial Knawel, found nowhere else in the world. 
Rabbits also engineer the landscape producing a varied 
micro-topography and areas of bare and open sward, 
creating and maintaining favourable conditions for an 
abundance of mosses, lichens, flowering plants, insects and 
birds.  

The decline of rabbits began in 1953 with the introduction of myxomatosis—from which populations 
never fully recovered. It remains prevalent, and this century new rabbit haemorrhagic disease viruses 
have spread from domestic to wild populations. Disease, habitat degradation, predation and persecution 
led to a 64 per cent decline in rabbit numbers nationwide between 1996 and 2018. Falls were sharper in 
some areas, including parts of the Brecks, seriously threatening Breckland habitats and their rare species. 
Without intensive rabbit grazing coarse grasses and shrubs encroach onto heathland sites, significantly 
reducing biodiversity. 

Rabbits were one of the keystone species targeted for rescue by the Shifting Sands project between 
2017 and 2020 as part of the national ‘Back from the Brink’ initiative. It is very difficult to reintroduce 
rabbits to an area once they have died out—in Spanish and Portuguese trials only 3 per cent of 
translocated rabbits survived more than 10 days after release—so reversing population decline is crucial. 
Funded by National Heritage Lottery Fund, wildlife charities worked with the University of East Anglia and 
Natural England to encourage a ‘rabbit revolution’ in the Brecks. Management interventions to increase 
numbers were trialled over a two-year period during which rabbit activity was assessed by recording the 
number of paw-scrapes and burrows in the trial pilot and control areas. 

Our wild rabbits are actually a species called the European Rabbit (Oryctolagus cuniculus). They live in 
hierarchically organised social groups of between one and three adult males with one to six adult 

females—older male animals are dominant over younger 
males and older females over younger ones, with reproductive 
success biased towards high-ranking individuals. Each social 
group defends a territory of underground warren systems and 
has an above-ground home range. Breeding productivity is 
increased when younger rabbits disperse to establish new 
social groups more rapidly and large home ranges maximise 
the breeding success of all the females in a social group. 
Disease transmission is also lower in more dispersed 
populations, so Shifting Sands particularly focused on enabling 
dispersal. Interventions were designed to expand rabbit home-
ranges and increased warren building to support the formation 

of new social groups. 
     Two management interventions were generally very 

successful in the trial. Brush piles made from uprooted bushes or cut branches were placed in pilot areas 
to provide protection from predators and encourage burrowing to create warrens. In areas of long grass, 
typically avoided by rabbits, mowing tracks to connect brush piles helped rabbits discover newly created 
ones. Arranging the piles at intervals to provide predation cover ‘stepping-stones’ enabled rabbits to 
expand their home ranges around existing warrens. Banks of soil, first used by warreners centuries ago to 
provide a suitable substrate for burrowing, were introduced in pilot areas where topsoil was being 
removed for other conservation purposes, for example to provide bare ground for Stone Curlew nesting. 
South-facing banks enabling rabbits to bask in the sunshine when resting above ground and sloping bank 
faces with soil that was easy to penetrate were the most successful. At the end of the trial, managed plots 
had significantly higher numbers of paw-scrapes and more burrows than the control plots, with 91% 
showing rabbit activity. Detailed instructions for building and placing brush piles and banks have now 
been published as a toolkit for use by partners and other landowners. 

 
Pat Reynolds 

Saving Breckland’s rabbits 

Prostrate Perennial Knawel, a unique plant found 
nowhere else in the world, that depends on  

rabbit-grazed sward for its survival.  

Brush piles made from uprooted bushes or cut 
branches provide protection from predators and 

encourage burrowing to create warrens.  



    Rare lost Anglo-Saxon sword pyramid found in Brecks   
 
 

A rare gold and garnet ‘sword pyramid’ has been discovered by a metal detectorist at an undisclosed 
location in the south Norfolk Brecks. The remarkable little object is believed to date from between  
AD 580 and 630 in the Anglo-Saxon period, when Norfolk was part of the Kingdom of East Anglia. It is 
very small—weighing just less than 3.0 grams including some soil. The square base of the pyramid 
measures 10mm by 10mm, with a flat, truncated top to the pyramid which is 12.5mm high. The arrises 
(edges) of the sides, base and top of the pyramid are made of rather wide pieces of gold and at the top 
of the pyramid a single square garnet is inset. Each of the four sides of the pyramid is inlaid with three 
cloisonné garnets that are separated by a thin ‘cell wall’ of gold, although one garnet is now missing and 
about half of the intact garnets appear to be cracked or chipped. 
 

 
 
There are two cloisonné designs arranged in pairs on the opposite faces of the pyramid. One design has 
two L-shaped garnets at the bottom and a garnet in an arrow or Christmas tree shape above these. The 
other, more unusual design has a stepped boundary between the lower left-hand garnet and the other 
two, which are divided from each other by a straight cell wall running obliquely to the centre of the right-
hand edge or arris. The garnets appear to have a ‘waffle’ stamped foil backing, with squares surrounding 
a pointillé design of tiny, punched dots. This fine foil is thought to have been created using a technique 
like a modern pantograph, to reduce the size of the design. The garnets would have been imported from 
India or Sri Lanka, revealing the extensive trading networks of the sixth and seventh centuries. The use 
of precious gold and garnets, combined with the quality of the workmanship, suggest that this sword 
pyramid belonged to a high-status individual such as a lord or thegn, in the entourage of a King. A similar 
but rather more elaborate pair of sword pyramids have recently been discovered in the seventh-century 
Anglo-Saxon ship burial at Sutton Hoo. 
 
The precise function of sword pyramids or mounts is uncertain, but they were probably used in pairs to 
hold swords in their scabbards. There is a gold transverse bar across the bottom of the base of the 
pyramid with a slight hump in its centre through which a holding strap could have been threaded. Some 
sword pyramids have been found buried as grave goods, but others, such as this one, were found away 
from burial sites, suggesting that they were accidentally lost. It has been suggested that losing a single 
sword pyramid would have been as annoying as losing one of a pair of earrings!  
 
The object has been reported to the Norfolk Coroner and is now being considered as potential Treasure 
under the 1996 Treasure Act because it is more than 300 years old and contains over 10% precious 
metal. If it is deemed to be Treasure, we may eventually be able to view it in a local museum. 
 
Pat Reynolds 



A celebration of Tudor musical discoveries at Oxborough 
9 November 2021 in St John the Evangelist Church 

With several surprising Tudor musical discoveries all coming together in Oxborough, including the very 
timely discovery of an imminent anniversary from 9 November 1521, Oxborough History Group grasped 
the opportunity for a celebration.  
 
Discoveries from Oxburgh Hall 
 
Since c1482, this has been home to the staunchly Catholic and Royalist Bedingfeld family, “the last of 
East Anglia’s ancient Catholic families to survive to this day” (Catholic East Anglia, Ed. Francis Young 
2016.) 
  
Two fragments of Tudor music manuscript, found under attic floorboards, are among the now thousands 
of finds made during the National Trust’s extensive £6 million roof replacement project, just nearing 
completion. This was reported by Anna Forrest, East of England NT Curator, in The Breckland Society 
Newsletter, May and September 2021. 
 
And yes! The Hall’s white, weatherproof shroud of the past two years has finally been lifted, with 
dismantling of the elaborate scaffold—30 miles of steel tubing, its feet still in the moat—now underway. 
Experts currently identify the exciting musical find as part of an unknown choral mass from the 1520s, 
attributing it to the same scribe as the earliest known piece by Thomas Tallis (1505–1585), but still with 
no identifiable composer. This alone suggests there was a pre-Reformation choir in Oxborough singing 
state-of-the-art choral music. Might they have sung at Sunday mass in the then Roman Catholic Church 
of St John the Evangelist (which was about to be purloined as Oxborough’s Anglican parish church), and/
or as entertainment at Oxburgh Hall? An active musical life there is further suggested in an inventory of 
the Hall which Anna found, dated 1585 listing: "Wynde Instrament with a frame, a payer of virginalles, a 
sett of vyolyns, a bandoree with a grene case, and a wynde forme"   
 
According to Parkin* (writing before its tragic demolition in 1775), the south range of Oxburgh Hall then 
comprised: 
 
“the [great] hall in length about 54 feet, and 34 in breadth … the roof is of oak, (in the same style and 
form with that of Westminster) equal in height to the length of it, and being lately very agreeably 
ornamented and improved, may be justly accounted one of the best old Gothick halls in England.” 

 
This would have been the whole household’s main room in Tudor times, for dining, relaxing, receiving 
guests and entertaining. Of such scale and grandeur, one can only wonder what musical activity this 
might have witnessed, with the Bedingfelds at their zenith before the 1530s break with Rome. Might their 
subsequent fall from royal favour and positions of power have turned their attentions even more to 
music? Did they surreptitiously use music, along with their secret chapels and priest hole, to support and 
sustain their otherwise forbidden practices through three centuries—that is ten generations—of 
persecution on account of their religious and political beliefs? The Catholic Emancipation Act was not 
passed until 1829.  
 
Discoveries from the Church of St John the Evangelist 
 
Oxborough musician Martyn Clarke recently identified a remnant of a brass inscription, in Latin, along 
one edge of a memorial slab, now inaccessible beneath the nineteenth-century organ. This partial text is 
sole survivor of the many brass inscriptions and effigies which adorned this once much larger church. 
Mostly stolen for personal gain, taken or destroyed during the Reformation and Civil Wars, the rest were 
shattered in 1948, when the lofty tower and spire collapsed, crushing the pillared nave. Only the 
fourteenth-century chancel with adjoining sixteenth-century Bedingfeld Chapel could be salvaged, to be 
reconfigured as today’s parish church. 
 
When Martyn tracked down Parkin’s eighteenth-century record of the complete sixteenth-century brass 
text, then still visible, and translated it from the Latin, he found that: 
 
“Beneath this marble lies William Schanckey, who formerly served Sir Thomas  Bedingfeld and played 
this organ so well for twenty years. May God convey his soul up to the highest stars of heaven. Ninth 
of November in the year of our Lord 1521.” 



 
What a find, what an accolade! An organist being honoured with a brass inscription in a provincial parish 
church at this time was very rare, and further endorsement of the family’s musical interests. A parish 
church supporting the services of a regular organist, and possibly even a choir, would also have been 
quite special then, reflecting the Bedingfelds’ very high status, pre-Reformation. How fortunate, too, that 
this otherwise unknown Catholic organist, William Schanckey, was so highly regarded by the family as to 
be buried prominently in what was then the chancel of the original church, thereby surviving the twentieth-
century collapse of the steeple and nave to remain undisturbed—very fittingly—beneath the present 
organ.    
 
The celebration 
 
Suddenly realising that Tuesday 9 November 
2021 would be the 500th anniversary of 
Schanckey’s death, and very worthy of 
celebration as part of the Bedingfeld musical 
legacy, plans were quickly laid. Remarkably, 
the timing exploited a welcome window of 
opportunity for social contact, and temporary 
relief from pandemic constraints! 
 
The joyful setting for the event was the 
intimate, candlelit church. Grateful thanks go to 
the 58 appreciative participants whose 
donations raised £400 towards repair of the 
church’s famous sixteenth-century Bedingfeld 
terracotta tombs and chapel; also, to everyone 
not otherwise mentioned, who helped so much, 
including Julie Wood (Churchwarden) and Mike 
Wood, Susie and Nick Emmett, Diana 
MacMullen and Sarah Purse (NT). 
 
Martyn very informatively and engagingly led the 
evening’s programme, which included excellent 
presentations by Anna and Martyn on their 
respective finds, with interludes of exquisite singing by Peddars Quire, conducted by Richard Bower. 
Gleefully celebrating their return to live performance, after almost two years of ‘meeting’ only on Zoom, 
they opened the evening superbly with, If Ye Love Me by Thomas Tallis. 
 
Martyn’s illustrated presentation also featured organs and organ music from Schanckey’s time, using the 
church’s nineteenth-century organ to demonstrate its particular characteristics. Also featured were the six 
charming miniature fifteenth-century stained glass depictions of angels surviving in the large east window, 
playing bagpipes, organistrum (an early hurdy-gurdy), portative organs, harp and psaltery (zither), possibly 
also reflecting earlier Bedingfeld musical interests. 
 
Convivial consumption of mulled wine and Tudor ‘lyte bytes’ then followed, with morsels of local rabbit and 
venison included, but not before Sir Henry Paston-Bedingfeld, 10th Baronet, attending with Lady Mary, 
had said a few words, given that it was his Bedingfeld forebears who built the parish church, and Oxburgh 
Hall, and engaged the services of the highly regarded organist, William Schanckey, into the early 1500s. 
 
Finally, we have to thank the Reverend Charles Parkin, without whom William Schanckey’s existence 
might never have come to light. We are fortunate that, as rector from 1717 until his death in 1765, he  
recorded Schanckey’s full inscription for inclusion in the acclaimed epic work, An Essay Towards a 
Topographical History of the County of Norfolk, popularly known as Blomefield’s History of Norfolk. Not so 
well known, however, is that Parkin not only assisted his friend Blomefield with this work during his 
lifetime, writing the section on Oxborough amongst several others, he also completed the greater part of it 
when Blomefield suddenly died of smallpox in 1752, aged 47, with fewer than half the volumes written, for 
which Parkin receives very little credit. We must try to rectify this by citing Blomefield and Parkins’ History 
of Norfolk from now on!  
 
Parkin’s memorial can be seen in the church, on the wall behind the pulpit. 
 
Barbara Pritchard 

The audience listen to  Peddars Quire, conducted by Richard Bower. 


