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Introduction ð the Museum World  

 

A degree in history from Oxford ð provided I got it ð was all very well, but 

what was I going to do with it? In the middle of 1990 Elspeth King, the 

keeper of the Peopleõs Palace museum in Glasgow, was at the centre of a 

controversy when she was passed over as the city museum serviceõs Keeper 

of Social History, due, so the papers said, to being the wrong sex, the wrong 

class, and having the wrong attitudes. I was in the middle of my history 

course when I read the articles about the quarrel enveloping the museums 

in Glasgow, and far wider. It had never occurred to me that museums could 

matter that much. I read about what Elspeth King had been attempting to 

do at the Peopleõs Palace, to rescue the untold, grassroots story of Glasgowõs 

past from the skip, the wrecking ball, and the condescension of the cultural 

establishment, and I thought that was a worthwhile way of spending oneõs 

time. I had my answer what to do with my love of history. Being a teacher 

was harder work than I felt cut out for; being an academic was too remote. 

I would be a museum curator.  

All the information said that the few places available on the Museum 

Studies course at Leicester University were fiercely contested, so I 

maximised my chances by volunteering at Poole Museums for a couple of 

holidays, getting to know the cycle route very well indeed. Like generations 

of museum volunteers who are keen but know nothing, I was given a box of 

stuff that had been hanging round for two years and told to catalogue it. The 

box contained the collection of a lately deceased local senior Scout. It was 

the swastika medal from the 1930s that caught me up short. 

My application to Leicester was bolstered by an outrageously pretentious 

analysis of a set of museum displays Iõd cast an eye over, in an attempt to 

persuade the staff I was serious about the matter. The seasoned museum 

professional and academic interviewing me smiled, nodded, and threw it 

away as I left the room. In actual fact the numbers on the course had just 

been doubled to over forty so there was no real prospect that Iõd get rejected 

anyway. I joined an eclectic and international omnigatherum of souls all 

pursuing the goal of employment in the museum sector: some of us would 

actually make it. I spent those nine months or so in constant transit between 

my tiny room in a shared flat high, high up in an Edwardian apartment 

building west of the city centre, the Museum Studies Department in its 

convoluted converted house somewhere off the Princess Road, the library, 
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and occasionally the launderette. I will leave most stories about the 

museums that ended up employing me until the relevant parties have safely 

left this world, but Iõll try to give a flavour.  

My first job  arose out of my work-placement from Leicester. The Priestõs 

House Museum in Wimborne was convenient for me (only a few miles from 

my parentsõ home) and, as it turned out, convenient for the Museum, as I 

came along at just the right time to be employed, once Iõd finished my 

course, as Documentation Assistant. My task was to list all the artefacts after 

a major refurbishment of the building and displays, sorting out the records 

and reconciling paperwork with actual objects. One of the old index cards 

is still my all-time favourite museum catalogue entry: it bore the single 

descriptive word ôObjectõ with the donorõs name given as ôCommander ?õ 

There was also the episode of the inflatable parrot, with which, mercifully, 

I wasnõt directly involved.  

That job was a limited contract only and despite being extended twice the 

money eventually ran out so after a little bit of a hiatus I was eventually 

accepted for employment at the Royal Engineersõ Museum in Chatham. My 

first introduction to the ways of the Armed Forces, which has stood me in 

good stead ever since, came with the news that I wasnõt being appointed to 

the job Iõd actually applied for. There had been two positions on offer: 

Exhibitions Assistant, and Registrar, the latter being basically the job Iõd 

been doing at Wimborne but for more pay. My new colleague Alistair  had 

been an Exhibitions Officer in a museum in Scotland. The Corps of Royal 

Engineers had decided to swap us both to the jobs that better suited our 

previous experience, when the whole reason weõd each applied for the 

opposite one had been to broaden that experience. Still, work was work. At 

the REM, there was a tiny hatch you could enter inside the World War One 

recruiting scene display which led into a weird vacant space that ran 

between the display areas. After a few twists and turns in the dark, you 

opened another door and emerged into the World War Two Home Front 

setup with Dad reading the paper and Mum putting up the blackout 

curtains while the children gazed disconsolately at their rationed dinner. It 

felt very disconcertingly like coming into someoneõs actual sitting room, 

travelling twenty-five years in a few yards. Then one morning while opening 

up I realised Lorraine  the gallery warder (one of whose claims to fame was 

that sheõd sat on Ken Livingstoneõs knee on the bus trip back from a field 

study day as a biology student) was describing a weird, convoluted route 

around the displays, flattening herself against walls and clambering over 

piles of sandbags. When I questioned her about this she looked very shifty 
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and eventually admitted that the attendants had worked out a way of going 

through the whole museum without setting off any of the sound effects, but 

I wasnõt to tell anyone because it was their secret. I was, in fact, very relieved 

to find out how not to trigger George Formby singing about the Home 

Guard again. Finally, I will mention that somehow I got the job of 

overseeing the museum shop which meant reconciling what weõd sold each 

week with the remaining stock. We had a range of dreadful postcards, the 

worst of which was one of great Corps hero General Gordon in his Chinese 

mandarinõs robes, looking very much as though he was dead nearly two 

decades before it actually happened. I worked out that at the current rate of 

sales it would take 2,100 years to get through the whole reserve.  

I lasted at Chatham about four years and then relocated to Wycombe 

Museum as Assistant Museums Officer ð no.2, in other words. Iõd been 

interviewed just before beginning a holiday and on getting back to work and 

delighted to have got a job that I thought looked really good, I picked up 

the Museums Journal, idly thumb ed the jobs pages and felt pleased that I 

probably wouldnõt have to check them again for a few years. There, I saw 

my new boss Patõs job being advertised. I phoned. ôAh yesõ, he said, ôI  forgot 

to mention, Iõm moving.õ ôSo how long is the overlap between me arriving 

and you leaving?õ I asked. ôA fortnight,õ he replied. So two weeks after 

arriving I was technically in charge of the place, and much relieved when 

the new Museums Officer, Val, arrived and I was in charge no longer. I had 

made an impression on my first day at Wimborne by not turning up: it was 

a Bank Holiday and I wasnõt aware I was supposed to. On my first day at 

Wycombe, in contrast, I arrived before anyone else had, and set off the 

alarms, unaware how to turn them off because nobody had told me there 

were alarms to be turned off. In fact, my time in High Wycombe turned out 

to be a (mainly) lovely seven years, and I learned so much about the history 

of the town that the prospect of beginning all over again somewhere else was 

too terrifying , and I left to become an Anglican priest instead.  

The irony of working in a museum was that the last thing I wanted to do 

was visit museums in my spare time; whereas ceasing to work in the 

museum world has liberated me to enjoy going to see museums. I still retain 

enough of my early Peopleõs-Palace radicalism to respect a museum that 

strives to have an impact on the way its community, and the individuals 

who come to it, think about themselves; and to believe that a good museum, 

given the chance, can affect the world for good. Even if a museum is less 

ambitious than that, just being made to smile, or wonder, at something 

unexpected, and to thrill a little at physical contact with the past, or other 
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takes on the present, is something to be delighted at. Objects are the vessels 

of other lives and ways of being, and museums give them voice.  

The RE Museum is a specialist collection, but my other workplaces were 

general local museums. Some of those have a special interest due to the 

accidents of history: High Wycombe was a furniture-making town, so its 

museum has a particular interest in furniture (especially chairmaking), but 

its collection comprises, in theory, everything from its vicinit y. Itõs that sort 

of museum Iõm most interested in. Of course when in London, for instance, 

I pop now and again into the great national museums, those universities of 

material culture which have a secure place in the affections of the nation 

and (relatively) stable funding and institutional support, but I want to sing 

the praises of their humbler relations, scattered through cities, towns and 

villages, who sometimes get by with the occasional services of a shared 

professional curator and relying, very often, on squadrons of devoted 

volunteers.  

Over the years Iõve been visiting, the municipal museum has become a 

threatened breed. There seems never to have been a time when local 

councils are not worrying about their budgets, and as museums are not a 

statutory service (libraries are) they are always vulnerable. At Wimborne 

there was a time when the office computer had a folder entitled 

ôSaveOurJobsõ, containing all the evidence amassed to justify the museumõs 

continued existence and funding. While I was at Wycombe we were 

generally shielded from the Councilõs repeated convulsions of job-cutting, 

reorganization and initiatives by the fact that we were off-site up the hill 

and nobody really knew what we did, but that didnõt always work. There 

was one very hairy moment not long after the Council introduced ôcabinetõ 

government to replace the old committee system, and the first  cabinet, 

consisting of all the most Thatcherite councillors, commissioned a leading 

firm of accountants to assess all the authorityõs services for efficiency and to 

make recommendations for what could be cut, privatised, or abandoned 

completely. The staff all knew this was coming, and finally we were 

summoned to attend two massive meetings in the Council offices to reveal 

the new plan which, we at the Museum were absolutely sure, would lead to 

our demise. On the morning we were due to go there was an awkward phone 

call from the Head of Leisure: ôThat meeting you were coming to? Itõs off. 

Weõll let you know more.õ They never did. What had happened was that, 

first thing that morning, the cabinet had presented the report to the wider 

ruling Tory group who threw up their hands in horror whereon the whole 
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thing was instantly shelved and never spoken of again. The only practical 

result was the huge fee that went into the pockets of the consultants.  

Hiving your museum off as an independent trust seems like an easy win: 

but for the museum itself the liberation from municipal strictures and 

structures comes at the cost of a more precarious existence, and perhaps the 

erosion of the professional standards curators have spent decades 

championing. But some survive, and what others are able to achieve is often 

remarkably good. Even when the results are perhaps less than professionally 

correct, itõs a rare collection that offers nothing to enjoy in the form of 

surreal juxtapositions, unexpected insights, and occasional beauty. 

I think museums are wonderful. They are full of delight and surprise, and 

even enlightenment now and again. They are the places where we touch ð 

at least visually ð the things the people of the past have touched, and, by a 

sympathetic magic, touch the minds of the people too. They deepen our 

sense of what it means to be human, social beings. 

Most of the museums described here are in southern England, though I do 

venture over the borders into Scotland (just over), Wales and the Channel 

Islands on occasion (not Northern Ireland ð sorry about that). Not 

unnaturally, even though holidays have taken me northwards, westwards 

and eastwards, Dorset and Surrey, where Iõve lived, feature 

disproportionately. But you get, I hope, the general idea. The variety I have 
tried to include concerns the scale and personality of museum, ranging from 

big municipal museum services to recently-established collections to tiny 

localised ventures, and all stops in between.  

These pages are not really a guidebook, more a report on a decade of 

museum visiting. They canõt be a guidebook because museums, 

inconveniently, donõt always stand still: they change. No museum display 

is ever the last word; different eras, even a mere decade or two apart in time, 

may think about that past differently. At least three museums featured here, 

at Richmond in Surrey and Dorchester and Wimborne in Dorset, have 

undergone major refurbishments between my visits, and now look 

significantly different from  what I saw on the earlier occasion. Instead what 

I hope to put across is the wondrous variety and inventiveness of these often 

little -sung treasurehouses of past time, their charm and humour and 

occasionally passion. Come with me and see what you can find. 
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1. Haslemere Educational Museum,  

Spring 2012 

Founded: 1888  

Governance: Independent trust   

Scope: Natural history, archaeology, ethnology 

 

In The Buildings of England volume for Surrey, Sir Nikolaus Pevsner 

couldnõt get over the appearance of Haslemere Town Hall, built in 1814 and 

yet looking as though it was about two centuries older: he felt it 

demonstrated the isolation of this town in the Surrey hills. There was little 

prospect of the good denizens of Victorian Haslemere making it up to the 

great Natural History Museum in London to be educated in the wonders of 

the natural world, and so surgeon and Haslemere resident Sir Joseph 

Hutchinson, who was keen that they should be, set up what is really a small 

version of that august institution, using his own collection: after a couple of 

moves it ended up in the current building. It also, very incongruously, 

absorbed the Peasant Arts Museum, established in the 1890s by a group of 

Haslemere artists who aimed at revivifying British art with the vigour of 

European folk art traditions.  

Sir Joseph Hutchinsonõs didactic intentions are still quite plain as you walk 

round the galleries, proceeding through the story of the development of the 

Earthõs flora and fauna, beginning with rocks and ending with mammals, 

taking in along the way stuffed birds and the head of a gigantic whale shark, 

looking very peeved at his current predicament. You can still spot some 

Victorian labels if you keep your eyes peeled, but overall the displays are 

more imaginative than that suggests. You also get a smattering of 

Egyptology and old toys for your money. 

The Museumõs gardens contain more of interest including (according to the 

season) a working beehive you can look in and the original Green Lion 

whose modern replacement sits in Green Lion Field to the west of the town. 

I particularly liked the Green Lion because we had a Red Lion at Wycombe 

Museum. Once upon a time it had sat on a portico outside the eponymous 

pub in the High Street, and was replaced by a modern one in the same 

position. Children would be awfully confused by its apparent bilocation. I 

wonder if they get the same at Haslemere. 
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2. Bakewell Old House Museum,  

Autumn 2012 

Founded: 1954 

Governance: Independent trust 

Scope: Local & social history 

 

Most of the time, local history societies and 

enthusiasts decide they would like a museum 

in their community, set up a group to bring it 

about, and look around for somewhere to 

house the collection, sometimes waiting for 

years until suitable premises become available. 

In Bakewell, they did it the other way around. 

Up a hill from the centre of this tangled, stone-

built riverside town lies the Old House, a substantial Tudor dwelling built 

for the steward of the Gell family of Hopton, as well as serving as a 

storehouse for the tithes of the Hopton estate. Towards the end of the 1700s 

the great engineer and industrialist Richard Arkwright opened a mill locally 

and converted the Old House into cottage dwellings for his workers. Quite 

a history for this not-very-big collection of buildings, and one which lends 

itself to a variety of interpretation. The Local Hi story Society was formed 

to preserve the Old House, and the volunteers of the Society gamely take on 

the task to this day. 

It helps that this is a higgledy-

piggledy, charming building. A lot 

of the actual collection is relatively 

common local and social-history 

matter which you can see in most 

small museums, but it inhabits the 

space in such a way that a visitorõs 

imagination is prodded to picture 

the place in its various in-

carnations, and the people who 

lived there: sometimes it feels as 

though some Stuart gentleman might reappear through a doorway. There is 

a genuine sense of presence, and the structure has all the beauty of the 

Derbyshire architectural vernacular. For some reason I didnõt take many 

photographs of its rooms, fireplaces and beams ð a great oversight! 
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3. Derby Museum & Art Gallery,  

Autumn 2012 

Founded: 1836         

Governance: LA-supported trust         

Scope: Art, local history, ethnography 

 

My visit to the civic treasure-house of 

Derby Museum was a bit of a rush on a 

damp weekday afternoon, and as I had 

to scoot around it not long before it 

closed, I couldnõt do the place justice. 

The museum owes its origins to a 

typically eclectic Victorian gathering 

of impedimenta assembled by a local 

society, and it once occupied an 

typically Vi ctorian Library building. It 

has a neo-Tudor wing, Gothic arches, 

stumpy little pitched roofs that look as 

though theyõve come from a French 

renaissance chateau, and is all in 

violent red brick apart from the upper 

stages of the tower which are sandstone 

and then finally timber. Thankfully 

you donõt have to look at this nutty 

structure any more, and instead enter 

via a relatively recently-refurbished 

1960s extension which is nice and clean 

and modern.  

Understandably, the art of Joseph 

Wright and Derby porcelain both 

feature largely in the DMAGõs 

galleries, but I have to admit that in my 

hasty exploration of the place I missed 

both. Instead I found myself 

marvelling at some of the 

arrangements in the archaeology and 

ethnographic displays, and the 

exhibition ô1001 Objectsõ, a way of 
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displaying some of the unassociated bits all museums tend to accumulate, 

by arranging objects on an aesthetic rather than informational basis. Every 

museum should have room for that, I think.   
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4. Buxton Museum & Art Gallery,  

Autumn 2012 

Founded: 1880         

Governance: Local Authority        

Scope: Local history, archaeology, geology 

 

Another Victorian municipal museum, Buxton is gorgeous. Geology bulks 

large in its collections, partly because of the prominence of the eminent 

Victorian & Edwardian scholar William Boyd Dawkins. In a remarkable 

gesture Dawkins bequeathed his entire study to the museum, not just his 

papers and specimens but the whole room and everything in it; where on 

earth he got that idea from is beyond me, but the resulting gallery is 

delightful. It even has a top hat on a table.  

 

Buxton was a Roman spa town long before it became a Georgian one and the 

displays of the Museumõs archaeology collection build salvaged bits and 

pieces into archways, fountains and shrines to generate a compelling visual 

impression of Roman-ness. Finally, and perhaps most strikingly, there is 

the relatively recent addition to the collection of an extensive display of 

Derbyshire Black Ware, geometrically arranged in sidelit cabinets to bring 
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out its charismatic and somewhat terrible beauty. I had no idea Derbyshire 

Black Ware even existed. Here is a town confident in its elegance and 

identity, says Buxton Museum, and who can gainsay that. 
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5. Castle Cary Museum, Autumn 2013 

Founded: 1974 

Governance: I ndependent trust 

Scope: Local history 

My mumõs family come 

from the area around 

Castle Cary: the little 

Somerset town was the 

metropolis around which 

their lives revolved in the 

1940s. Like many such 

places it is not what it once 

was, but remains rather 

delightful . In the centre of 

its High Street sits the 

Gothic-arched, honey-

stoned, Victorian Mar ket 

House, looking like a little bit of medieval Bruges or somewhere like that, 

transported to the South Somerset hills. The Museum began life in the back 

of a shop and a few years later moved to the Market House, now occupying 

the first floor. Itõs entirely volunteer-run and has more than a shade of the 

old-fashioned ôstick-everything-in-a-room-and-if -you-can-theme-stuff-all-

the-betterõ approach, but it now dubs itself ôThe Castle Cary and 
District Museumõ ð a nod in the direction of modernity, as was a display they 

staged in 2012 on the history of a local veterinary supplies business. 

I thought that the photographs Iõd taken didnõt really give much of an idea 

of the Museum, especially the mummified mice which look as though 

theyõre gyrating about in a curious postmortem dance. In fact the picture 

above shows the main room through 

the glass counter display in front, with 

its china, pots, what used to be called by 

the wonderful catch-all category ôrural 

bygonesõ (everything from hay knives 

to milk churns), and a great cartwheel 

that sits in the centre of the room and 

binds the whole arrangement together. 

Itõs a somewhat chaotic omnium 
gatherum of stuff, but fun. 
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6. Tavistock Museum, Autumn 2013  

Founded: 2003 

Governance: I ndependent trust 

Scope: Local history 

Tavistock has the strange sense of being a frontier town - it reminds me a 

bit of Alnwick and places in Northumberland. This is despite the fact that 

the only frontier itõs near is the one between Cornwall and the rest of 

England, although that means a lot to the Cornish (and arguably the 

Devonians as well). The sensation may be something to do with the 

crenelations and turrets which dominate the grey Hurdwick stone and 

granite buildings in the town centre, many built by the Dukes of Bedford 

with th e proceeds of mining royalties. In one of these, Court Gate, you will 

find tiny Tavistock Museum. Bijou though it may be, the Museum website 

is a bit  too modest in describing it as occupying two rooms, as it does have 

a little downstairs vestibule and shop with a small film room. Tavistock is 

distinguished from the run-of-the-mill West Country market town by its 

medieval Abbey (mostly now gone, of course, with the exception of a wall 

here and there) and its long history as a centre of mineral exploitation on 

the western half of Dartmoor and the villages between there and the Tamar. 

You find this history reflected in the collection of the Museum, as there are 

some very nice bits and pieces crammed into those two little rooms. I 

learned more than I expected about the mining industry hereabouts and the 

role the town played as its focus, as I wasnõt aware of anything more than 

the ubiquitous tin and a bit of lead being grubbed up from the unwilling 

earth of West Devon. The collection has a charm, and provides a sense of 

place, that many larger museums can only dream of, if they even think of it; 

there is something strangely moving about work boots put on display in a 

case, I find. 
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7. St Ives Museum, Autumn 2013 

Founded: 1924 

Governance: I ndependent trust 

Scope: Local history 

In no other case are my caveats that museums change, and that people see 

the same things differently, more necessary here. You should take what you 

are about to read with that very much in mind. St Ives Museum may be 

completely different now, some years on from my visit: though its online 
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presence suggests it isnõt. It also gets 4 ½ out of 5 on Tripadvisor from no 

fewer than 273 reviews, so a lot of people appreciate it. I am also breaching 

my customary rule that, if you canõt say anything nice, you shouldnõt say 

anything at all. Forgive me: Iõm doing so for specific and I think useful 

reasons. 

There arenõt very many photographs of St Ives Museum here, for a very good 

reason: there shouldnõt really be any. Once upon a time, museums didnõt 

like visitors taking photographs, partly (so we used to say) for copyright 

reasons, partly because the light of camera flashes was bad for delicate 

objects. Now most museums, including the nationals, seem much more 

relaxed, except for special exhibitions which often include lots of articles 

the institution doesnõt actually own; certainly modern digital cameras donõt 

damage light-sensitive objects in the way older cameras may have done. 

However, St Ives Museum makes it very, very clear that it doesnõt want you 

taking snaps. It  is very insistent on this as on other points, that visitors 

should not touch things, nor should they lean on the glass of display cases; 

and, in case you may have overlooked the instructions, it reminds you of 

them in labels every six feet or so. These are all very reasonable things for a 

museum to ask its visitors, but nowhere else I have ever called in on feels a 

need to impress such injunctions on its patronsõ awareness with the same 

rigour and determination, as though they were a matter of life and death. 

Reader: I rebelled.  

But I only rebelled in circumstances where I seemed unlikely to risk 

anyoneõs wrath, which is why there arenõt many images here. Call me 

coward. 

Having visited St Ives for many, many years, I couldnõt recall ever going 

into the Museum, and having toiled up the steps into the somewhat 

unprepossessing building I understood why. The Museumõs site has housed 

a pilchard curing cellar, a laundry, a variety of Christian societies, a pottery 

and a cinema, before the collection of the Old St Ives Society was moved 

here in 1968 and expanded thereafter, and the structure is designed for 

utility, not beauty. Thatõs not the issue: itõs the displays that are a 

little  retro. The visitor is greeted by a roomful of dark wood display cases 

rather like the more antique sections of the Natural History Museum in 

South Ken, and explores a variegated and not-always contextualised 

landscape of local paraphernalia (why is there a shelf of old electrical 

plugs?), during which time she is badgered from room to room by those 
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everpresent hectoring labels. My favourite item was a rather wonderful 

collection of photographs of the little fishing borough, mounted on fading 

beige hessian boards of a kind that made me assume at first that the display 

had remained unaltered since the Museum opened: I boggled a bit on 

realising that it had in fact been updated relatively recently before my 

visit .  I think the  coup de grace was the blue tarpaulin screening some of the 

windows: Iõm not sure thatõs a very effective anti-UV fi lter, no matter how 

cheap it may be.  

Friends: I am not, NOT, advising you to steer clear of St Ives Museum. 

Every local museum (or every one Iõve visited) is worth while and should be 

supported, and St Ivesõs is no different: it has a lot of lovely stuff and that 

pattern of chains you can see below is rather beautiful, isnõt it? It couldnõt 

half do with a bit of love, though, some of it tough. 
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8. The Old Guildhall & Gaol Museum,  

Looe, Autumn 2013 

Founded: 1974 

Governance: I ndependent trust 

Scope: Local history 

Very often half the pleasure in visiting a small 

local museum (or sometimes more of it) comes 

from the building it õs set in. This is definitely 

the case with Looe, where the Old Guildhall 

and Gaol is the location for the little museum 

which sits in the centre of this tiny Cornish 

fishing borough of tangled streets and (now) 

seaside emporia and chip shops. Once upon a 

time it was the Town Hall and Borough 

Magistratesõ Court for, not Looe exactly, but 

the borough of  East  Looe, which was admin-

istratively completely separate from the 

township of West Looe on the opposite bank of 

the river. This stone structure, dating back to the fifteenth century in 

parts, is genuinely as old as the town thinks it is, which isnõt always the case 

with such cherished buildings. Visitors clamber up and down cranky 

staircases below and within a timber-roofed hall at the far end of which is 

the resplendent black oak 18th-century magistratesõ bench surmounted by 

a gloriously OTT coat of arms, enough to put the fear of God into any 

miscreant. You marvel that such an attempt at grandeur can be crammed 

into such a tiny space. The collection is equally eccentric and one could, 

should one want, spend hours here looking at every fossil, lobster pot, 

mermaidõs purse or fishermanõs caul, and flicking through album upon 

album of local snaps and newspaper cuttings. Itõs all really rather wonderful. 
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9. Lawrence House Museum, Launceston,  

Spring 2014 

Founded: some time before 1950 

Governance: LA-supported trust  

Scope: Local history 

Launceston, the one-time County Town of Cornwall, is the sort of place 

which should have a lot of history but which doesnõt quite make the best of 

it: it didn õt help that we visited on a damp early-closing afternoon when 

even the grandiose parish church was locked up. Lawrence House is owned 

by the National Trust but leased to the Town Council, and coming into the 

museum feels a little like being an interloper in someone elseõs home. The 

effect is particularly acute when you find yourself in the Mayorõs Parlour, a 

room which still performs that civic function on occasion.  

As one often finds in small local museums, the collection isnõt organised 

around a historical scheme, but the galleries are randomly arranged 

according to what happens to be in the collection, in this case a gathering of 

general local history material plus a display about Launcestonõs ôfamous 

sonsõ [sic]. I see that the charming juxtapositions and arrangements I chose 

to photograph, from a descent of hats to antique books to a parade of old 

vacuum cleaners, were completely different from the things the Museum 

itself would like to highlight  as displayed on its website, and the whole 

building was closed for repair during the covid pandemic, which may have 

been the occasion for a complete overhaul of the galleries, who knows.  
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Both the delights and frustrations of Launcestonõs collection are epitomised 

by a display case containing a chunk of bone: it is, so a label tells us, what 

remains of ôThe Screaming Skull of Tresmarrowõ. But what was the 

Screaming Skull of Tresmarrow? Whose skull was it, what was it doing at 

Tresmarrow, and why did it scream? There is nothing to tell us! How can 
you toy with us this way? 
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(In fact, itõs that clerical spinner-of-yarns Fr Sabine Baring-Gould who tells 

the skullõs tale in his 1913 Book of Folk-lore: ôAll recollection of whose it was 

had passed awayõ, he says, continuing ôOne of the Dawes [Tresmarrowõs 

owners], disliking its presence, had it buried, but thereupon ensued such an 

uproar, such mighty disturbances, that it was on the morrow dug up again 

and replaced in its recess. The Dawe family, when they sold Tresmarrow, 

migrated to Canada, and have taken the skull with them.õ So whatõs it doing 

in the museum? I wonder if it still screams, or even mutters in irritation at 

its current confinement.) 

 

10. Battle Local History Museum,  

Summer 2014 

Founded: 1953 

Governance: I ndependent trust 

Scope: Local history 

In classic fashion, the Battle Historical 

Society was formed in the wake of  the 

1951 Festival of Britain, and opened its 

first museum in 1953. After a bit of 

wandering about it ended up in its current 

home, the Almonry, which it shares with 

Battle Town Council. 

The whole history of Battle is so 

dominated by 1) its Abbey and 2) its, well, 

battle, that itõs not easy for anything else 

to get a word in edgeways. The little Local 

History Museum naturally doesnõt 

neglect those aspects of the townõs past, 

but it  does its best to include a variety of 

other things as well. As frequently 

happens the age of the building is often 

overestimated - one website claims it 

dates to 1090 while the Royal Commission 

on Historic Monuments insists itõs probably 15th-century - but although 

the Museum seems very proud of its home (and its pleasant accompanying 

garden) the displays donõt tell you anything much about it. Instead, the 
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collection, which all fits in one 

long, barn-like room, comprises 

the usual sort of heterogeneous 

memorabilia you tend to associate 

with a small market town, with a 

couple of nice, eccentric 

highlights. ôSmall face in clay, 

undated and unidentifiedõ is a 

museological masterstroke.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11. Time & Tide, Great Yarmouth,  

Autumn 2014 

Founded: 2012 

Governance: LA -supported trust 

Scope: Local history, fishing industry 

One of the newer museums in this collection and one of the bigger, Time & 

Tide is part of the mighty Norfolk Museums Service, a long-standing co-

operative venture between the local authorities in the county - for the time 

being, anyway. Itõs new(ish), on the pricey side, and has a glossy café and 

sprawling shop from which I bought my usual set of postcards and, 

somewhat metareferentially, a book of poems about museums. The site is a 
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little  out of the way, in a side street some distance from the brash seafront 

part of the town, which is melancholy or chaotic depending on the season. 

This does no more than reflect the history of the town, divided between the 

venerable seafaring settlement riddled with alleyways or õRowsõ, and the 

more self-assertive resort that grew up later, facing the sea rather than the 

harbour. The Museum occupies a former herring warehouse (what else 

could it be?) and contains a great mass of fascinating stuff that reflects quite 

nicely every aspect of Yarmouthõs history. 

Archaeology and the herring trade come first; there is a room full of model 

ships; there is a variety of fishing kit. I am not overly interested in this 

subject, but it gave a very vivid insight into the growth of the town whose 

sheer prosperity in the Middle Ages and subsequently I wasnõt at all aware 

of, nor how it all rested on the superabundant shoals of little silvery fish. 

Other galleries cover the holiday trade and more recent town life (and what 

the locals think about it). Thereõs an odd smattering of ethnographic clutter 

ð spooky South Sea masks and a mummyõs hand ð which were brought home 

by Yarmouth sailors and found their way to the Home for Seafarers before 

washing up in the Museum collection. The most charismatic part of the 

displays is a reconstructed slum Row, complete with washing lines and 

grimy lamps: you are supposed to be able to get there, but I couldnõt work 

out how, and could only glimpse it from above. 
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12. Ancient House Museum of Thetford Life, 

Autumn 2014 

Founded: 1924 

Governance: LA-supported trust 

Scope: Local history 

Another site belonging to the great Norfolk Museums Service, Ancient 

House is, if not exactly ancient, certainly venerable with its 15th-century 

origins. It was transformed from a pair of shops to a museum thanks to the 

good offices of that extraordinary figure Prince Frederick Duleep Singh, 

archaeologist, antiquary, and son of the last Sikh Maharajah. Prince 

Frederick bought the Ancient House (as it would become) and presented it 

to the Corporation of Thetford as the townõs museum. 

Within, t he museumõs air is redolent with the scent of old wood and smoke; 

timber-framing is visible everywhere and several of the ground floor rooms 

are arranged to display the fabric of the house as the main exhibit to which 

the artefacts are just illustration. The layout is the first test the visitor faces, 

as you must initially find your way to the ôfront deskõ which is actually 

towards the back, and from there they tell you how to navigate the building. 

Thetfordõs two most famous sons, the aforementioned Prince Frederick and 

18th-century radical pamphleteer and campaigner Tom Paine, whose death 

mask you can see in the photos, both feature in the displays, an incongruous 

couple in all sorts of ways.  

One other peculiarity of Thetford Museum is that many of the labels - at 

least when I visited - exhibit a copy-writing technique we were introduced 

to when I did my Museum Studies training at Leicester University thirty 

years ago. It probably has a name, but thatõs by-the-by. The idea is to 

compose display text in short sentences, minimising subordinate clauses, 

and starting every new sentence on a new line. Itõs supposed to produce 

accessible text, but is in fact incredibly hard to do and what you produce can 

end up reading like a strange kind of museological haiku. I had a go at it at 

High Wycombe (no chance to do it at Wimborne or Chatham) and soon 

abandoned it. It was odd to see it still going strong at Thetford ð in 2014, 

anyway. 
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My favourite artefacts in the Ancient House were easily the colossal 

Mannerist busts of the Roman emperors Otho and Tiberius which 

originated in Italy but for some peculiar reason ended up gracing the 

frontage of a Thetford theatre. Otho looks as though he has not only eaten 

all the pies, but possibly the baker as well.  
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13. Sheringham Mus eum, Autumn 2014 

Founded: 1986 

Governance: I ndependent trust 

Scope: Local history, fishing industry, lifeboats 

Yet another illustration of the huge variety that can be found in Britainõs 

local museums, Sheringham started out being housed in a fairly typical 

manner in a row of cottages, before it was compelled by its growing 

collection of lifeboats to move to an ex-Anglian Water building on the 

seafront of this little former fishing town on the North Norfolk coast. The 

building is now rather oddly called The Mo after ôa little girl who lived in 

Sheringham over 130 years agoõ (what names did they reject? The Freda? 

The Gertie?); it is jaw-droppingly ugly and looms threateningly over anyone 

making their way up the path towards it, but having only been opened in 

2010 it was spanking new when I went there, and was down to undergo 

another refurbishment in 2016 - a revamp again driven by necessity, the 

building not being terribly well -laid-out for museum purposes.  

Despite that decidedly unprepossessing first approach, the place is rather 

splendid once you get inside. Naturally the sea features large in the 

collection and galleries and when I visited they were still displaying the last 

few remnants of a major exhibition of fishermenõs jerseys, or ganseys as they 

call them in these parts; it may not mean much to anyone less than au 
fait with knitwear but the sheer visual impact of these aeronautic pullovers 

is unforgettable. The same might be said of the lifeboats and fishing boats 

which unavoidably occupy much of the museum space: you donõt need that 

much interest in or knowledge of either fishing or sea rescue to have your 

imagination piqued by these charismatic objects in which people have spent 

so much time and struggled with the elements. Upstairs the rough work of 

fishing gives way to the more genteel incarnation of Sheringham as a 

holiday destination, with some gorgeous Victorian costume and a fun little 

hotel tea-table arrangement which tells you so much in one image. You can, 

all these delights having been sampled, top them off by ascending the tower 

to the entirely separate Sheringham Shoal Wind Farm Visitor Centre. This 

is an excitingly bleak, concrete-floored room with views out across the 

swelling North Sea to the eponymous wind farm just visible on the horizon, 

and a range of displays telling you how and why it was built. Corporate 

propaganda it may essentially be, but it says something very important 

about the life and landscape, or seascape, of this community. Which is what 

a museum should do. 
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14. Horsham Museum & Art Gallery,  

Summer 2015 

Founded: 1893 

Governance: Local Authority  

Scope: Local history 

The elegant lime-green frontage of 9 Causeway in Horsham houses one of 

the most heterogeneous collections I can recall seeing in a local museum - 
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thereõs a bit of everything, and quite a lot of some surprising things, 

generously distributed around no fewer than 26 rooms. The Museum grew 

out of an initiative by members of the Free Christian Church on the 

Worthing Road, and had a couple of homes over the years before arriving at 

Causeway House in 1939, from which point it was under the aegis of the 

County (and later District) Council - rather early for a shift of that kind, and 

one which has not yet been reversed in the current chilly climate for local 

authority museums. 

Given the very professional way the Museum runs its business, and its 

website, itõs a surprise to find how jumbly the many, many galleries are - 

you get very little sense of the development of Horsham as a place, still less 

of the personality of the building which houses the collection. It may be that 

the history of many of the artefacts is lost so thereõs not much to say about 

them. What you do get are some very imaginative set-pieces and delightful 

juxtapositions of the kind that are such an amusing discovery in local 

museum displays. The shrine to the poet Shelley (local lad) is quite 

stunning: it really does look shrine-like, and there is a display of open books 

looking for all the world like poetical butterflies waiting to take flight. There 

is a nice Cabinet of Curiosities which neatly combines the spooky and the 

charismatic. Upstairs we find a very bizarre ethnographic collection (relics 

of the careers of various retired colonels across the Empire and further) and 

we are also offered a roomful of horse furniture displayed in black toplit 

cabinets as though it was the most glamorous of jewellery. 
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15. Rotunda Museum, Scarborough, 

Autumn 2015 

Founded: 1823 

Governance: Local Authority  

Scope: Geology & palaeontology, plus some local history 

It was a chill and foggy morning when I arrived in Scarborough and went 

looking for the museum. ôIs there a local history museum in Scarborough?õ 

I asked the young woman on duty at the front desk in the Rotunda. ôNo, this 

is itõ, she replied helpfully. I hesitated a bit as, truth be told, I am interested 

in rocks only to a very limited extent, but decided to carry on beyond the 

shop, and was glad I did. 

The Rotunda is a wonderful relic of a bygone age. A grandiose and 

breathtakingly ugly Classical drum of Harkness stone, it sits above the 

gardens and gazes out to the North Sea, when thatõs visible, which it wasnõt 

when I was there. It owes its existence to William Smith, whose insight that 

the same rocks contained the same sorts of fossils and could thus be dated 

by stratification opened the way to the modern science of geology; released 

from debtorõs prison, Smith came to Scarborough, where the local landscape 

provided him with ample scope to explore his ideas. Smith secured local 

patronage and set up the Scarborough Geological Society which gathered 

the collection and arranged the construction of the Museum to house it.  

But itõs still just rocks. Or it would be without a massive restoration and 

refurbishment programme in 2006-8 which produced a museum full of 

delight and fascination, and striking beauty. An ôorientationõ gallery with 

some animated films which are a bit disorientating for anyone over the age 

of 12 leads into a primeval realm of fibreglass dinosaurs and real specimens 

(including a relatively recently-discovered plesiosaur skeleton), and then 

you ascend to the great glory of the Rotunda - the dome gallery. Lined with 

its original restored Victorian display cabinets, the dome houses not just 

geological and palaeontological specimens but machine models, looted 

relics of Empire, portraits of Yorkshire scientific dignitaries, and a violin. 

Above the tiered cases is the dome itself, from which light gently filters like 

a fall of feathers past coloured glass. Itõs so beautiful it brings tears to the 

eyes, and I only regret I canõt give you more than a hint of it here. This is 

more than just rocks. This is rocks made to sing angelically.  
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16. Filey Museum, Autumn 2015 

Founded: 1971 

Governance: I ndependent trust 

Scope: Local history 

A somewhat shy institution, Filey 

Museum. I wandered around several 

streets following what I thought was the 

right direction and missed it 

completely, having to ask directions. 

The building was in fact a pair of 

cottages in a whitewashed terrace, and 

you have to look out for a large lamp and 

the rather more reticent sign on the wall 

to show the way in. There is also a very 

strange black-and-white stone plaque 

over the other door reading ô1696 IMN 

THE FEAR OF GOD BE IN YOU õ 

which is doubtless sound spiritual 

advice but helps not a whit in 

orientation.  

As well as shy itõs also very gentle and homely, and the visitor has the 

distinct impression of wandering around someoneõs cottage home, at least 

on the ground floor where there is a parlour and old-fashioned kitchen with 

all the accoutrements common to such displays - washboards and herb-

choppers and antimacassars on the armchairs. So as not to disturb the visual 

impression, information that might normally appear on labels is instead 

relayed via a recorded voice-over. If your experience is anything like mine 

the helpful attendant at the front desk will come and turn them on for you 

ð whether you like it or not. Not surprisingly the presence of the sea bulks 

large in the history of this former fishing town and therefore in the Museum 

collection too, with lifeboat memorabilia and a reconstructed fish baiting 

shed in the garden, which I got quite excited about until realising that it was 

just a mock-up. The other aspect of Filey is as a seaside resort and that 

appears in the Museum in the form of adverts and posters. The items I found 

hardest to take were an extraordinary series of knitted dolls illustrating 

historical characters; perhaps children like them. What I remember more, 

though, are the objects and images that bear quiet testimony to the lives and 

experiences of working people. 
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17. Hornsea Museum, Autumn 2015 

Founded: 1978 

Governance: I ndependent trust 

Scope: Local history 

It was partly its resemblance to the Priestõs House in Wimborne that made 

Hornsea my favourite among the East Yorkshire museums I saw in 2015. 

Not only is it housed in an historic building in a small town centre and has 

the same sort of stuff in its collection, but the sterling volunteers who run it 

did what we did at Wimborne and thought about the history of the building 

and how it relates to that of the town around it. It originated perhaps in the 

sixteenth century as a farmhouse, much extended and amended as the 

centuries have gone by, and in the mid-1900s was divided into shops and 

cottages. Some of this is reflected in the displays, most notably the tenancy 

of the Burn family who lived here from the late 1600s to World War Two, 

succeeded by ôa glamorous lady of meretricious reputeõ and a Mr & Mrs 

Audas. Several of the rooms reflect its domestic occupation, others its one-

time incarnation as a working farm, and some its commercial tenants. The 

outbuildings house dairy and workshop displays and a little mocked-up 

street with four shop windows packed with chemistõs jars and the like (you 

canõt lose with chemistõs jars, as many small museums well know).  

Then there is a doorway which leads into a separate display about Hornsea 

Pottery. I have next to no interest in ceramics, at least the commercial items 

the Hornsea Pottery made, some of which you can see in the photos below. 

But what the Museum does is tell the story of this once-vital local employer 

with an intense focus which is revealing and fascinating. The gentlemen 

who started it up got into pottery from doing clay modelling as therapy 

while recovering from war injuries in the 1940s, and the original kiln sits in 

the gallery (at the end, interestingly). The display describes the firmõs 

experimentation with forms and products, its expansion, and long battle to 

keep afloat in an increasingly hostile economy, being bought out by this and 

that bigger company and stumbling upon the one thing that was going to 

save it before something else going horribly wrong, and eventually ceasing 

to trade. The insight the gallery brings into the relationship between craft, 

entrepreneurship and international late-capitalism is actually quite radical 

and not something I expected to discover at all. It goes to show just what 

museums can do with imagination and a bit of cash. 
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18. Beck Isle Museum, Pickering,  

Autumn 2015 

Founded: 1967 

Governance: I ndependent trust 

Scope: Local history 

Beck Isle Museum is splendidly located in a big Georgian house with 

rambling outbuildings on a green beside the flowing waters of the Pickering 

Beck which runs past beneath a gorgeous old bridge. It is, as its website tells 

you, ôdeceptively bigõ and is packed with a great variety of stuff, although 

once I was past the welcome board consisting of a Bo-Peep-type Victorianish 

little girl in a bonnet and discovered how much the entrance charge was, I 

did hesitate before taking the plunge and going in. This is another museum 

that has wonderful opportunities in its setting and collection which it 

doesnõt exploit quite as much as it could: the history of the house and its 

inhabitants feature almost not at all and Pickering itself is nearly absent 

from the displays; the promise of the glorious printerõs workshop 

downstairs is rather unfulfilled. Upstairs we have a mock street-scene of the 

sort pioneered in this country by 

York Castle Museum thirty years 

and more before the museum 

society of Pickering got going with 

Beck Isle; but, with a couple of 

exceptions, the recreated shops 

donõt represent actual Pickering 

businesses, fun though they may 

be. My favourite, the gentsõ 

outfitters, does apparently have 

some Pickering precedent. The 

best bit of local colour comes in the 

display about the nearby mines you 

find in one of the outbuildings. 

Nevertheless, turn after turn 

brings a glimpse of something 

amusing and intriguing. The 

ôMementoes of the Cropton Lane 

Murdersõ are impressively 

desperate: a framed group of twigs. 
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19. Godalming Museum, Autumn 2015 

Founded: 1921 

Governance: LA-supported trust 

Scope: Local history 

Until a refurb during the pandemic year, Godalming Museum was virtually 

invisible to the outside world: visitors entered through a door wedged 

between a sports shop and a delicatessen, and along a shining little corridor 

a bit like an airlock giving access to another space entirely. Now the 

entrance is a bit more obvious and slightly less quirky. This is a relatively 

well-heeled part of the world and small though it is the Museum looks as 

though a fair amount has been spent on keeping it up to date; and it manages 

to offer some beautiful arrangements of objects set within a slightly crazy 

old building in which beams and timber frame appear at unexpected angles. 

The first of the upstairs rooms had just been refurbished when I first went 

with a whistle-stop introduction to the town and its history and, thanks to 

a grant from the V&A, the Museum had managed to purchase local stained-

glass artist Rachel Mulliganõs gorgeous ôLabours of the Monthsõ sequence, 

resplendently displayed in the window. One of the welcome aspects of the 

display is that thereõs no attempt to pretend that Godalming has always been 

a quaint little market town: in fact until about 40 years ago it was more of a 

centre of light industry and such it is presented here (although its role as a 

commuter settlement gets less of a look-in). Gertrude Jekyllõs gardening 

boots and trowel are off in a side room, but frustratingly hard to photograph. 

Godalming Museum also has the distinction of being the only historical 

collection where I have unexpectedly come across a photograph of myself, 

not in the gallery of local personalities illustrated here, but in a shot of the 

reopening of a cemetery chapel a couple of years ago! 
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20. Midhurst Museum, Autumn 2015  

Founded: 2011 

Governance: I ndependent trust 

Scope: Random stuff! 

I was sceptical about Midhurst Museumõs online claim to be ôpossibly the 

smallest museum in the worldõ as itõs the kind of thing some institutions 

take a great pride in. Back home in Dorset we had the ôsmallest pub in 

Britainõ, the Smithsõ Arms at Godmanstone, for instance, which depends 

how you define a pub; or thereõs St Beunoõs Culborne in Devon, ôthe 

smallest church in Britainõ, which depends how you define a church.  Then 

I arrived at Midhurst and discovered the hyperbole was probably true. For 

a moment I didnõt realise the tiny unit in an indoor shopping arcade was it. 

The building in Knockmarket Hundred use d to be a garage and the brothers 

who owned and ran it have amassed a vast collection of historic bits and 

pieces that are kept in a series of enormous sheds somewhere; when the 

garage was converted into commercial units, including a cafe upstairs 

among the wooden beams and rafters, the Museum was set up in a burst of 

voluntary enthusiasm. There is just about sufficient room between the 

custodian sat on a wooden chair, a rack of books and leaflets of historic 

interest, and the two display cases, for you to turn around and look at 

whatever happens to be on show: a swung cat would cause severe disruption. 

I gather someone from the museum society goes to the brothersõ sheds of 

stuff and selects a theme for the coming monthõs exhibition, rummaging 

around to find what might illustrate it. When I went it was Concorde, and 

some Cadburyõs tins. I believe the brick is the only permanent exhibit. I 

bought a postcard, popped a couple of quid into the donations box (which I 

think was a brass shell case, I canõt quite remember), producing an 

alarmingly loud rattle, and left, marvelling. 
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21. Jersey Museum, Spring 2016 

Founded: not sure 

Governance: Publicly -funded independent trust 

Scope: Local history 

In the right light, the Museum building, with its top -floor cream-coloured 

loggia, looks a bit like it belongs in Portmeirion. Itõs part of Jersey Heritage, 

a catch-all trust whose portfolio includes castles and other attractions as well 

as the Museum itself. You enter the Museum through a generous foyer, a bit 

on the dark side, like going into a cinema; our next turn was to take the 

splendid Jamaican mahogany stairs into the Merchantõs House next door to 

the Museum building proper, beautifully refurbished and reconstructed to 

illustrate the lives of the people who inhabited it at the moment in 1869 

when the paterfamilias, Dr Ginestet, and his family left after the failure of 

his homeopathic medical practice, and fled to France to escape debt. It looks 

really good, although thereõs not much in the way of orientation and 

context.  

Back in the Museum itself, we found a few heterogeneous and unexplained 

bits and pieces on a stairwell and were just wondering how rewarding this 

somewhat pricey experience was actually going to be when we entered the 

world of ôIce Age Islandõ, an exploration of the formation not just of Jersey 

but of the British Isles more widely. It looked good and one should hope so, 

as it was partly devised by the Natural History Museum in London; it was 

also, at least as far as I was concerned, only 

partly comprehensible, but a floor below 

brought us to the Story of Jersey which is 

a much more orthodox local history 

gallery. Itõs very neatly put together, 

dealing with a lot within a not all that 

expansive space. We thought the cigar-

store Scotsman was probably being 

depicted in the process of taking snuff. I 

thought the most charismatic object was 

Chevalierõs Diary, a 17th-century 

manuscript battered, beaten, and yet 

surviving to bring the Stuart governorõs 

words down four hundred years. Thatõs 

Lilly Langt ryõs nicely-understated 
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dressing case you can see in the first snap. Iõm not saying thatõs as moving, 

somehow. 
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22. Tilford Rural Life Collection, Spring 2016  

Founded: 1973 

Governance: I ndependent trust 

Scope: Vernacular architecture 

 

Framley Museum, like the Framley Examiner newspaper from which it grew, 

is a spoof, but the statement on its website that òThe museum was founded 

in 1882 when objects of local interest began to gather in the field where the 

museum now stands, due to the natural action of the wind and rainó, might 

strike the visitor wandering around the extensive site of the Rural Life 

Centre at Til ford as applying there as well. In fact it was all a bit more 

deliberate than that. The idea of rescuing buildings that illustrate vanishing 

ways of life, especially rural, ôfolkõ life, and re-erecting them in open-air 

museum settings, started in Scandinavia a very long while ago. The idea was 

transplanted to Britain at such institutions as the National Welsh Folk 

Museum at St Fagans (1948) and the Weald & Downland Open Air Museum 

(1967). What began life as the Old Kiln Museum at Tilford, founded by Mr 

& Mrs Jackson, was a bit of a latecomer in the field, and always had more 

local ambitions, its collection consisting of a variety of buildings from the 

few miles immediately around. Nowadays these are enlivened by a small 

light railway which chuffs around the site, a steamroller, and a smattering 

of animals for children and others to coo over. 

 

It has to be said that after a strong start with a post-war prefab - Iõd never 

been in to one before, and visiting Tilfordõs was a decidedly odd experience 

- things were not looking good. The whole area around the Old Kiln itself 

needed a bit of attention: its displays of gently rusting farm equipment and 

bewildering labels were a little taxing even to the interested. We went on an 
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excursion to the relatively new WWII Polish refugee camp and, though you 

could see what they were getting at, that was a wee bit flat as well. But the 

experience picked up when we met one of the volunteers at the very newest 

exhibit, a cycle repair shop from Frimley Green, redolent with the aroma of 

grease and oil (and the shop, ho-ho). Thereafter we found the buildings 

increasingly atmospheric and the colossal collections of stuff in the shed-

like display galleries fascinating if somewhat overwhelming. I had no idea 

eggs were once sold in wayside vending machines by a group of farmers 

rebelling against the Egg Marketing Council, but having now seen one of 

the mechanisms in the flesh my life will never be the same. We had some 

pretty nice cake at the end of the visit, too, quite worn out with rural bygones 

and peopling the buildings with imaginary residents.  
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23. Arundel Museum, Summer 2016 

Founded: 1964 

Governance: I ndependent trust 

Scope: Local history 

Peering past the reception desk of Arundel Museum I was a little dismayed 

to see that the whole thing was basically one room, albeit a moderately large 

one, with a temporary exhibition gallery off on one side - and that was shut. 

It was a wee bit pricey for that: not a problem for a singleton 

who almost always visits museums no matter what, but perhaps more off-

putting for a family. However, this one room turned out to comprise one of 

the best local museums Iõve visited. Given that thereõs only one paid 

member of staff who had nothing to do with the move of the museum to this 

site in 2012, and the whole redisplay was managed by volunteers, it really is 

very professional. The objects are beautifully laid out and the history of the 

town is described with a clarity and definition that some better-resourced 

collections should envy. Those objects arenõt perhaps anything very special 

(apart from some of the items relating to Arundelõs former life as a port - the 

barge rudder is really a rather charismatic piece) but theyõre arranged with 

such an aesthetic sensitivity and placed so very firmly into the context of 

the community and its changing nature over time that they seem to add up 

to something more. I didnõt know Arundel had been such a centre for 

maritime trade once; the role of the Castle in the townõs identity is covered 

in a subsidiary keep-like enclave in the middle of the gallery; and the 

decline of the port and the emergence of tourism and antiques-trading gets 

a mention when in so many museums the recent history of the community 

theyõre supposed to be examining doesnõt appear at all. Arundel today seems 

a prim, middle -class sort of place, but its museum isnõt frightened of the 

truth at all. I think it õs absolutely exemplary, and worth celebrating. 
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24. Blandford Town Museum, Summer 2016 

Founded: 1974 

Governance: I ndependent trust 

Scope: Local history 

The volunteers on duty at Blandford Museum werenõt sure how to answer 

my gentle enquiries about the history of the nice old building that houses 

it. One said it used to be a stables, the other that it was the workshop of the 

Bastard brothers, the architects chiefly responsible for rebuilding the small 

Dorset market town after the catastrophic fire of 1731. Of course it could 

easily have been both. 

The collection is pretty much the usual sort of thing one would expect 

(including a serpent! It doesnõt get any better than that), with the exception 

of the little display about the Gurkhas and Nepalese culture which you 

discover tucked away into a far corner of the upper floor: Blandford owes 

that to the Royal Signals Corps who are based over the hill from the old 

town centre. The museum is all amiably random although I thought the 
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medieval corner and the nicely grim archaeological stratigraphy display had 

a great deal of flair to them. 

 

 


