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[bookmark: _Hlk164498403]A big thank you again to the VH Trustees for continuing to accommodate the History Group archive. Also to Mike Craig, as treasurer, currently holding a balance of £3,586.70 with NatWest, of which £3,225 is allocated to producing the grant-funded History of Oxborough book, which while not yet completed, makes good progress. 

This year has seen completion of the other remaining HLF-funded project, with £440 spent on printing the newly researched, 28-page, A5 Visitors Guide to St John’s Church (1). Valuable support with this has come from many sources, especially James Parry (freelance author and historian), Martyn Clarke (musician and organist, also with extensive knowledge of historic instruments, church history, and invaluable for his Latin translations), and Sir Henry Bedingfeld, with the considerable knowledge he has of his ancestors who built this beautiful church in the late C13, maintained and embellished it for 300 years until the mid C16, when – as happened to churches at that time – it was purloined by Henry Vlll’s new Church of England, since which, the Bedingfeld family, while secretly sustaining their Catholic faith through 10 generations, have (when their persecution has permitted), continued to help support the maintenance of St John’s – where so many of their notable ancestors were entombed and commemorated until the 1791 Catholic Relief Act. This allowed them to build again their own chapel for worship … which they did in their own grounds in1836. 
Thanks also to Karen Callard, avid historian, who got the Church booklet off the ground at the outset. 
1,000 copies have been printed from which the church will hopefully raise useful income in donations. Copies of the Visitors Guide to St John’s Church are available in the church, for a donation.  

The archive continues to grow, with personal memories, photos, maps, newspaper cuttings, and family records coming from residents, past and present, some re-visiting their childhood haunts in person — even coming from New Zealand this year – while others exploit the internet and email to share their past, and to update themselves on the present. We’ve also been given items from local history lovers, neighbouring history groups and keen eBay watchers who know we’re here.

The 5-year BFER project (Brecks Fen Edge and Rivers Landscape Partnership) – a partnership of 60+local, regional and national groups) is now coming to an end… with its objective of conserving and celebrating the unique heritage of the Norfolk and Suffolk Brecks.
Within this, James Parry has been leading, and is now drawing together final reports on the industrial functions which our River Wissey and its tributaries have historically served, moving coal, crops, fish and goods etc., driving our historic water mills … along with its weirs, sluices, pumping station, ferry etc). Use of our History Group archives, along with new research, have focussed on Stringside Drain – a little known river which runs south west from Beachamwell, then south across Boughton Fen, passing under Stoke Ferry Road at White Bridge – as both our parish boundary with Stoke Ferry, and the District boundary of Breckland with West Norfolk … and from there into the Wissey. We’ve also contributed information on the Gadder (2) running from Cockley Clay, feeding Gooderstone Water Gardens, Oxborough Fishing Lakes, [also four fish ponds, long ago, behind Chantry House], onto the moat at Oxburgh Hall, [and in the past their water gardens and swannery] … before joining the Wissey.

Our History Group Archives are also regularly of help to Oxburgh Hall’s archaeologists, historians and volunteers, and especially so as their focus is now switching from the fabric of the building – (after their massive recent repair/restoration works) – to the people who once lived here.      

In a new development with Jim McNeill’s Stoke Ferry & District History Group, and led by Chris Stone with his Methwold Group, (both, newly thriving groups), we are trying to bring together History Groups in villages along the Fen Edge – which have much in common, both geographically and historically – but also as groups (especially in small villages like ours) which have cycles of ups and downs, depending on local support, interest and leadership at the time. So one of the aims is for the groups to support each other and their viability, especially through these cycles. I have especially welcomed this in the last few years, with our History Group still very much in a dip following its memorable zenith when retired professional, Kelvin Smith, was at the helm (no committee) and I just made the tea !
If anyone has any particular interests, contacts, ideas for activities, or thoughts on what we might do differently, do please raise them with me. You all know how to contact me. 

Meanwhile, as those of you on the circulation list know, I circulate details of other local history events, from time to time, as they arise, hopefully filling gaps between our own events.  
To be on the circulation list please ask/ring/email me.

This has enabled several on the list to enjoy a wide range of nearby events during the year, and I especially remember the excellent flint-knapping demonstration in August by the renowned, and honoured, John Lord – in his garden in Chalk Road, near the old windmill. In 2017 John was awarded the BEM (British Empire Medal) for services to flintknapping.
Other notable events have been the incredible film footage shown at Methwold History Group, of the devastating Fens flood in 1947, and the more recent talk on Stoke Ferry’s long struggle to get its bypass, finally opening in 1985. I remember the heavy traffic, the hazards of huge lorries overhanging those narrow pavements, and hints of the glorious High Street architecture glimpsed through the grime ... 

We have held 2 very successful Open Archives sessions, (June 2023 & January 2024), both very well attended, and with excellent feedback - attracting a wide range of people, providing opportunity for much sharing of memories, experiences and expertise, as well as local general knowledge. 
 
To the January Open Archives Martyn Clarke brought his early edition in 5 large volumes of An Essay Towards A Topographical History of the County of Norfolk, written by the Rev. Frances Blomefield (of Fersfield near Diss) and his good friend Rev. Charles Parkin, who was vicar here for 48 years in the 1700s. Parkin in fact wrote more than half of it, completing the epic work when Blomefield suddenly died of smallpox aged 47 … but Parkin sadly receives very little of the credit ! … with it generally referred to just as Blomefield’s History of Norfolk.

As for the C4 Roman lead tank/font (3) found in Oxborough (mentioned in my 2023 report) which I was hoping to loan for a brief visit to Oxborough … no luck there … with any available spare time and money being spent on the re-opening of the transformed Norwich Castle (planned for this summer): also its fragile condition and the health dangers of lead. As far as I know it’s still in store at King’s Lynn Museum, and never displayed, not even a photograph. Sorry about that!

A big thank you to everyone who has helped and supported in any way during the year, and thank you to everyone here for listening tonight. BP
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