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In With the New
On June 25th 2004, following a short ceremony, the old MERL at Whiteknights closed its 
doors to the public for the last time. After nearly forty years in the same building, and several 
hundred thousand visitors, it was time to prepare in earnest for the move to our new site. 
Over the course of those years, the Museum had welcomed a long list of distinguished 
visitors, headed by Her Majesty the Queen in 1993; the collections had grown until their 
national signifi cance was formally recognised through Designation in 1996; and the Museum 
had made a major contribution to the study of rural history and the protection of the rural 
heritage. Given the cramped and unsatisfactory nature of that building, to put it kindly, these 
are considerable achievements indeed. 

Building works have been 
continuing in Redlands Road 
all year. Renovation and 
conversion of the original listed 
structure have proved every bit 
as challenging as expected and 
the magnifi cent new exhibition 
building has had its fair share 
of complexity. Consequently, 
some delay has accumulated in 
the schedule and the handover 
is currently programmed for 
mid-November rather than July 
as initially planned. This inevitably has had a knock-on effect on timings for the move and 
for fi tting-out but we expect to be fully open during the summer of 2005. An offi cial opening 
ceremony will await completion of further building works commencing at the St Andrews 
site during 2005, for the housing of the University’s archive collections.

Progress with the enormous 
task of sorting and packing 
the collections ready for the 
move has been intensifying 
over the summer. Our 
band of willing volunteers, 
recruited initially for the 
glass negatives project, 
has made a signifi cant and 
most welcome contribution. 

◗ Staff  pictured at the last day of  opening of the old MERL

◗ The new exhibition building takes shape on the left while 
renovation of  the existing Victorian buildings continues
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Contracts have been placed with specialist removal fi rms and the programme will swing into 
action as soon as the new site becomes available. 

Planning of the exhibition design in 
the new building has been going on 
in parallel. Brennan & Whalley Ltd of 
London were appointed as consultant 
designers at the end of 2003 and 
immediately set to work with us on the 
development of a scheme that would 
both accommodate all the material 
within the building and present it in a 
new and refreshing manner for visitors 
of all ages. Ideas that evolved through a 
process of discussion and consultation, 
and tested through focus groups, 
have gradually taken on three-dimensional form in an accurate scale model of the whole 
layout. Work packages for separate components of the exhibition are being developed and 
tendered. As we are aiming now for a higher level of fi t-out than originally budgeted for, 
a hierarchical cost plan has been devised so that full implementation of the scheme can be 
staged and completed as further funds become available. Most welcome in this respect was 
the announcement in July of an award of £136,000 from the DCMS/Wolfson Museums and 
Galleries Improvement Fund towards the costs of multi-media content in the exhibition. 

A Business Plan for the operation of the Museum at the new site was submitted in April 
2004 and accepted by the Heritage Lottery Fund in July. As part of its preparation, we have 
produced a number of draft strategies for the operation of the new site including such aspects 
as learning, marketing and major incident procedures. 

The Year at a Glance
The demands of the new Museum project on everyone’s time have been considerable and will 
continue to be so. In spite of that, the past year has seen us continue to develop across a broad 
front of activity and achieve some notable and exciting new developments in, for example, 
drawing together the rural museum sector, extending our services to a wider audience 
and the management and availability of the material that we hold. With our contemporary 
recording project, there has been innovation and experimentation whilst, as the year ends 
with the acceptance of the major Victorian agricultural engineering archive of Charles 
Burrell & Sons, consolidation of our existing collection strengths continues. The closure from 
early summer has inevitably been refl ected in the visitor and user fi gures but this is only a 
temporary lull before the reopening, and at least partially compensated for by the virtual use 
of our services via the website which has again doubled in the course of the year. 

◗ The impressive new building under construction
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The Spring Spectacular on May 8th was the last 
event to be held before closure of the old Museum 
building and over 300 people attended, despite 
the wet weather. A variety of different activities 
ran throughout the day, giving us the chance to 
trial some ideas for the Events Programme at the 
new Museum. Visitors were able to take part in 
workshops making hurdles and a giant willow 
basket, try Dr John Wilson’s ‘Hands-on History’ 

or listen to talks about 
shepherding and the 
life of Tudor and Stuart 
farmers’ wives, whilst 
younger visitors listened 
to traditional stories and 
made fl uffy animals. We 
were also privileged to have 
the Thames Valley Vintage 
Tractor Club kindly set up 
a display of agricultural 
machinery outside the 
Museum. 

Events
A topping-out ceremony was held 
at the new Museum site on January 
19th to mark approximately the half-
way stage in building works and to 
coincide with the fi rst meeting of the 
re-formulated Museum Advisory 
Committee. The ceremony was 
performed by Andrew Palmer, 
member of the Committee and great-
grandson of Sir Alfred Palmer for 
whom the house was originally built 
in 1881. 

◗ The topping out ceremony at the new MERL was 
performed by Andrew Palmer (left)

◗ A Fordson half-track 
tractor at the Spring 
Spectacular in May

◗ Wood craft 
demonstrations at the 
Spring Spectacular
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The Museum again hosted a summer series of public seminars organised by 
Dr Nicola Verdon of the School of History:

1st June  Professor Mark Casson (Reading) 
 ‘The impact of railways on the rural economy 1825–1914’

 Dr Jill Murdoch (York) 
 ‘From Elephant to Penge West: the railway in the artist’s landscape’

8th June Dr Stephen Hipkin (Canterbury) 
 ‘The metropolitan grain trade of Kent and the local politics of dearth, 1560–1640’

 Dr Michael Winstanley (Lancaster) 
 ‘Corn and potatoes: the food supply of industrial Lancashire, c.1780–1850’

15th June Dr Brian Griffi n (Bath Spa) 
 ‘Cycling in rural Ireland in the 1880s and 1890s’

 Dr Peter Merriman (Reading) 
 ‘”Beautifi ed” is a vile phrase: the politics and aesthetics of roads in 
 mid-twentieth century Britain’

The Museum hosted the meetings of the Berkshire Industrial Archaeology Society and 
the Committee of the Berkshire Local History Association and, as usual during the year, 
collaborated with a number of organisations on special visits, talks and events. These 
included The Friends of the University, The University of the Third Age, The Tools & 
Trades History Society, The Historic Commercial Vehicle Society, the International & Rural 
Development section of the School of Agriculture, Thatcham Historical Society, the Civil 
Service Pensioners’ Alliance and the Can Do It Club. 

Teaching and Learning
Until the June closure, drama-based learning programmes on a range of National 
Curriculum-related subjects continued to be offered to school groups in the Museum through 
the locally-based organisation Learning Through Action. 

In October, a large interactive mural on a wheels theme was created in the Museum as part 
of the national ‘Big Draw’ event. This involved the participation of local community and Fine 
Art student volunteers working with museum visitors and a group from a local Day Centre. 

Bekky Moran joined us in January in the new post of Learning Manager. She is part of the 
University Museums and Collections Service (UMACS) team and is working on learning 
issues across the University’s collections, primarily with MERL but also with the Cole 
Museum of Zoology and the Ure Museum of Archaeology.
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Bekky is part of the Exhibition Team, looking after the learning and access aspects of the 
new exhibition, and has also been working with the architects to create a Studio in the new 
Museum where art and craft activities will take place as part of the public events programme. 
Funding has been donated by the Friends of the University for a stained glass window for 
the Studio by Oxfordshire artist, Susan Moxley. Its design is based upon the wall-hangings 
created by Michael O’Connell for the agricultural pavilion of the 1951 Festival of Britain and 
now in the Museum’s collection. Due to the fragile nature of the original textiles, they cannot 
be put on permanent display.

As an honorary lecturer in the Department of Archaeology, Dr Roy Brigden again taught 
a third year undergraduate option on Museum Studies to a full complement of students. 
He also supervised four undergraduate dissertations, contributed to the fi rst year course, 
Archaeology and Society, and was the internal examiner of a PhD thesis. 

Will Phillips, Museum Offi cer, has completed his part-time studies for the MA in Museum 
Studies at University College, London. 

The Rural Museums Network
This important initiative to bring rural museums more closely together to seek solutions to 
the challenges they share has been coordinated by MERL, with support from the Designation 
Challenge Fund, and made signifi cant advances during the year. There are now 53 museums 
in the Network, comprising all the major collections around the UK. An inaugural meeting, 
hosted by the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council (MLA), was held in London in 
November followed by a two-day conference, ‘Breaking New Ground’, at MERL in March. 
Communication is a major part of what the Network is all about and these meetings, together 
with the electronic discussion group, have already proved to be a valuable means of sharing 
views and exchanging information. Developmental work on the concept of a Distributed 
National Collection of agricultural material was commissioned (see Sorting the Wheat from 
the Chaff by Viner & Wilson, 2004) and has been followed by pilot surveys of tractors and 
combine harvesters to test the methodology proposed. These are only beginnings. Sustaining 
and extending this work, and capitalising on the real benefi ts that are there for the museums 
and their users, are the priorities now that the initial funding period has expired. Roy Brigden 
has been chairing a steering group to take this forward and it is heartening to note that both 
the MLA’s Renaissance in the Regions programme and the Museum Association’s current 
Collections For the Future scheme have identifi ed subject specialist networks as potential 
growth points in the pattern of support for museums. 
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Contemporary Recording Project
Only rarely does the Museum have 
the resources necessary to engage in 
projects to record the contemporary 
scene. It happened in the 1960s with 
the Ardington and Lockinge project in 
Oxfordshire, and again in the 1980s with 
the survey of the Ernest Cook Trust 
estates. Both were landmark schemes 
of their type and of great value now to 
the social historian. The opportunity 
presented by the Designation Challenge 
Fund was, therefore, seized upon to 
construct a new programme in 2003 for 
recording the countryside over the period of a year. It ran along two paths. At a national level, 
the main issues of the day in farming and rural affairs were tracked through the specialist 
and more general press, through websites of government departments and interest groups, 
and through attendance at meetings and conferences. On the more local level, individuals 
and organisations actively involved with the contemporary countryside were visited and 
recorded on a continuing basis. One element was the adoption of a local farm for the year 
and the regular recording both of the farming operations and of the farmer and his family 
on a wide range of topical issues. The farm chosen for this purpose is on the dividing line 
between town and country and suffers from all the diffi culties commonly associated with 
the urban fringe. 

Brenda Jones, a young museum curator from New Zealand who was recruited as the 
fi eldworker, proved very able at getting inside the local rural community in order to take 
a look at the world from its standpoint. Now the project is complete, we are left with many 
valuable contacts which the Museum will continue to nurture, and a huge body of material, 
providing a snapshot in time of the countryside in 2003, which we will draw upon in our 
exhibition programmes and which has been absorbed into the archive collections for the use 
of researchers. 

Notable Acquisitions
Acquisitions may have taken a back seat with all the other things that have been happening, 
but nuggets of material have continued to come our way. There was the day, for example, 
when Mr Gilbert Tomes arrived and gave us a copy of the award-winning fi lm on 
wheelwrighting that he had made as a young fi lm student in 1934. Or the time when Mrs 
George of Abingdon decided that the magnifi cent Victorian display cabinet of seeds and 

◗ David and James Hewison of Hartley Court Farm, 
near Reading, the adopted farm on the contemporary 
recording project.
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meadow grasses by Suttons of Reading, which her father 
had picked up in the 1950s, was really better off with 
us. The photographic collections have acquired several 
thousand images of agricultural and rural life from the 
1930s to the 1980s by professional photographer John 
Tarlton whose work was used by Country Life, Farmers 
Weekly and other publications of that sort. Through 
the good offi ces of the Road Locomotive Society, the 
magnifi cent archive of steam engine builders Charles 
Burrell & Sons of Thetford is also destined for Reading to 
add to our unrivalled record of agricultural engineering. 

◗ A Victorian display cabinet of  grass seed varieties by 
Sutton & Sons of  Reading

Online Access
On 26th April, Philip Wroughton, Lord Lieutenant of Berkshire, presided over a ceremony 
to launch the New Landscapes New Technologies websites (see www.berkshirenclosure.
org.uk and www.victorianfarming.org). This was the culmination of a three-year £283,000 
New Opportunities Fund programme to digitise and make available online over 50,000 
pages of Victorian farm machinery catalogues from MERL on the one hand, and the full set of 
enclosure maps and schedules from the Berkshire Record Offi ce on the other. It had proved to 
be a very successful exercise in joint working and, for our part, means that a huge dossier of 
original and highly illustrative material, of interest to experts and non-experts alike, can now 
be accessed and downloaded from anywhere. 

Designation Challenge Funding has 
supported further databasing and 
digitising of collections during the year 
so that the volume of material that can 
now be consulted online continues to 
grow. Liz Owen, the project offi cer, was 
also able to draw upon some of this for a 
new Countryside Learning Zone on the 
website (http://www.ruralhistory.org/
educational_resources/resources_school/
ks2history/) which is aimed at 
Key Stage 2 pupils and their teachers. ◗ Online exhibitions and the 

Countryside Learning Zone on the website
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With grant aid of £11,600, through which Zoe Watson was employed for six months, 340 
collection level descriptions of archive material were created and submitted to the Archives 
Hub. This provides a single point of access to descriptions of archives held in UK universities 
and colleges (www.archiveshub.ac.uk). The archive pages on the Museum’s main site have 
also undergone revision (www.ruralhistory.org/the_collections/the_archives.html) to 
ensure a more user-friendly access to the catalogue. 

The return for these continuing developments is a very encouraging and measurable increase 
in usage. Website activity is now running at four times the level of two years ago. 

Other Professional Activity
Roy Brigden has served during the year as a Council member of the Society of Folklife 
Studies and Board member of the Milton Keynes Museum Trust Ltd. He presented a paper, 
‘Agricultural Museums in the 21st Century’, at the 14th Congress of the International 
Association of Agricultural Museums in the Czech Republic and was elected onto the 
Praesidium of the Association. He also prepared a paper for the Social History Curators 
Group on ‘Rural Museums and the National Lottery’, has attended meetings of the Berkshire 
Museums Network and acted as a mentor for the Museum’s Association’s AMA programme. 

Caroline Gould, Archivist, has served as a member of SEMLAC’s Archives Policy 
Advisory Group. 

Bridget Andrews, Library Project Manager, attended the annual conference of agricultural 
librarians, a workshop at the V&A on the Full Disclosure retrospective cataloguing initiative, 
a CILIP/BIC briefi ng on the forthcoming revisions to the ISBN, and a ‘Space planning’ 
workshop organised by the CPD25 group in association with the M25 Consortium of 
Academic Libraries. 

The Museum has been represented on the steering committee of the Thames Valley Museums 
Group by Kate Arnold-Forster and on both the Committee and the editorial sub-committee 
of the University Museums Group (UMG). The UMG advocacy document, published in June 
2004, The University Museums in the United Kingdom; A National Resource for the 21st Century, 
notes: ‘The University of Reading’s farsighted support for the HLF-partnered Museum of 
English Rural Life is an example of what can be achieved when a university is prepared to 
invest in the potential of its museums to attain its strategic objectives’.
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Publications
Roy Brigden, ‘Baylis, George (1846–1936)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 
University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/50158]

Jonathan Brown, ‘Aveling, Thomas (1824–1882)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
Oxford University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/38436]

Jonathan Brown, ‘Bell, Patrick (1799–1869)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 
University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/2022]

Jonathan Brown, ‘Burrell family (per. c.1800–1929)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
Oxford University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/59148]

Jonathan Brown, ‘Clayton, Nathaniel (1811–1890)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
Oxford University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/46820]

Jonathan Brown, ‘Fowler, John (1826–1864)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 
University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/10010]

Jonathan Brown, ‘Garrett family (per. 1778–1884)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
Oxford University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/59150]

Jonathan Brown, ‘Marshall family (per. 1848–1922)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
Oxford University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/57853]

Jonathan Brown, ‘Ransome family (per. c. 1785–1875)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
Oxford University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/59149]

Jonathan Brown, ‘Ransome, Robert Charles (1830–1886)’, Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/48140]

Jonathan Brown, ‘Ruston, Joseph (1835–1897)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 
University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/48158]

Jonathan Brown, ‘Small, James (bap. 1740, d. 1793)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
Oxford University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/51709]

John S. Creasey, ‘Common, John (1778–1868)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 
University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/37306]

John S. Creasey, ‘Mechi, John Joseph (1802–1880)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
Oxford University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/18491]

John S. Creasey, ‘Stephens, Henry (1795–1874)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
Oxford University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/26384]

Brenda Jones, ‘Contemporary Collecting in the Countryside 2003’, Social History in Museums, 
vol 28 (2003), pp.15-23.
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The MERL Advisory Committee 
In July 2003 the University Council sanctioned a new ordinance for the Museum of English 
Rural Life stating its functions to be: (a) To acquire and manage nationally important 
collections relating to the countryside and its history. (b) To operate a range of public services 
arising from those collections. (c) To contribute to the University’s teaching and research 
and its role within the wider community. At the same time the establishment of an Advisory 
Committee for the Museum was sanctioned to be ‘responsible for considering and making 
recommendations on the operating policies and strategies and forward plan of the Museum 
which it will submit through the Committee on Archives and Collections to the Council’. 

Professor Michael Fulford is the fi rst Chair of the Committee. The Vice Chancellor, the 
Director of Information Services, the Head of the School of History, the Head of the 
University Museums and Collections Services and the Keeper of the Museum are all ex offi cio 
members of the Committee. Professor Philip John and Professor Bob Chapman are University 
members appointed by the Senate, and Mr Andrew Palmer was appointed by the Council.

The external members of the MERL committee are: Nichola Johnson, Director of the 
Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia; Richard Harris, Director of the Weald and 
Downland Museum; Sue Donnelly, Archivist, London School of Economics; David Pearson, 
Museum Manager, Museum of Reading; Robin Evans, Chief Executive, British Waterways; 
and Professor Mark Overton, University of Exeter.

The Committee has met on two occasions during the year, in January and May, at which 
there were opportunities to visit the St Andrew’s site and hear presentations from staff on the 
museum, library, archive and learning developments.

Fund-raising
In order to address the outstanding funding needs of the new Museum, the MERL Project 
Board accepted the recommendation that Craigmyle & Co, fundraising consultants, 
be appointed to advise on an appropriate fund-raising strategy. Their advice led to the 
appointment of a part-time MERL Campaign Manager, Dr David Walker, in January. His 
work has been overseen by Shaun Horan, the new Director of Development and Alumni 
Relations, appointed in February 2004, and supported by Ann Cotton, part-time Clerical 
Assistant. A Campaign Management Committee, which comprises representation from 
Museum staff, the Director of Development and Andrew Palmer, member of the University 
Council, and is chaired by Marion Armson, Alumni Relations Offi cer, has acted as the 
steering group for the fund-raising programme. 

The strategy, aimed primarily at trusts and funds to provide an additional £250,000 towards 
the fi tting out costs of the new Museum, has so far raised around £40,000, almost exclusively 
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from small trusts and individual donors. Over the summer applications to major funds have 
been submitted from which we hope to hear back by the end of the year. 

The Prince of Wales, has agreed to be Patron of the appeal, and the Chancellor, Lord 
Carrington has agreed to be President. A number of high profi le Vice-Presidents have been 
recruited to support the campaign: Sir Philip Wroughton, Robin Evans, William Palmer, Sir 
Donald Hawley, William Barclay, Anthony and Mrs West, John Madejski, Sir Nigel Mobbs, 
James Puxley, David Dimbleby and Michael Meacher.

Library Report
The MERL Library Project to review the management of the Library and make 
recommendations for its future is ongoing. As part of this project, visits have been made to 
libraries at the Theatre Museum; National Railway Museum; Royal Armouries Museum, 
Leeds; Royal Naval Museum; Pitt Rivers Museum and the Museum of the History of Science, 
University of Oxford; Whipple Museum of the History of Science, University of Cambridge. 
A Collection Development Policy for the library is in progress.

Additional staff were recruited to the AHRB-funded project to catalogue the material 
deposited by Defra. Lucy Atkinson has been cataloguing the book stock and Peter McShane 
the periodicals, supported by Judith Moon as library assistant. John Cox has continued to 
work part-time on cataloguing the rare book material. The AHRB has granted an extension to 
the project, which will now continue until July 2005. Records for more than 3000 books and 
over 800 periodical titles have so far been added to the MERL online catalogue as part of this 
project. The Nuptown House collection of rare books, which was formerly at the ICI Jealott’s 
Hill site, has now been fully catalogued.

Chris Hearn, Collections Assistant, has now completed a survey of the existing MERL 
periodical holdings, which have been recorded on a local database for purposes of location 
control. Work is also beginning on adding these titles to the OLIB database, with the result 
that a much more detailed record of the resources available in the MERL Library will soon be 
freely accessible from the website.

Staff have been preparing the library collections for the forthcoming move and for the 
complicated task of integrating the different existing sequences into the new library layout. 
Tasks have included re-labelling and re-classifying certain areas, as well as identifying rare 
and fragile items and some basic preservation measures.

Training has been provided for staff of the University Library to ensure that they are aware 
of the library resources available at MERL. It is envisaged that an introduction to the MERL 
Library will be one of the induction sessions for all new University Library staff.
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Purchases are currently being limited to essential items, as the focus for the library is on 
processing the Defra material and moving the collections. In addition to the material from the 
Defra deposit described above, 144 books and pamphlets have been added to the library, of 
which 101 were donated or transferred from the University Library. In particular, a number 
of pamphlets were received from the International Development Centre, Oxford. The total 
number of books catalogued for the year, including the Defra deposit, is 3764.

Peter McShane, already a member of the Library Project team, was appointed to the part-time 
post of Information Services Assistant in September with the brief of maintaining the Rural 
History Bibliography pending a full review in 2005. 

Archives Report
Three major archive collections have been catalogued during the year: 

COUNCIL FOR THE PROTECTION OF RURAL ENGLAND ARCHIVE

The Council for the Preservation of Rural England (CPRE) was established in 1926. The 
Council saw itself as the guardian of the countryside, campaigning against threats to it. The 
CPRE had constituent and affi liated bodies, as well as county and local branches throughout 
England. In 1969 the name of the Council was changed to The Council for the Protection 
of Rural England to refl ect a change in approach to its activities. The name of the Council 
was again changed to The Campaign to Protect Rural England, aiming to promote the 
beauty, tranquillity and diversity of rural England by encouraging the sustainable use of 
land and other natural resources in town and county. The archive consists of minute books 
1926–1968; annual reports 1927–1982; monthly reports 1932–1958; correspondence 1925–
1990; publications 1926–1999; maps 1943–1969; posters and exhibition material 1928–1960s; 
watercolours 1857–1888; press cuttings 1910–1990; photographic material 1895–1980s. Eleven 
deposits of CPRE material have been made to the Museum since 1979 and these have all now 
been catalogued. 

WOMEN’S FARM AND GARDEN ASSOCIATION (WFGA)

The Women’s Agricultural and Horticultural Union was established in 1899 and from 1910 
became known as the Women’s Farm and Garden Association. Its objectives were to unite 
all professional land workers and those interested in outdoor work for women into a strong 
central association to help and advise land workers on all matters connected with their 
profession and to infl uence public opinion in everything concerning women workers on the 
land. The Collection contains: minutes 1899–1987; annual reports 1918–1920; correspondence 
fi les 1956–1991; account book of Lingfi eld smallholding 1922–1934; journals 1920–1940; other 
publications 1900–1940; press cuttings 1908–1949. The Collection was deposited in 2001.
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MESSENGER AND CO LTD

Thomas Goode Messenger is recorded as having a plumber’s, glazier’s and glassfi tter’s 
business in High Street, Loughborough as early as 1855. In 1858 he formed Messenger and 
Co. and by 1863 is listed as a plumber and hydraulic engineer. By 1877 the fi rm is described 
as “horticultural builders and hot water apparatus manufacturers”. In 1874, Walter Chapman 
Burder purchased the company and in 1884 the business was moved from the High Street 
premises to Cumberland Road, off Ashby Road. A foundry was then built and further 
extensions in 1895 led to the complete closure of the High Street Branch. The fi rm was famous, 
particularly in the Victorian and Edwardian period, for making greenhouses, verandahs, 
summer houses, cucumber frames, melon pits, mushroom beds, orchid stages, vineries and 
peach houses. As demand declined from the 1930s, the company began to concentrate more 
on the manufacture of heating equipment and became an engineering fi rm. It was also known 
by the name of the Midland Horticultural Company. The archive consists of contracts fi les for 
glasshouses and heating apparatus erected by Messenger and Co., 1880s–1950s.

AGRICULTURAL GLASS NEGATIVES 

PRESERVATION PROJECT

This project was completed in March 2004 and 
involved over 40 volunteers in packaging 130,000 
glass negatives of the Farmers Weekly and Farmer and 
Stockbreeder press collections. The collections feature 
images of farm labour, agricultural shows, events 
and personalities from the English countryside 
1920s–1960s. The Heritage Lottery Fund supported 
the project with a 
£50,000 grant. The 
volunteer team has 
continued to assist 
with cleaning, sorting, 
packing and preparing 
other aspects of the 
archive and object 
collections in readiness 
for the move. 

◗ Examples of  images 
included in the Agricultural 
Glass Negatives 
Preservation Project
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Archive Accessions
DX1432 Photographs of [Hillside] Sutton and Sons property   [1940s]

DX1439 Agrochemical technical manuals   1999–2001

DX1441 Articles of apprenticeship and journals of 
 Allen and Sons (Oxford) Ltd   1927–1960

DX1447 Countryside Commission Photograph Collection   1930–2000

DX1448 Massey Ferguson house journals and trade literature   2001–2004

DX1483 Map of farms in England and Wales published by 
 Ministry Of Agriculture [Printed]   1963

DX1491 Parts List Marshall portable engine    1900

DX1493  The John Tarlton Photographic Collection   c1939–1980

Staff Comings and Goings
Rachel Hassall and Bruce Wealleans, Project Offi cers with the New Opportunities Fund 
Digitisation Project, left in February on completion of their contracts.

Brenda Jones and Liz Owen, Project Offi cers with the Designation Challenge Fund projects 
left in April and August respectively on completion of their contracts. 

Eleanor Cracknell was temporary Reading Room Assistant for six months from March 2004.

Zoe Watson, was Project Archivist with the Archive Hub Project which completed at the end 
of September and is staying on as a temporary Archive Assistant.

Brenda Lee, Project Conservator with the Glass Negatives Project which completed in March 
has stayed on in a temporary capacity to work on other aspects of archive conservation. 

Lucy Atkinson and Peter McShane were recruited as Cataloguers for the Library project 
and Judith Moon as Library Assistant in November and December. Peter McShane has 
subsequently combined part-time cataloguing with the part-time post of Information Services 
Assistant to work on the Rural History Bibliography. 
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Key Statistics for the Year
The Museum closed its doors in June 2004 and visitor activity was winding down in the 
preceding months as the exhibition areas became progressively disrupted with preparations 
for the move. Public access to the library and archives was also restricted to two days a week 
from June. Online access to the collections continued to grow throughout. 

MUSEUM VISITORS 2003–4 2002–3 2001–2

Total number of visits 4072 8936 7135
Education groups 1448 3791 2335
Paying visitors 543 1255 1473

LIBRARY & ARCHIVE USERS

Total number of visitors to the Reading Room during 2003–2004 was 362; 97 were fi rst time 
users . Last year’s fi gures appear in brackets in the table below. Please note some visitors may 
use library and/or archives and/or photographs during their visit. 

Archives Library Photographs

Total number of visits 171 (279) 191 (201) 41 (88)
Undergraduate/postgraduate 36 (54) 88 (104) 5 (8)
Academics 39 (28) 37 (25) 7 (15)
General public 77 (148) 47 (46) 25 (41)
Others 19 (49) 19 (26) 4 (24)

ENQUIRIES

During October 2003–September 2004 we have responded to 989 enquiries, the majority (792) 
of them relating to the archive and photographic collections and the remainder to the library 
and objects. In the course of these, 152 photographic orders were made, 38 licences have been 
issued for photographs to be published and 71 photocopying orders completed.

WEBSITE USERS – 

WWW.RURALHISTORY.ORG Html page requests Previous year html page requests 

October 2003 13,388 6,261
November 17,810 6,197
December 16,926 5,518
January 2004 13,096 6,222
February 18,994 6,090
March 21,786 8,200
April 22,080 8,643
May 18,844 9,912
June 19,534 10,168
July 17,320 11,679
August 15,639 9,095
September 2004 19,179 12,809
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