What is ‘community heritage’ and how is it practised in Britain today? Discuss in relation to one project known to you. 
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Description automatically generated with low confidence]Community heritage is the preservation of a localised areas history and communal identity, usually managed and run by volunteers from the community and not an authorised heritage organisation. The heritage being preserved is usually on a small scale and the people, places and practices being displayed are often no interest on an international, national, or even regional level and instead show an incredibly localised history. Mydland and Grahn (2012)[footnoteRef:1] identify that local heritage is not to preserve culture for the future but to establish and maintain a sense of personal social identity that the community can relate to. Whereas in larger national museums what is on display is not always relatable to the common citizen and instead focusses on a wider scope of “societal” heritage, community heritage gives the opportunity for visitors to see their own personal background and the society that shaped them as a person, Grimwade and Carter comment that the “Small occupation and activity sites of the plebeian society are often under-valued or ignored.”[footnoteRef:2]. Today, heritage centres like the Downham Market Heritage Centre are an opportunity to display tangible pieces of heritage specific to a location i.e., pictures of the location and local people of interest from time gone by and tools used by local craftsmen. As well intangible information presented by people who have lived in the area their whole lives and can provide a personal touch with information that is missed out in history books. In a post Covid era of museums however, the Centre has been forced to adapt an online presence in order to continue safely displaying and preserving heritage – this includes but is not limited to, having a digital photograph archive.  [1:  Leidulf Mydland & Wera Grahn ‘Identifying heritage values in local communities’ International Journal of Heritage Studies (2012) 18:6, 564-587, DOI: 10.1080/13527258.2011.619554]  [2:  G. Grimwade and B. Carter, ‘Managing small heritage sites with interpretation and community involvement’. International Journal of Heritage Studies, (2000) 6(1): pp. 33–48] 

Downham Market Heritage Centre is located in what was once a fire station situated in the centre of town, painted in red and white – the town colours. So, without even analysing any of the collection the centre itself is already rife with local heritage and proudly displays the history of the local area (fig 1.)[footnoteRef:3]. The Heritage Centre is run by local volunteers who have lived their entire lives in the surrounding area and have a lifetime of knowledge to share with visitors, most of the volunteers are over 60 and some are even in their 80s.[footnoteRef:4] The people who work at the heritage centre are volunteers and do not get paid, this itself gives the centre a more credible sense of authenticity; by removing the monetary incentive, the curators of the centre are involved for reasons beyond making money and instead want to actually preserve the heritage of the town. This means that unlike in larger museums and trusts, there is no pandering to the benefits of quick tourist money: there is no gift shop selling toy swords and overpriced chocolate like one would find at the end of an authority run centre. Instead, the centre offers free entry to visit and view all of the collection and free refreshments so that visitors might stay and chat with the volunteers and gain a more personal experience by talking face to face with someone who knows what they’re talking about because they lived through it. S. Ewen comments “if style offers a rendition of society as defined by surfaces and commodities, the media by which the style is transmitted tend to reinforce this look”[footnoteRef:5] the Downham Market Heritage Centre displays and retells the heritage of Downham Market on a personal level with deep rooted connections to the heritage they retell in order to keep genuine authenticity. This is opposed to the corporate style of larger museums that appeal to tourists by exhibiting as much as they possibly can and charging an extortionate fee to enter. The people who run the centre do so because [image: Graphical user interface, text, letter

Description automatically generated]they love their heritage and their local identity and wish for it to be upkept in an ever-changing world.  [3:   Allister Webb, Discover Downham Market Heritage Centre, online image file, Lynn News, 11 August 2020 <https://www.lynnnews.co.uk/news/discover-downham-heritage-centre-to-stay-closed-for-the-rest-of-2020-9119169/> [Date Accessed 06/10/2021]]  [4:   Allister Webb, ‘Discover Downham heritage centre to stay closed for the rest of 2020’ Lynn News (11 August 2020) <https://www.lynnnews.co.uk/news/discover-downham-heritage-centre-to-stay-closed-for-the-rest-of-2020-9119169/> [Date Accessed 10/10/2021] ]  [5:  S. Ewen, ‘Marketing Dreams: the political elements of style’, in A. Tomlinson (ed.) Consumption Identity and Style (London: Routledge, 1990) p.51 ] 
Figure 1 Downham Market Heritage Centre
Figure 2 Bennetts Shop today
Figure 3 Bennetts Shop and Staff
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]In an era of isolation and pandemic, the Heritage Centre at Downham Market was forced to adapt to continue offering its services and they did this by reinforcing their online presence and offering online services. The Heritage Centre website is the main source of online presence offered by the Centre and hosts most of their information but in this modern world it would be out of place if they were not found on social media platforms and as such, the Centre can be found on Facebook[footnoteRef:6], Twitter[footnoteRef:7] and Instagram[footnoteRef:8]. By having a presence on social media, the Centre is able to both stay in contact with visitors through the pandemic and also attract a younger audience by advertising on platforms dominated by younger audiences. Social Media allows for simple and free advertising for events and upcoming information to do with the Centre as well as a free exhibition for images, this allows for a greater connection between curator and visitor as even from the comfort of your own home any interested parties can browse the images online. As afore mentioned, the Downham Market Heritage Centre offers a wide library of digital media with a small piece of information alongside it[footnoteRef:9]. By digitising these images, not only does it provide easy access and displaying, it also provides a digital backup in case the original images were ever to be damaged, immortalising the images in ways that were previously unattainable. These images are some of the greatest examples of community heritage that the Centre has to offer, they are categorised into everything that makes Downham Market’s heritage, from the streets and buildings of the town through the ages to the people of the town from an age gone by to daily life and culture. The section dedicated to people of the town is especially important to analyse as it portrays a side of community heritage that is all but lost in larger museums and heritage establishments. This image (Fig 2[footnoteRef:10]) displays a local shop called Bennetts with staff standing proudly outside, none of these people are named and Bennetts hasn’t been a working shop for many years, most in town will recognise the name though as one of the larger roads (on which this picture is taken) is named Bennett Street to commemorate the owner of the shop, which also still bears the original shop sign on the side of the building (Fig 3[footnoteRef:11]). In a pre-covid world the Centre was able to give a much better account of this picture as the volunteers working were able to talk personally about their own interactions with the shop and how it progressed in their lifetimes, recounting people who worked there and what it became after Bennetts closed, usually finding someway that the visitor is connected through people that they know (as Downham is a small town, most people, especially older people, know most people and everyone is connected somehow). By including pictures of the same shop from what looks like the late 19th/early 20th century and modern times, the viewer can see a progression in history and if they are local can picture a place they know so well changing over time into what they know it as. This digital medium is not nearly as interactive as the in-person collection: in the centre there is a section in which copies of photographs of contemporary and modern versions of the same place have been randomised so that the visitor has to pair up the historical pictures with the modern of the same place. M. Featherstone’ theory is that “representation of historical surfaces via a uniform set of media which tend to appear in all heritage representations, emphasize the spectacle rather than any depth of historical questioning and analysis.”[footnoteRef:12] It is in this instance that Downham Market Heritage Centre is not uniform: by making the visitor match up the old and new pictures themselves, it forces analytical thinking and analysis as they have to try and picture places they know so well as they would have been 100 years ago.  [6:  Discover Downham, <https://www.facebook.com/discoverdownhamheritagecentre> [Date Accessed 10/10/2021] ]  [7:  Discover_Downham , <https://twitter.com/DiscoverDownham> [Date Accessed 10/10/2021]]  [8:  discover_downham, <https://www.instagram.com/discover_downham/> [Date Accessed 10/10/2021]]  [9:  Downham Market Heritage Centre, ‘Discover Downham Photos’ in Discover Downham Heritage < https://www.discoverdownham.org.uk/discover-downham-photos/> [Date Accessed 10/10/21]]  [10:  Fig 2, 2001.079.4Bennetts Shop and Staff, Online image file, Discover Downham Heritage (2020) < https://www.discoverdownham.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/photo-gallery/2011.079.4.jpg?bwg=1558616865> [Date Accessed 10/10/2021] ]  [11:  Fig 3, Bennett & Son¸ Online image file, Discover Downham Heritage (2020) < https://www.discoverdownham.org.uk/working-life/> ]  [12:  M. Featherstone, Global Culture (ed.) (London: Sage 1990) p. 2] 

[image: A group of people posing for a photo

Description automatically generated]While larger organisations like museums tend to focus on significant historical figures that are recognised by a wider society, the Downham Market Heritage Centre, much like most heritage centres, has a record of many local people who will not be remembered by society as a whole but instead their own personal stories are remembered by people who knew and loved them. As seen in fig 4, a picture of the students in Fincham School in 1922, none of these people are named and none of them have been credited as doing anything specific to be remembered by and as such are not included in larger historical records. However, to the visitors of the Heritage Centre, this picture could be valued highly as descendants of people in the photograph have an opportunity to see their relatives from 100 years ago. As is the same with all other records in the Centre, the volunteer curators most likely have personal knowledge about this picture and could even know some of the people in the image and through conversation it could be learnt all about their lives, who they are related to, and what they went on to do after growing up. Just like that, a whole web of information is unlocked and what was first an unnamed group of children is now a sprawling tale of lives and information personal only to the curator and the visitor.Figure 4 Fincham School 1922
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Description automatically generated]Another instance in which the Downham Market Heritage Centre captures the attention of its visitors and does not fall into the “normality” category of museums previously mentioned (see end of paragraph 3) are the Heritage Trails planned out and listed online[footnoteRef:13]. These trails are walking routes planned out for various sizes and purposes, the four categories are Landmarks, Street Names, Notable People and Working Life and for each walk is a printable PDF file that documents information about things in the town related to each category. For instance, along the Landmark Trail you will find buildings such as the pub King Charles used to escape Oliver Cromwell[footnoteRef:14] as well the Town Pump in the centre of town and Heygates Mill on the outskirts. By using buildings and landmarks that the visitors see every day it engages their brains and offers a deeper personal insight to their town in which they can understand exactly the place they are living in and the rich history it has, building by building. Places like Heygates mill for example, have provided work for thousands of residents of Downham Market for nearly two hundred years and has impacted the lives of so many people and as such offers a more personal meaning to many of the people who walk the trail. This style of heritage display is different from usual, and in Covid times is especially effective, instead of looking at pictures of buildings the visitor is able to physically walk around their town and observe their heritage first-hand. This is especially beneficial in the age of Covid as over Lockdown people were finding any excuse to get out of the house on their mandated exercise walk. This was the perfect opportunity for them to get out of the house and experience the heritage offered by the town and as the Heritage Centre provided all the information on free printable documents there was no need for tour guides or expenditure. Another example of the Curators providing information to the public because they want the Heritage of their town to live on and not because they want to earn money through the Heritage Centre.  [13:  Downham Market U3A & Downham Market District Heritage Society Shared Learning Project, ‘Landmarks’ in Town Trails <https://www.discoverdownham.org.uk/landmarks/> p.7 [Accessed 10/10/2021]]  [14:  Downham Market U3A & Downham Market District Heritage Society Shared Learning Project, p.7 [Accessed 10/10/2021]] 
Figure 5 Landmark Town Trail

The Heritage Centre does not only offer a library of photographs and Heritage Trails but also has many pieces of tangible history for public viewing, in the Centre there is a display of antique farming equipment that was used in the Fenland region that many people can trace their family back to using. There is also plenty of information about local businesses and the industries which fuelled the town economically and literally in the case of the Millhouses in Downham and Denver[footnoteRef:15]. Referring back to a previous point made in the introduction: “Small occupation and activity sites of the plebeian society are often under-valued or ignored.”, this is not the case in the Downham Market Heritage Centre and it is the occupation and activity of the working man that are valued the highest, The Centre is self-aware in that it knows who it was that laid the foundations for the town and who it was that laid the way for the town to grow as it has. As such, the Centre remembers the acts of the everyday labourer more than any notable historical figures that happened to be related to the town: both Oliver Cromwell and Lord Horatio Nelson have ties with the town but only feature minutely compared to the dedication to the farmers, millworkers and railway men that are displayed proudly on the walls of the [image: A picture containing text, wall, indoor

Description automatically generated]Centre. One of the more interactive methods the Centre employs to display the towns heritage to audiences of all ages is the Loan Box scheme they have in place. This is a scheme that offers any potential customers, whether that be Schools, youth centres or Residential homes the chance to rent out themed Box’s that contain “original and reproduction artefacts and documents to help stimulate learning or reminiscence”[footnoteRef:16]. One such box is the “Fen Life” box[footnoteRef:17], which contains items such as an Eel fishing weave basket and information about the local Mills that were used to irrigate the fenland. This opportunity brings the heritage out of the centre and into any establishment of the visitors’ requirement. This box is especially focussed on the life of the average fenman, this shows the Centres appreciation for their own heritage and brings an interactive way of learning that brings the past back to life in the palm of your hand. These boxes are loanable for a small fee but it is stated by the Centre that this fee goes directly into keeping the Centre itself in working order and supporting the work of Discover Downham. This is not the only interactive scheme the Centre has to offer: in a similar vein to the Loan Boxes, Loan Speakers are available for hire that can come to the institution of your choice and provide an intellectual talk about the heritage of the town and local legends that locals grew up hearing about. Now Covid restrictions have been lessened, these Speakers also offer a guided tour of the town to give a deeper and more insightful version of the Town Trails discussed previously, using all of their local knowledge to provide a personal and in-depth account of the Heritage of the town. Not only does the Heritage Centre provide a library of knowledge, it also offers itself up for research commission, for a small fee patrons can provide information about local heritage and the team at the Centre will use local records and inside knowledge to provide as much information as they can, including documents, photographs, maps and artefacts. This service allows the everyday person to find out more about their own past and the past of the region they are from, this is an incredibly personal service that larger museums simply do not offer and really embodies the spirit of community heritage by giving this tool to the local community.  The Heritage Centre also has a service dedicated to educating children in schools by providing activities and workshops catered to children but also rich in history about the local area and what life was like for the average fenman and woman. For an older audience, the Centre hosts regular coffee mornings and sit-downs advertised around the town and on social media, this is a great opportunity for older people to come together as a community and share the knowledge they have with each other and with the Centre itself, which only makes the Centre even more community led. [15:  Denver Mill, Online image file, Discover Downham Heritage (2020) < https://www.discoverdownham.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/photo-gallery/11027009.jpg?bwg=1547294052> [Accessed 10/10/2021]]  [16:  Discover Downham Heritage, Loan Boxes in ‘Other Services’ (2020) <https://www.discoverdownham.org.uk/other-services/> [Accessed 10/10/2021]]  [17:  Fen Life, online image file, Discover Downham Heritage (2020) < https://www.discoverdownham.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/fen-300x238.png> [Accessed 10/10/2021]] 
Figure 6 Fen Life Loan Box

Community Heritage is the preservation of a localised area of heritage that is considered not important enough for museums and history textbooks, the Downham Market Heritage Centre is one of many heritage centres that works to preserve the history of the average man and woman. The Centre keeps an entirely local collection of knowledge that focusses on displaying the lives of the town’s former residents in ways that visitors to the Centre can relate to and feel connected to. This is done by running the centre with local volunteers who are passionate about their heritage and have years of knowledge under their belts. These volunteers are more than happy to interact with and talk to visitors to the Centre, they offer a personalised experience that local residents with feel comfortable with and often have connections with people that the visitors know. The enormous selection of photographs on display both online and in the centre are focussed on displaying everyday men and women of the town and influential buildings that most locals will have either seen or been involved with. Catering to all ages, the Centre does it’s best to provide both tangible (Loan Boxes) and intangible (Speakers) evidence that exhibit the past lives and heritage of Downham Market. The Centre has adapted to a modern world and the digitised age has only enhanced the Centre’s ability to preserve heritage through the world of social media and online databases: both quick, efficient, and free, the online presence the Centre has is tailored to suit all and provides a lot of information readily at the click of a button. 
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Bennett & Son and other industries had their own branch line. Bennett’s granary has now been converted
into flats but their name is still visible on the building. The terraced housing built for workers are still
inhabited.

2. On your progress into the town centre you reach an area where bricks were made. There were formerly
at least three brickyards in the area. This sign is all that remains.
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A walk down Brick Fields Lane takes you to a nature reserve on the site of the brickworks. In the winter
people used to skate here - a typical fenland pastime. Porter and Sons were owners of one of the
brickyards in the late 19" Century. Most of the traditional carrstone houses have corners reinforced with
white Downham bricks.

3. You are leaving the agricultural area behind as you walk past the Garden Centre. This was one of several
maltings supplying the brewing trade in the town at a time when beer was often safer to drink than well
water. The public houses were a meeting place for working men at the end of the day. In 1912 there were
88 fully licensed houses, 54 beer houses, 3 off licenses.

4. Next to the Garden Centre is
Dial House which is now a Bed
and Breakfast. One of the oldest
Buildings in town it has been
used as a school — one of several
small private schools.

This area was known as Cow-gate, as gates across the road stopped cattle strolling into town. The small
cottage at the entry to Paradise Road was once a blacksmiths — an essential trade at the time when horses
were the main form of transport.

5. On your left you can see the refurbished public house. The new Whalebone reflects the whaling trade
that once flourished in this area. Recently the White Hart, the Whalebone has reverted back to its 18"




