Newsletter - Spring 2022
This edition
Our first talk of the year on Friday 8th April 2022 at
the St Andrew’s Centre, Thunder Lane is
‘The Life and Times of Robert Caston’
by Dale Wiseman.
It will begin at 7.30pm.
Admission £4 per head – please bring exact money if
you can.
We appreciate there is still concern about covid so wear a mask if you wish
and please maintain a distance from others (the chairs will be well spaced
out). We will not be serving teas at this meeting.
In this issue
Thorpe People
Featuring Carolyn Martin – former licensee of The Gordon.
Boat Builders and Boat Yards of Thorpe
The fourth and final article of our series by Malcolm Martins.
Thorpe Garden House
An interesting enquiry about the work of John Sell Cotman
Thorpe War memorial
New book on those killed in World War II and recorded on the town memorial.
Programme for 2022
Includes the talk on the Pubs of Thorpe rescheduled for Friday 3 rd June.

Getting in contact
If you would like to know more about the Thorpe History Group or have
something interesting on the history of Thorpe you would like to share
please contact Nick Williams on 01603 438766 or email him at
Spinney72@aol.com
You can also find the Thorpe History Group on Facebook - Google Thorpe
History Group to find information and photographs and on our website at
http://www.thorpe-history-group.org/
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Thorpe People – Carolyn Martin
Recently I had the pleasure of meeting Carolyn Martin(pictured below behind
the bar), who many Thorpe people will remember as the landlady of the
Gordon public house on Gordon Avenue. Carolyn ran the Gordon for four
years. During her time, it was very much a traditional community pub with a
strong core of customers who valued the fact it hadn’t become a restaurant
but had a welcoming landlady and friendly staff.

Carolyn began her working life as a secretary, worked in a betting office
before serving as a female Purser on the Harwich-Hook ferry service. After
marrying a fellow steward, she and her husband took on the role of stewards
at a social club in Kesgrave before taking on the licence of the Castle at
Bredfield near Woodbridge. Her next role was a big challenge – as bar and
entrainment’s manager at the construction site of the Sizewell B nuclear
power station. With a lounge bar upstairs and the introduction of a ”Wellie
Bar” downstairs which welcomed many of the 450 men working on the site to
enjoy a drink straight after work still in their working clothes prior to changing
for the evening meal, revenue was increased. Carolyn also helped organise
formal functions for VIPs visiting the site from home and abroad. The bars
closed when the power station was completed. She then went on to hold the
Licence of the Vulcan Arms a pub in Sizewell and then became the
Restaurant Manager of the Brudenell Hotel in Aldeburgh. She remarried and
began looking for pub to take on in Norfolk
At the same time John Cook was leaving the Gordon. Carolyn went to look at
it and loved it at first sight. With her experience she was confident she could
make a success of it. There was a solid core of regulars which she built on by
encouraging crib, darts and pool teams. There were also regular prize draws.
There was no large screen television or juke box as Carolyn wanted it to be a
traditional pub where customers could meet and talk over a pint. She didn’t
provide meals either. She also encouraged younger people to use the pub as
she felt it made them feel noticed and discouraged trouble. All day opening
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hours were introduced that substantially increasing takings. The pub garden
was re-landscaped and the vegetables grown there made available to the
customers in return for a donation. Added by her team of bar staff Carolyn put
on various events including a party to celebrate the promotion of Norwich City
to the Premier League in 2004, and things such as the barber shop singes
pictured below. The Air Ambulance and Hemsby Lifeboat both benefited from
the many charitable events organised in the Gordon.

Running the Gordon was not without its problems. When the ban on smoking
in pubs was introduced in July 2007 there was a concern it would drive
smokers away from pubs but Carolyn dealt with it head on. She had a
smoking shelter built that was carpeted and fitted out with easy chairs.
Situated by the door that led into the garden it provided a refuge for the
smokers and retained their custom. Another matter of a completely different
nature was the ghost of Billy Hurrell. At times Carolyn told me she sensed a
presence in the pub when she was alone there and that some of her staff had
also experienced it. The family of Billy Hurrell said it may have been his spirit
as he had died in “Granny’s Parlour ” he was the Landlord from 1946 to 1961.

Eventually, after four years running the pub, three of them by herself, Carolyn
decided to retire. She left the Gordon in April 2008(her last night is pictured
above) and is currently living in Acle.
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Boat Builders and Boatyards of Thorpe St AndrewPart 4
The fourth and final part of our series by Malcolm Martins on the boat builders
and boat yards of Thorpe covers the period when the industry was at the
height of its prosperity. There were busy yards on both banks of the river that
built boats using traditional methods and employed a highly skilled workforce.
However, as new techniques were developed for building hulls large scale
boat building largely disappeared from Thorpe as the northern Broads
became the centre of the industry. Now there are now only a few reminders in
Thorpe of what was a major industry.
Change in the 1960's
In the 1960s the yards in Thorpe were doing every thing in a traditional way
where boats were built on timber frames with carvel or clinker planks. Yards
such as Ward’s and Heart’s were still building their boats in the same way
they had done before the war. This required a highly skilled workforce. There
were two things which would change and lead to the decline in the number of
staff required at boatyards.
The first was the introduction of glass fibre. In 1960 a few small glass fibre
production boats were available from firms such as Freeman and Seamaster.
Some in the boat building industry argued that it was not possible to build the
larger boats, needed for Broads hire fleets in this material as it would not be
strong enough. It was considered that it would flex and prove unsuitable for
fixing furniture and engines.
R M Martins at Griffin Lane was a glass fibre pioneer. He was a naval
architect who had designed his first glass fibre boat in 1956. In 1961 he
designed the Griffin 35 in glass fibre especially for Broads use. It was
designed with special reinforcing ribs and stringers to make it stronger and
could be made to Lloyds A1 specification if required.
He obtained advance orders for 12 hulls with the contract for moulding them
going to Bourne Plastics of Nottingham who were based in a former cotton
mill. The glass fibre hulls proved a great success. Boatyards all over the
Broads wanted them, and for a period demand exceeded supply. This
revolutionary technique would eventually reduce the need for skilled boat
builders, but initially it raised production numbers and cut costs. Several
different draughtsmen were employed at Griffin Lane to work on various new
designs in glass fibre, including the naval architect John Bennett. In the
beginning the superstructures were still wood, and were individually designed,
but later superstructures were glass fibre as well. The Griffin 40, Griffin 21,
Aquafibre 30, Broom Skipper and the hull of the Connoisseur were also
designed in Thorpe.
The other big change was the increasing use of large mobile cranes. These
cranes and low loaders made it possible for boats to be built in factories rather
than on expensive riverside land. This had led to the closure of some of the
riverside sites such as Jenners and Wards which were sold for housing.
The decline of the holiday trade.
With the cost of building boats relatively cheaper than in previous decades,
due to mass production, by the mid 70's the hire boat trade was nearing its
post war peak. Hoseasons continued its television advertising to keep booking
numbers up. There were at this time about 120 hire yards throughout the
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Broads but this apparent success was not without problems. In 1975 a report
stated that the Broads were dying although Dr Ted Ellis of the Norfolk Wildlife
Trust commented that holidaymakers were not to blame but the pollution was
due to a combination of excessive fertiliser use and run off, effluent from
sewage works and too many boats. There were so many boats by now that
holidaymakers who wanted to moor on the bank side needed to do so by mid
afternoon or they would have to spend the night in the middle of a Broad. In
1978 Hoseasons sold 260,000 holidays in boats. There were 2500 hire
cruisers on the Broads. This was not sustainable in the long term.
A television programme “No Lullaby for Broadland” screened by Anglia
television in 1979 showing rubbish, pollution and overcrowding on the Broads.
It gave the impression that hire boats were discharging raw sewage which, by
now, was not the case. Most sewage pollution was from the sewage treatment
works. In 1980 James Hoseason announced that bookings were down 20%.
as a result of the adverse publicity. This, and an increase in foreign travel, led
to a long slow decline in the hire business. The hire yards of Thorpe have now
closed as more people fly abroad for holidays with the hire business now
mainly based on the Northern rivers. There are now 800 hire boats compared
with 2500 in the mid 70's.
Thorpe Boatyards today
Its unlikely the hire fleets of yesteryear will return because the support
network of shops, pubs and moorings are no longer available and large luxury
modern boats will not pass under the railway bridges of Thorpe. There are still
around ten boatyards in Thorpe. The majority of the glass fibre boats built 50
years ago are still afloat, and now in private hands. There are more boats on
the Broads than ever, about 5,000. The vast majority are privately owned
rather than hired and only used at weekends or for the annual holiday so they
are not as visible as hire boats. They have to go somewhere and so the profit
is in mooring fees rather than building or maintenance.
There is one yard, called Wroxham Marine, at Griffin Lane which is still
building boats. It used to be in Wroxham and moved to Thorpe about 20 years
ago. It is owned by the Applegate family who build the Sheerline range of
luxury cruisers. You can still hire day boats in Thorpe where the electric boats
of Bishy Boats are proving to be popular during the summer months. There
has also been a large increase in bookings for boat holidays due to the Covid
19 pandemic.
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Thorpe Garden House
We received an enquiry from Professor David Hill who is compiling a selection
of John Sell Cotman’s first series of etchings published in 1811. He wanted to
know if we could shed any light on the etching shown below which he thinks
may have been drawn at Thorpe.

You can find out more about Professor Hill’s project at
https://sublimesites.co/2022/02/18/plate-15-a-garden-house-on-the-banks-of-theriver-yare-norfolk/
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Thorpe St Andrew – The War Memorial 1939-45
A new book recording those who died serving their country during World War
II who are commemorated on the memorial on the river green has been
published.
Written by Thorpe History Group Members John Balls and Dale Wiseman and
illustrated with many poignant images it recounts the stories of many of those
who gave their lives.

It is priced at £9.00(£11.00 if to be posted) and is available from John at
johnb1912@btinternet.com or Dale at dale.wiseman@ntlworld.com who can
deliver locally if required.
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Programme for 2022
Below is our programme of events for 2022 There is a modest charge of £4
per head for the talks. The other events are free but donations are welcome.

Date
Friday 8th
April
Friday 3rd
June
Sunday 12th
June

Sunday 26th
June
Saturday 2nd
July

Sunday 24th
July
Friday 28th
October
Saturday 5th
and Sunday
6th November

Title
Talk: Life and Times
of Robert Caston.
Dale Wiseman
Talk: The Pubs of
Thorpe St Andrew.
Nick Williams
Guided walk up
Chapel Lane
Joanna Barker
River walk and
display at cemetery
Archive Day: an
opportunity to see
some of the material
in the Janet Smith
Archive
Tour of Rosary
cemetery

Venue
St Andrew's
Centre, Thunder
Lane
St Andrew's
Centre, Thunder
Lane
Meet Chapel
Lane (at
junction with
Yarmouth
Road)
Meet at River
Green
Roxley Hall,
Yarmouth Road

Time
7.30pm
7.30pm
2pm

2pm
2pm 4pm

Rosary
2pm
Cemetery,
Rosary Road
Talk: Thorpe Schools St Andrew's
7.30pm
1937-1997 John
Centre, Thunder
Balls, Joanna Barker, Lane
Phyll Hardy
Poppy Trails
Meet at Cottage 2pm
John Balls, Dale
car park
Wiseman

Please note - the number of people we can accommodate on the walks
is limited so booking is necessary for the Rosary tour, the Chapel Lane
walk, the Poppy Trails and the River walk.
Book by contacting Nick Williams.
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