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Cllr J Morgan         
Portfolio Holder for Renewal and Recreation      
Civic Centre         
Stockwell Close  
BROMLEY BR1 3UH 
         
         17  December 2014  

Dear Councillor Morgan 

THE FUTURE OF BROMLEY MUSEUM 

 I am writing as Chairman of the Orpington and District Archaeological Society (ODAS) to set out the 

Society’s views on heritage issues, as the Council considers its future budget.  

I was present at the public meeting on 20 November where, in response to my question about how 

the Council proposed to take account of heritage issues when setting its budget, you announced that 

the decision had already been taken to close the museum now sited in the Priory at Orpington, and 

to move it into Central Library in Bromley where it would be linked to Local Studies. You said that it 

would be better displayed there and would be seen by more people. I understand that essentially 

the same points were made at the second public meeting on 28 November, though you said on that 

occasion that the issues were still for consultation. My understanding is that, despite what was said 

on 20 November, no formal Council meeting has yet considered the issues. 

ODAS were very concerned when the Council withdrew its Heritage Lottery Fund bid in respect of 

the Museum earlier this year, as we had thought the – very good – bid would help to secure the 

future of both the Museum and the Priory building.  We had hoped to see the overall museum offer 

improved – especially the service to schools, to ensure the National Curriculum for history and 

science is fully supported. The museum contains items which are highly relevant to both aspects of 

the new curriculum.  

If the decision is made to move the museum to Central Library, it is essential that the Council should 

consider carefully what will be provided in the new location. A museum should be much more than a 

display case of finds. The artefacts need to be cared for and interpreted, and kept safe for future 

generations. Appropriate expertise is needed to do this - the skills for dealing with them are not 

identical with those needed for archive/published material.  A service to schools should be 

maintained, to ensure local children understand the world in which they are growing up; we would 

like to see even greater use being made of the collection by local schools – with charges if 

appropriate, for example where academies have their own budgets.  

Heritage can be important in enabling people to connect with their local area – whether they are 

long-time inhabitants or recent arrivals. It can provide a focus of interest and activity for adults and 

children, supporting learning, but also enabling them to enjoy and appreciate their surroundings – 

with resulting health benefits, including for mental health. It’s important that people remain active 

and engaged with their communities throughout their life, and a good museums service can help 

with this. It would be helpful if the Council had a Heritage Champion, who could ensure that heritage 

issues were appropriately considered when spending decisions had to be taken. We appreciate it is 

difficult to demonstrate a direct relationship between a positive heritage offer and immediate 
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financial savings – but an engaged, active community benefits the Borough economically and socially 

over time.  

ODAS’ preference would be to retain a museum at the Priory. However, if this is not possible, we 

want to see the continuation of a Museums Service for Bromley, wherever the museum itself is 

based, and consider that this should include:  

 Appropriate care, display and interpretation of artefacts from the Borough; 

 Some form of service for schoolchildren to enable them to access the valuable source of 

information which the Museum collection provides; this should be linked to the National 

Curriculum (the history curriculum includes prehistory, Saxons and a local history project, 

the science curriculum includes reference to evolution; the museum is able to support all of 

these – and could extend its offer to neighbouring boroughs;  

  outreach to communities throughout the Borough – not everyone can easily visit Central 

Library. How will people across the Borough be made aware of the important heritage of the 

area where they live? Imaginative events – displays in shopping centres etc – are needed; 

sites such as the Roman bath-house in Poverest Road and Scadbury Manor should be 

opened regularly to the public, and links made between these sites and the items from them 

which are in the museum collection;  

 Appropriate care should be provided for items currently in the Museum store, with access 

for researchers. The present store will become isolated if the Priory is not occupied by the 

museum. It is unclear how in future anyone will be able to make use of objects contained 

within it, and there must be a risk that access will not be provided; 

 Appropriate expertise should be available to develop the collection for the future – for 

example, to take in future finds from archaeological excavations in the Borough, or to 

acquire items of local importance which come up for sale. It is also possible that individuals 

may wish to donate items which could be important for the Borough’s history – it will be 

difficult for potential donors to have the confidence to do this, if there is no museums 

expertise available. Yet if new items cannot be acquired, either by purchase, gift or through 

excavation, future generations will lose out on valuable information. 

Volunteers can assist in the provision of museum services to some extent, and should certainly be 

encouraged, but there needs to be appropriate expert leadership to gain the full benefit of their 

input.  Without the HLF bid, the poor state of the former library at the Priory will make it very 

difficult for a third party to take on the Priory building. Given the complexity of the building and the 

museum itself, it would not be possible for ODAS, as volunteers, to take on the running of a museum 

in the Priory.   

Bromley Museum contains a number of items which are highly significant from a national 

perspective.  They include important prehistoric items (Palaeolithic axes, Mesolithic flint tools), and 

the finds from the Anglo-Saxon site in Kent Road St Mary Cray / the material from the Anglo-Saxon 

cemetery in Poverest Road; these date from the earliest period of Saxon settlement, so are rare in 

the Greater London area (and indeed in England generally).  The finds from medieval Scadbury 

Manor, recently scheduled as an ancient monument, and from key Roman sites such as Orpington 

Villa and the Keston Mausoleum, are also of considerable importance – the Scadbury sundial is a 

very rare example of a Tudor horizontal dial. We believe these items – a number of which have been 
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excavated by ODAS - should be properly cared for and displayed, and should be available for future 

research.  

 

Finally: if the Museum is moved out of the Priory, the building itself – historically important, and 

recognised as of national significance since it is listed by English Heritage as Grade 2* - will become 

increasingly vulnerable.  ODAS believe it is vital that this building is maintained and is available for 

future generations to access and appreciate. How does the Council propose to guarantee this in the 

absence of the HLF bid?  

 

ODAS has already had useful discussions with Colin Brand and Lydia Coelho about the future of the 

museum at the Priory, and we are very happy to engage in any further discussion about the future of 

the museum should it be relocated. However, we consider it essential that the Council fully 

recognise the importance of the heritage within the Borough, and take steps to safeguard it when 

determining future budgets.  

 

I am copying this letter to members of the Council’s Executive and the Renewal and Recreation 

Committee, and to Colin Brand and Lydia Coelho (Council officials). Copies will also go to local MPs 

and to members of the Bromley Heritage and Arts Forum.  

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

 

Janet Clayton  

Chairman, Orpington and District Archaeological Society 

 

  


