
Industrial Heritage Yorkshire Network Mee�ng 

Elsecar 26th July 2023 

 

Introduc�on 

Michael Nevell (MDN) as the Industrial Heritage Support Officer (IHSO) for England was the 
host for the mee�ng. It was the first in-person for the Yorkshire Network, the network had not been 
formed by the �me of the first lockdown, though discussions had started. The in-person mee�ngs 
give greater opportunity for networking than online ones, as were able to speak to an individual 
rather than the whole group when a topic may be of limited interest. 

Went around the room with people introducing themselves and the organisa�on they 
represent and their role within it. 

 

Role of Industrial Heritage Support Officer – MDN 

 MDN was appointed as IHSO in March 2020, and is the fourth person to have the role. Arts 
Council England (ACE) is the principle source of funding but other bodies also contribute. These 
include the Ironbridge Museums (where MDN is based). The role was the result of a series of reviews 
of the industrial heritage sites da�ng back to 1998 by English Heritage. The 2008 report of was 
iden�fied that there was a lack of support across the industrial heritage sector should be addressed 
(though there were sector interest groups there was nothing that encompassed the whole sector). 
As a result in 2012 the IHSO role was created to provide support for the industrial heritage museums 
and sites in England.  

 The posi�on of IHSO has been extended un�l 2025. At the �me of the extension the aims of 
the project were slightly rejigged. As a result there is not a greater emphasis in providing support and 
promo�ng best prac�ce via both digital and in-person pla�orms, have network mee�ngs, support 
and aid strategic leadership and partnerships, to gather data on the condi�on and resilience of sites 
in the industrial heritage sector. MDN and the groups connected with the IHSO role are working on 
having the posi�on extended as there is s�ll a need. To enable the dissemina�on of news and 
informa�on there are two websites run by the IHSO (htps://industrialheritagesupport.com/ and 
htps://industrialheritagenetworks.com/ ), each one having a different role. One is predominantly 
used for publicising ini�a�ves and guidance while the other features news and stories from network 
members. From these websites it is possible to sign-up to the newsleter. MDN, as IHSO, as a 
presence on various social media pla�orms including Twiter (X), Instagram, Facebook and, most 
recently, Threads. . These pla�orms can be used to promote events for and by the various network 
members. Given that approximately half the industrial heritage sites are volunteer only (or at best 
have one or two staff) and/or are very small they do not necessarily have the resources or inclina�on 
to search for informa�on. By MDN bringing the informa�on into one place is part of the support 
given by the IHSO. 

 By having England divided into regional networks it provides the opportunity to have 
discussions, share advice and provide local support between the members. 

One recent development is the decision for three student internships in a partnership with 
Keele University and Ironbridge. One of these will be overseen by MDN. This person will be involved 

https://industrialheritagesupport.com/
https://industrialheritagenetworks.com/


with sta�onary steam engines. Ques�onnaires have been issued and the informa�on gathered will 
be used to assess the condi�on of the machines and the issues faced in running them (such as the 
skill shortage maintenance which has been exacerbated by lockdown and the issue of suitable fuel 
due to the move from coal). This s part of a research partnership that is being developed between 
Ironbridge and Keele University. 

MDN showed a slide of the 23 sites or museums with an industrial heritage connec�on that  
are receiving money under the ACE Na�onal Por�olio Organisa�ons scheme during the 2023-2023 
funding period. It was pointed out that recently the Barnsley Museum group and Rotherham have 
been added. Even with these addi�ons given that there 1,000+ such bodies who have Por�olio 
Organisa�on status it shows that industrial heritage represents a very small propor�on. The 
addi�ons show that the situa�on is regarding funding changing. 

Currently MDN is finalising the update of the database of 600+ industrial heritage sites, 
which had originally drawn-up in 1998, to ensure they s�ll meet the criteria of being protected 
(either by being listed or scheduled), interpreted and open to the public. This currently excluded are 
the sites rela�ng to transport, watermills, �dal mills and windmills. There are regional spreadsheets 
that will be distributed, in due course. The inten�on is for all the sites to be mapped onto Google 
Maps and for these to be added to the IHSO websites. From the maps people will be able to click on 
links of the individual sites, museums and loca�ons. MDN will start reviewing the 160+ wind, �dal 
and watermills once he finished the three regional network mee�ngs he has this week. It is clear that 
a fair propor�on of mills (not just ones included on the original list) have been converted into holiday 
lets. A�er this has been completed MDN will be turning his aten�on to the transport sites. The 
historic rail and canal network is complexed and throws up various issues. Part of the problem is that 
these are linear sites where some parts are listed and others are not. Similarly some parts are open 
to the public but not all. Given the problems it may be a while before this is completed. The database 
and maps can be used to show the industrial heritage sites within a region or by type. 

There can be an issue in determining which sector a site should be included in. This is 
especially true when it is part of an industrial landscape where there can be various industries 
represented or where the purpose of the building has changed over its ‘working life’. For example, 
the pumping sta�on at Elsecar is classified under the original func�on of pumping out water from the 
coal mine. 

 A new element for the IHSO project is online seminars with the inten�on of spreading 
informa�on and best prac�ce. The first one was held on 20th July about climate change and industrial 
heritage using different sites as case studies. Another one, on the subject of heritage crime, is 
planned for November 2023 – details will be posted on the IHSO website and sent out to the regions. 
Despite being online the number of places is limited because of bandwidth. MDN said he would 
distribute the slides. 

 Historic England have produced a new industrial heritage strategy, which MDN has had some 
input and includes reference to the con�nua�on of the IHSO role. This will be published shortly and 
MDN will inform the networks when this has happened. 

 MDN uses the Museum Development Teams (MDT) to promote industrial heritage events. 
The MDTs are in the process of being reorganised into larger regions. Among the things the MDTs 
offer is informa�on, resources and events, which are free to par�cipate in. These include such things 
as carbon literacy and museum accredita�on. Full details can be found on their website 
htps://www.museumdevelopmentyorkshire.org.uk/ . 

https://www.museumdevelopmentyorkshire.org.uk/


 MDN has iden�fied three medium term challenges faced by industrial heritage sites -  

• Climate change and the impact on industrial heritage sites (i.e. the increased risk of flooding 
and the resultant damage to sites in valleys). 

• The recruitment, retaining and training of volunteers. 
• Finance (such as applying for grants and the reduced disposable income for families at a �me 

of increasing bills for everyone). 

Work is underway to extend the IHSO project un�l 2028. There is s�ll a need for the sector 
wide support. There is even the possibility of addi�onal people being employed as currently it is only 
MDN doing the work. 

 

Elsecar Heritage Centre – John Tanner (JT) 

The Cosson’s Report of 2008 iden�fied Elsecar as the number one industrial heritage site 
most at risk. With funding from English Heritage and other organisa�on Elsecar opened under the 
auspices of Barnsley Museums. 

 There was a realisa�on that the Newcomen steam engine was not the only thing of 
significance at the site – rather it was an industrial landscape which had developed and changed over 
the years. It was originally created as an aristocra�c estate village. The big difference was that it was 
for workers engaged in industry rather than agriculture. As a result, the architecture is reminiscent of 
tradi�onal estate villages though built around a large complex of collieries, ironworks and 
workshops. 

 Un�l the 1980s the site was owned by the Na�onal Coal Board. It was possibly this fact that 
meant when it became a heritage site the focus was solely on the 1850’s coal story and ignored the 
iron (with the excep�on of a single sign). 

 Because Elsecar had been a working industrial landscape for two hundred years, since the 
late eighteenth century, with different industries represented it was a difficult site to understand. 
This was not only because of the different industries and ancillary services but also because of the 
changes and developments within these. It is only recently that a greater understanding of the site 
has been possible. However, this knowledge is not complete and to achieve even greater 
understanding of that is s�ll on the site and what was previously there research links with various 
universi�es have been developed. In moving away from the 1850’s coal story the heritage centre has 
created a core site focuses on the foundry and canal, though not ignoring the other ac�vi�es. 

 Foo�all has doubled over the past ten years. Covid had litle impact on visitor numbers as 
the access to the open space atracted people (this is a similar situa�on to other outdoor sites). In 
2022 the visitor numbers had returned to pre-Covid levels; in fact exceeding them. Part of this 
success is be commodifying the site – by providing events and atrac�ons that people want to spend 
their �me and money to visit. 

 There are challenges. For example most of the buildings are Grade 2 listed. The number of 
these have increased as have the number of Grade 2*. These gradings puts greater restric�ons and 
responsibili�es on doing any work on the buildings. As well as the listed buildings there is a large 
area that is scheduled. In addi�on to the industrial heritage there is a conserva�on area; so the 
natural landscape is also protected. However, neither the protec�on for the industrial heritage nor 
natural environment mean that the site is an open-air museum set in aspic. Both are protected and 



need to be conserved. The village of Elsecar is a real village and home to c. 2,000 people. Fortunately, 
the villager are suppor�ve. But the heritage centre and visitors must ensure that they are not 
alienated. 

 The aim is to create visitor hub to make visits to the site more coherent as an industrial 
landscape beter showing how the various parts fited together – the ironworks, mines and transport 
links. The finance is in place to do this. 

 Though Covid itself had litle detrimental effect on Elsecar as a whole there was one 
unexpected outcome. The heritage railway handed back their lease – in part due to the challenges of 
Covid. It is the inten�on that the heritage railway will be reopened eventually but as it is now withing 
the scheduled monument site the mater is far more complicated. 

 

At this point this point each of the atendees spoke about the problems their organisa�on 
faces in the a�ermath of Covid and as a result of the cost of living crisis. 

 

South Yorkshire Transport Museum 

 It was originally located in the Sheffield tram shed but moved to into a larger, new building in 
Rotherham. The museum is a charity run by volunteers. They have expanded over the years. 

 Covid resulted in them being closed for 18 months. This has a nega�ve effect on retaining 
and recrui�ng volunteers as they have more calls upon their �me. 

 Have had a student on placement from Sheffield Hallam university looking at cura�on of the 
collec�on. They are hoping to be able to recruit another one as they want to tell the social history  of 
the exhibits (possibly with audio). 

 Another problem the museum has faced was the sharp increase in rent charged from 2022. 
Having to look for sponsorship with the aim of at least breaking-even again. 

 Also provided informa�on about Keithley Bus Museum. Their lease has expired and the 
landlord would like to sell the building – preferably to the museum trust or to a benefactor who 
would let the museum stay. The problem is that the roof needs replacing. This is leading to 
uncertainty over its future – it may have to move which gives rise to where the new loca�on could be 
and what would happen to the vehicles and building (it is currently based in an old foundry building). 

 

Calderdale Industrial Museum 

 Located in a warehouse rather than an industrial building. This is possible an advantage for 
them as they are not restricted and so can tell the story of a wide range of industries from the area. 
Having said this, there is a focus on the tex�le industry especially wool. 

 Originally a council funded museum but due to the cost of repairing the building and other 
issues they decided to close the museum as too expensive to run. It reopened in 2017, but only on 
Saturdays. 

They have c. 200 members of which half are volunteers.  



 It is intended that the displays need to be updates with regard such things to labelling and 
interpreta�on. This has led to some tension with some groups as some want to keep things as they 
remembered the museum in the 1980s while others want radical changes to con�nue to atract 
visitors and make the collec�on more relevant. 

 Want to get more of the machines working – such as the sta�onary steam engines. However,  
this desire means there are many issues that have to be resolved first. Among them are how to 
power the machines (especially given the phasing out of coal), training (there is the possibility that 
the Prince’s Trust may be able to assist), and funding. 

 Financially Covid was not a problem for the museum as they received council funding. Visitor 
numbers are at about 80-90% of pre-Covid figures with them increasing steadily. Volunteer numbers 
have reduced as a result off Covid but recently they have been able to recruit more. Apart from the 
first lockdown they allowed volunteers to atend, provided they followed social distancing rules. 

 

Vintage Carriage Trust 

The Vintage Carriages Trust is located on the Worth Valley Railway line. They are separate 
organisa�ons with different emphasis – the Vintage Carriage Trust has been collec�ng Victorian and 
Edwardian carriages where Worth Valley Railways decided to concentrate on rollingstock from the 
1950s and 1960s. While most of the �me the co-exist harmoniously there have been tensions with 
both organisa�ons wan�ng to expand. 

 During Covid staff were furloughed, though there were some redundancies because they had 
addi�onal health issues. Financially the trust were beter off as a result of Covid. This is because they 
received more legacies than was typical but also because Worth Valley Railway hired carriages from 
them so that they were able to comply with the family carriage rules while social distancing was in 
place though atrac�ons were open. 

 Became an accredited museum because it gave them greater funding opportuni�es. Want to 
appoint a development officer to be able to apply for grants and funding for future improvements. As 
part of recent developments (main purpose was to install toilets) they installed a themed display 
showing the local area and the des�na�ons that could have been reached when the railway was 
originally opera�ng. 

 

Bradford Museums  

 Bradford Industrial Museum is one of four museums owned and run by Bradford Council. It 
has various sec�ons including sta�onary steam engines, spinning, weaving, and print, etc. They have 
Na�onal Por�olio Organisa�on status. 

Due to Covid they found the number of volunteers had reduced. Now have a volunteer 
coordinator to support the recruitment and reten�on of volunteers. They want community 
engagement and having volunteers is one way of helping to achieve this. 

 Funding is an issue. Money is needed for repairs and staff training (especially opera�ng the 
sta�onary steam engines). They are also looking at applying for a capital grant so that the museum 
can be redesigned and re-interpreted as is has basically remained unchanged since it opened. 



 Have been working with Leeds Becket University and Bradford University in recent years. 
Part of work with Leeds Becket has been looking at a digital legacy – such as 3D scanning of the 
machines. With Bradford they have been looking at crea�ng immersive experiences. 

 

Heritage Architect  

 Specialist in museum and industrial heritage and as well as working with Elsecar has also 
commissioned to do work for the lead mining museum in Durham. At the site he had found that the 
loss of trees (due to storm and other causes) has led to an excess of water on the site, which is 
causing damage. 

 Supports clients with applica�ons for MEND (Museum Estate and Development) funding to 
repair woods as part of flood ameliora�on and other work. From visi�ng sites it is clear that there is 
a backlog of maintenance of both buildings and the grounds. Especially in exposed areas this quickly 
leads to further deteriora�on and so makes it a larger and more expensive task to rec�fy the mater. 

 

Insurance Broker 

 Works for GRP, who have been taken over by a large American company that has a mindset 
of giving back to the community and want what they are involved with to be community led. Her role 
is to be able to inform the company of what people want. She is at the stage of gathering idea about 
what people are interested in where the money the company decide to spend could do some good. 
At present she is looking at the Barnsley, Sheffield, Rotherham area and what historical things in the 
area are at risk. 

 Being an insurance broker triggered a discussion about insurance and brokers. Some of the 
atendees gave examples of who even a�er explaining the situa�on the broker didn’t understand (for 
example that just because you train carriages didn’t mean that you were carrying passengers). 
Needed to ‘train’ broker but when they moved and allocated another had to start the process again. 

 

Barnsley Museums and Heritage Trust 

 Have a lot of volunteers across their sites (of which Elsecar is one). They would like them to 
get more involved though this has to be carefully managed. 

 They are a local authority group and do receive help from the council. Also in receipt of 
funding from the Na�onal Lotery. 

 Issued faced include maintenance backlog (which seems common and to have got worse due 
to the impact of Covid as well as constraints on councils budgets) and turnover of staff. When you 
have a small staff any changes in personal can have a big impact. 

 

 

A�er lunch we were given a tour of the Elsecar site. This included watching the video of how 
the surrounding area was thought to have been in the 1880s – used flyby to show the industrial 
ac�vity of the pumphouse, railway, ironworks, blast furnace, colliery and canal as well as the 



domes�c and social (the cricket pitch). Given how long the site had been an working, industrial 
environment had to select a period for the video as not prac�cal to show how things changed over 
�me. The date chosen showed the peak of ac�vity. 

As part of the tour we went into Earl’s Great Engine as well as other of the buildings.  


