A Phoenix for the Millennium

Ralph Adam describes the Branch outing to Norwich
How did you spend the balmy day of 16 August? In Norwich? If you weren’t there, you missed a real treat, for that was the destination for this year’s CILIP in London August trip.

Every Summer ‘Londoners’ take an ‘awayday’ to a destination providing a mix of social and professional interests. And, hopefully, some August sun. 

This year’s trip to Norwich centred on the Millennium Forum: it rose from the ashes of the former Central Library which burnt down in 1994 with the loss of 170,000 books. This was a great chance to go ‘behind the scenes’.

Designed by Sir Michael Hopkins and opened in 2001, this striking building provides a focal point for the city and contrasts with the ancient castle. It was the major Millennium project for the East of England - a partnership of the private, public and educational sectors. Administration is by an independent, self-financing charitable Trust. 

The spectacular structure forms a horse-shoe and has a very unusual all-glass façade. It is much more than a library, incorporating tourist, adult education and council information services and a learning centre as well as state-of-the-art BBC studios.  The Forum also hosts concerts, jazz brunches, open-air films and stand-up comedy nights.

The day began a little late: an Australian’s attempt to defy logic and manoeuvre his lorry under the railway’s 25kv overhead electric wires had delayed us. He managed to escape without getting fried although he was probably steaming when he saw Network Rail’s bill for the delays and damage!

We met up in the Forum’s open-air coffee bar and were immediately whisked into the Library. Robin Hall, the Trust’s Chief Executive, gave a fascinating account of the building’s history and the complex financial and political relationships between the City and County Councils underlying its development (the BBC’s last-minute decision to join the project added further complications). Of the £31.5m lottery grant (matching support came from local authorities and business), Mr Hall said: ‘Without it the Forum could not possibly have been built. The lottery is about people buying tickets – it is the people’s money and so I think it is enormously fitting that it should go to a project like the Forum, which the people of Norwich and Norfolk have really made their own.’

Next came Gary Standley, a former radio reporter, who is now a producer at the BBC’s Voices multimedia centre (housed in the Forum). His hope is for the centre to be used by people of all ages in exciting ways (recent projects have involved school-children recording stories of Norfolk life-boats, digital autobiographies of local Filipino workers, a fan’s-eye view of Norwich City football club and a proposed stall-by-stall film detailing life in Norwich Market). Gary emphasised the important role of libraries in the BBC’s activities nationally.

After a break for tea, we heard the third speaker: Area Librarian Jan Holden. The Forum is Norwich’s fourth library in recent times (including a temporary existence in a converted furniture shop). While Robin had covered the theory, explaining how the Forum was designed around the library, Jan took a more practical approach, giving us a librarian’s-eye view of running a trust-administered library. She explained such things as how the fire had re-focused the library’s role and the rationale behind its stock balance.
We were, then, taken on a swift tour of the library, with stops in the Heritage Centre (local history), children’s library (which accounts for 25% of total issues) and the 2nd Air Division Memorial Library – founded in memory of the US servicemen stationed locally during World War II. I was impressed by how well the building’s learning and council information services are integrated with the library.

Our final Forum stop was at Origins, an ‘award-winning’ experience, promoting itself as ‘Norfolk’s most amazing attraction’. It is an interactive multimedia local-history museum. 

After a fascinating talk by the Attraction Manager we had our own film screening in what is described as the only 180˚ projected panorama in England. Then we were let loose on the ‘exhibits’ until closing time – the many quizzes and tests making it more of an addictive entertainment than a learning environment.
. 

We still had some energy left for a brief visit to Norwich’s splendid Romanesque cathedral and cloisters (the close is England’s largest and is much-filmed) before heading for well-earned refreshments in the Compleat Angler, an atmospheric riverside pub. 

Perhaps you’ve got suggestions for future ideas for Summer trips. If so do, please, let us know.
