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1. Mission 
Topsham Museum Society (now Topsham Museum) was set up in 1986 to advance the education of the 
public by providing and managing a public museum in Topsham collecting, recording and displaying objects 
and information pertaining to the local history, flora and fauna of Topsham and the Exe Estuary.   

2. History  

The Society, a voluntary body, has run the museum for the past 33 years on behalf of Exeter City Council, 
which holds the building and land as a bequest from the late Dorothy Holman. The Society occupies the 
premises under a lease from Exeter City Council, which is responsible for the maintenance of the buildings.  
The lease is due to terminate in 2026.  Hitherto the Museum and the Council had a three-year rolling 
agreement under which the Council granted the Museum a sum equivalent to the rent and the buildings 
insurance.   This agreement, and the financial support, comes to an end in 2022.  

In 2020 Topsham Museum, a new Charitable Incorporated Organisation, was set up by Topsham Museum 
Society.  All TMS assets and members were transferred to Topsham Museum during 2020 and early 2021.  
The purpose of the change was to give the charity incorporated status.  All aims, objectives and policies 
remained the same. 

Topsham Museum Trading Ltd (the Trading Company) was formed in 2007 to administer the trading 
activities formerly carried out by the Society. The activities include the Tea Room, Museum Shop, 
fundraising, group visits, and special events. The only direct financial receipts of Topsham Museum are now 
by way of grants, subscriptions, donations, legacies and any associated gift aid, plus the donated profits 
made by the Trading Company, which in 2021 amounted to over £21,000, net of expenses.  Under Topsham 
Museum Society the company was held by trustees, as an unincorporated body is not able to own assets 
directly.  TMT is a wholly owned subsidiary of the main charity. 

3. Accreditation  

During 2019 the Museum’s formal Accreditation (granted by the Arts Council to those museums which 
meet its standards for collections, management and operation) was due for renewal.  A stay of application 
was granted to allow the Museum to change its constitution and the final forms were submitted in early 
2020.  However, due to the Covid pandemic the Arts Council put on hold all work related to renewal of 
Accreditation, and extended existing Accreditation until such time as the application could be reviewed.  



 

 

The Arts Council has recently re-activated the process, and it is expected that the application will not need 
any substantial revision. 

4. Trustees  

Under the constitution of the CIO, the first Annual General Meeting was to be held within 18 months of its 
establishment, and the AGM of April 2021 was therefore the first to be held.  Topsham Museum Society, its 
predecessor, wound itself up once all assets had been transferred to the new entity.  The constitution also 
obliges all the initial trustees to stand down at the first AGM and elections be held for all 11 seats, including 
the officers – Chair, Vice-chair, Secretary and Treasurer. 

The following were elected at an AGM held by Zoom on April 13th 2021. 

Alan Caig (Chair), Jenny Ellis (Vice-chair), Gill McLean (Secretary), Rodney Spiller(Treasurer), Rosie Hanvey, 
Emma Jackson, Don Mildenhall, Peter Morris, Graham Norwood, Paul Wiley and Sue Wilkinson.  Tom 
Cadbury our Curatorial Adviser, and Rachel Nichols our President, are non-voting members of the Board. 

 
5. Management  

The strategic management of the Museum is undertaken by the Trustees while the day to day operations 
are overseen by a Management Team of volunteers who in turn have teams of volunteers covering each of 
the main Museum activities.  Julie Rashbrooke has chaired the Management Team since April 2020. 

The directors of Topsham Museum Trading Ltd during the year were Alan Caig, Fiona Douglas, Stevie 
Barrett and Rodney Spiller.  We have no paid curatorial or museum staff but The Royal Albert Memorial 
Museum (RAMM) in Exeter provides invaluable professional assistance.  We would also like to thank Susan 
Eddisford, who recently retired as Devon Museum Development Officer, having been a great help to 
Topsham Museum over recent years.     

6. Financial  

The accounts form part of this Review and are annexed to this Report. The accounts have been examined 
by Von Mathieson and approved by the Trustees.  The Trustees would particularly like to thank Peter 
Betteridge for his invaluable book-keeping and work on the accounts. 

6.1 Reserves Policy  

The Society maintains financial reserves to ensure the continuing solvency of the Society should one or 
more unforeseen circumstances arise, in particular historical levels of income not being maintained, or 
significant unscheduled expenditure being required. The Trustees have taken into account the increased 
risk posed by the current economic uncertainty.  

In addition, the Society!s expenditure is incurred mainly during the first quarter of the year, when general 
maintenance and stocking the shop are undertaken, whereas significant income does not start until April 
when the Museum opens. Year-end reserves need to be £7,000-8,000 higher than the minimum level to 



 

 

cover this trend. Taking account of the perceived risks associated with the above factors, both individually 
and in combination, the Trustees have established a policy of maintaining year-end reserves of between 
£30,000 and £35,000.  

6.2 Society Reserves as at 31 December 2021:  

On 31 December 2021, cash in the general Fund stood at £159,061 (£159,034 - 2020) and in the Designated 
Fund at £92,967 (£97,766 - 2020).   All funds have been transferred to Topsham Museum.  

The Designated Fund called "The Legacies and Gifts Fund” was created in 2011 from legacies and gifts 
received by the Society with the intention that these funds should not be used for day-to-day expenditure 
but should be reserved for special projects.  

7. Review of the year  

The Museum finally re-opened on June 21st 2021.  The opening could in theory have been a little earlier, 
but there was still great uncertainty around the effects of the pandemic and what legal restrictions might 
ensue in the early part of the year, so the decision was taken to pick a date with a longer lead time and less 
potential for last minute disruption.  The preparation was led by Team Restart, picking up the energy and 
brilliant outcomes of the previous year’s Keeping the Spark Alive group, which successfully kept the 
Museum in the public eye during 2020. 

Numbers were good throughout the season, with an especially busy October to round it off. 

During the year the Museum published Topsham and Sugar, a ground-breaking review of Topsham’s 18th 
and 19th century links with Caribbean and North American plantations, and their reliance on enslaved 
workers. 

As well as the commemorative lectures mentioned below, the Musem ran its usual winter series of talks.   

We heard of the sad death of two of our previous Chairmen, both great leaders of the Society, David 
Clement and John Dunsford.  Both were commemorated, and will continue to be in future years, by 
prestigious lectures.  The family of John and Elizabeth Conolly presented the Museum with a sculpture, 
which was installed in the garden and unveiled in September. 

Building on the huge success of the Lockdown Fox, Phil Keen designed a set of Christmas merchandise 
around the Devil’s Footprints event, held earlier in the year – and once again the Museum benefited 
financially.  The Fox himself meanwhile made a welcome appearance in the Christmas display in the 
garden. 

7.1 Visitor Numbers  

There were 4109 visitors to the Museum during the 19 weeks of opening (from July to October), and a 
further 91 members and volunteers came to a special preview day in June.  This equates to an average of 
54 visitors a day, just under 70% of whom went round the indoor exhibits.  Covid restrictions, including an 



 

 

outdoor Meet and Greet desk, masks, hand sanitisers, Perspex screens, outdoor table service (no indoor 
Tea Room service) and a one-way system were in place throughout. 

7.2 Exhibitions  

The exhibition on the market garden industry, planned as the main event for 2020, opened on June 21st 
along with the Museum itself, and was very successful.  The timetable for forthcoming exhibitions has been 
adjusted.  A number of events, including a well-attended lecture by Michael Dart and his son George, were 
held to complement the show.  This year’s exhibition, An Inland Haven, opened on 30th March.  Exhibitions 
are planned several years ahead to enable research work to take place.  Teams are already working on the 
exhibitions for 2023 and 2024. 
 

7.3 Oral HIstory 
The team had planned to expand the museum’s work on oral history, and had purchased a new digital 
recorder, and trained several volunteers.  This work is on hold until such time as interviews are possible 
again. 

7.3 The Museum Gardens  

The gardening team continued to work hard during various lockdowns and other restrictions, and indeed it 
was clear that the river garden was a much valued sanctuary for many in difficult times.  Due to the 
increasing number of requests for memorials in the gardens, the Trustees have established criteria to 
manage the numbers, content and appearance of such memorials.  
 

7.4 Maintenance of the Building  

Early in the year the Trustees commissioned a major survey of the building, in order to understand fully the 
implications of the forthcoming lease negotiations.  The work served to remind us all that 25 Strand is over 
200 years old, and not constructed of the most durable of materials.  Nevertheless there were no major 
surprises, and we now have a comprehensive set of data on both internal and external issues in the near 
and medium term future. 

Our Maintenance Team, led by Peter Gray with Fred Nichols, once again continued  their programme of 
regular inspections and maintenance: crucial for an old building especially when there are substantial 
periods of time, even without lockdowns, when it remains largely unused. 

Exeter City Council continues to be a good landlord and the support we receive from Peter Davies, its 
Senior Architect, is a big factor in our ability to keep the building comfortable for visitors, volunteers and of 
course the objects.   Once again remedial work to prevent dampness in the external walls was necessary.  
Decoration of the exterior is now due, and should be programmed in the near future. 

 
8.5 Information Technology  



 

 

2021 saw both complications and innovations in providing IT support. Andy had to go into hospital for three 
weeks early in the year; cover was provided by Ed Rashbrooke. Because of concerns over possible health 
risks of touchscreen displays the River Gallery display was disabled and the Sail Loft display was converted 
to a no-touch display using a combination of light and motion sensors. The season also introduced the 
Museum's first motion-sensitive application to play oral history recordings as part of the Market Gardens 
exhibition. For another first, when the season ended the Market Gardens exhibition was converted to an 
online exhibit, accessed through the website. This has been done in a way that will permit further online 
exhibits to be added without any major editing of the website. 
 
Network services have continued to work without problems. There is now the facility to grant remote 
access to one of the network servers and this facility appears to be well used. The websites (museum, shop 
and exhibition) are also working without problems. Most network support can also be undertaken 
remotely. 
 
The prolonged close-down in 2020 and 2021 resulted in computers requiring many updates. One computer 
required a complete reinstallation of Windows and application programs, another just gave up the ghost 
and proved unrepairable. The colour laser printer suffered from disuse. On its initial return to service there 
were frequent paper jams and colour rendition was inaccurate. A service call improved but did not 
completely cure the problem. In January 2022 the fuser unit failed. Dave Crispin (Crispin Associates, the 
supplier of the printer) was asked to quote for a new printer, but came up with the alternative suggestion 
of supplying a salvaged part for only the cost of a service call. That has been done, but it is expected that 
the printer will need to be replaced. 
 
Oncoming projects include the installation of a display screen to support the Exeter Canal exhibition and a 
proposal to install a screen in a replacement poster display cabinet. We are considering additional ways of 
using low-cost computers to enhance exhibits. Unfortunately there is currently a world-wide shortage of 
computer chips, which has severely affected the supply of the Raspberry Pi. In slower time, there is an 
intention to develop a member and volunteer database with the help of Plymouth University School of 
Computing. That project is at a very early stage. 

 

9.  The Corona Virus Pandemic 
 
The additional efforts of volunteers ensured that we were able to operate more closely to normal in 2021.  
There were no indoor children’s events, but a “play in a day” outdoor event was held in August.  In general 
the ebbing of the virus in the summer and autumn months enabled us to remain open with care.   
 
10. Publications  

As mentioned above, Topsham and Sugar was published to some acclaim.  Researched and written by Mike 
Patrick, Gill McLean and Anna Adcock, it has been welcomed as a timely contribution to the history of the 
plantations and their reliance on enslavement. 
 



 

 

Topsham Times 
The 24th edition of the Museum’s annual journal, Topsham Times, came out in the summer of 2021 and 
was delivered to all members.  Additional copies are available for purchase through the online shop. 
 
The Museum now also now owns the rights to the book Exeter: the historic port of Exeter  and Topsham an 
account of its streets and buildings. 
 
 
 
11. Fund-raising  

Our Christmas Market in Matthews Hall returned to startling effect and there was also a very 
successful outdoor coffee morning and market linked to the Town Fayre.  Secret Gardens, which was due to 
be held in June 2020, was postponed until 2021 and then postponed again until 2023.  

During the autumn, a table at the Matthews Hall Saturday market and another outside in Fore Street 
generated income and maintained interest in the Museum. 
 
The Tea Room and the Shop, under the supervision of Stevie Barratt and Fi Douglas respectively, have 
continued to be our financial anchors, and, as a visitor attractions in their own right, been busy and 
productive throughout the year.   
 
12. Membership  

Membership is a wonderful way of supporting the Museum and provides a valuable income stream. At the 
end of 2021 there were 363 members of Topsham Museum. 

 
13. Volunteers  
Once again we can report with great pleasure and pride the outstanding numbers of volunteers 
and the strength of their commitment and enthusiasm.  170+ volunteers worked in the museum 
last year, and this year we have already welcomed over 25 new ones. 

14. Planning Ahead –the Museum in 5 years’!time  

Looking into the future has become a full-time occupation for the Trustees.  Although Topsham Museum is 
successful in almost every aspect of its operation, that success itself brings its own concerns.  How can we 
maintain this level of activity, where are our lead volunteers coming from, will our reserves be enough, 
what will the end of the current lease with Exeter City Council mean for the Museum.  Thankfully the Board 
is composed of trustees who seem to relish these challenges, and we work our way through them steadily.  
The Board is only able to do this however because the Management Team is equally efficient in its 
management of the day to day, week to week issues – and as has been highlighted elsewhere, there are 71 
separate job descriptions for volunteers running the museum, so it is far from a simple task. 
 



 

 

Our key tasks this year will be working with the City Council to create working arrangements beyond the 
end of the current lease, working towards Accreditation again, and, as ever, working out how to maintain 
the high standard we have set ourselves. 
 
15. Outlook for 2022 

As our 2022 season begins all Covid-related restrictions in England have been lifted, but many visitors and 
volunteers are likely to remain cautious.  Nevertheless, the year should see Topsham Museum back to 
“normal”, although we would all acknowledge that some things will have changed forever as a result of the 
pandemic.  We will be paying more attention to securing more robust finances for the longer term – 
perhaps looking to encourage legacies from our members, and creating reserves for the big items.  We will 
be looking to encourage more volunteers and more ideas, and crucially to develop new team leaders to 
develop those ideas into exhibitions, activities and the interpretation of the collections to build on 
Topsham Museum’s undoubted position as one of the key institutions in Topsham and indeed in Exeter. 

16. Public Benefit Statement  

We believe that this report demonstrates that the Trustees interpret our mission as widely as our resources 
allow. We see the benefits to our community as being:  

 #  We run an Accredited Museum open to all and operating to standards of best  

              practice. 

 #  Admission to the Museum is free.  

The Museum is continuously developing its permanent display and offers a main seasonal 
exhibition and one or more special exhibitions each season. 

 #  Our gardens, adjoining the river, as well as our Tea Room are open to all.  

 #  Special events are designed outside opening hours to give people, who find  

              our normal hours difficult the opportunity to experience the Museum.  

 #  We give special attention to children!s activities both during and outside  

             normal opening hours.  

 #  Our lecture programme is wide-rangingand open to all.   

 #  We organise visits for special interest groups.  

 #  We publish annually "Topsham Times” with articles of historic interest to the  

              area and have a programme of publications linked to our collection and  
               special exhibitions.  



 

 

 #  We collect artefacts and information, including oral history, for future  

               generations and ensure that they are catalogued and cared for in line with  
               best practice.  

 #  We offer facilities and support for local and family historians.  

 #  We provide local people with opportunities to volunteer to help run an  

              organisation of great value to the community.  

 #  Together with Exeter City Council we allow one of Topsham!s most interesting  

              buildings in one of the most beautiful parts of the town to be open to all.  

Conclusion  

After 2020, which was very busy, but did not allow us to open the museum at all, 2021 turned out to be 
remarkably normal, albeit with some very abnormal elements.  We opened to the public again, with a 
successful exhibition (Market Gardens) which was resonant for many people.  Much new work was done 
in many areas, and yet overhanging all was a sense that we had to be extra careful, and alert to the 
changing nature of the pandemic as the months passed.  Fortunately it was only after we had closed for 
the season that the Omicron variant once again threatened to drive us into isolation again, but thankfully 
as I write that threat has receded again, and preparations for the 2022 season are proceeding apace. 

 
Alan Caig  
Chairman  
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Independent examiner's report on the 
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           Section A                                                            Independent Examiner’s Report 
 

 

Report to the trustees/ 
members of 

TOPSHAM MUSEUM 

  

On accounts for the year 
ended 

 
DECEMBER 2022 

Charity no 
(if any) 

1185943 

  

Set out on pages  

1 
  

Respective responsibilities 
of trustees and examiner 

The charity's trustees are responsible for the preparation of the accounts. The 
charity’s trustees consider that an audit is not required for this year under section 
144 of the Charities Act 2011 (the Charities Act) and that an independent 
examination is needed.   
It is my responsibility to:  

• examine the accounts under section 145 of the Charities Act,  

• to follow the procedures laid down in the general Directions given by the Charity 
Commission (under section 145(5)(b) of the Charities Act, and  

• to state whether particular matters have come to my attention. 
 

Basis of independent 
examiner’s statement 

My examination was carried out in accordance with general Directions given by the 
Charity Commission.  An examination includes a review of the accounting records 
kept by the charity and a comparison of the accounts presented with those records.  
It also includes consideration of any unusual items or disclosures in the accounts, 
and seeking explanations from the trustees concerning any such matters.  The 
procedures undertaken do not provide all the evidence that would be required in an 
audit, and consequently no opinion is given as to whether the accounts present a 
‘true and fair’ view and the report is limited to those matters set out in the statement 
below. 

Independent examiner's 
statement 

In connection with my examination, no matter has come to my attention which gives 
me reasonable cause to believe that in, any material respect, the requirements: 

• to keep accounting records in accordance with section 130 of the Charities 
Act; and  

• to prepare accounts which accord with the accounting records and comply 
with the accounting requirements of the Charities Act 

have not been met. 

  

Signed: 

 

Date:  
13 February 2023 

  

Name: Veronica Mathieson 

  

Relevant professional 
qualification(s) or body (if 

any): 

Exeter Community Accounting 

  

Address: Exeter Community Accounting, Unit 89792, PO Box 7169, Poole, BH15 9EL 

 
 


