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Welcome

What stands out as we look back on 2022 is the
Museum s resilience: progress on Forging Ahead,
recovery of our trading results post-Covid, continued
investment, improved regional and national positioning,
and a determination to push ahead into new directions.

As we look to 2023 with renewed optimism, its
important to re ect on the challenges that the Museum
has overcome to position itself well for the future. The
last few years have been really challenging for us as a
heritage visitor attraction. As we welcomed 2022, a year
where we were looking forward to getting back to
normality, we witnessed an unprecedented spike in
Covid-19 cases; an initial setback that, fortunately,
didnt lead to further restrictions on our opening
throughout the year.

2022 also brought economic challenges, with working
people and families up and down the country facing the

nancial hardship of a cost-of-living crisis. Disruption
was seen on the rail network with several strikes a ecting
the country s mobility. Restrictions on international travel
had not fully lifted, and we also had complications of
Brexit regulations, which together presented a unique set
of challenges to the UK tourism sector.

Despite these extraordinary times, for the year in review
2022, we are pleased to report that we welcomed
331,631 visitors; up 60% from the previous year and at
92% of pre-pandemic levels. The 60% year-on-year
rise is particularly encouraging as the Association of
Leading Visitor Attractions reported a 46% average
increase in admissions to paid-for attractions. That the
Museum has been able to buck the national trend in this
way is a testament to continued investment, our
relationship with the local community, our reputation
for value for money, and the creativity and ingenuity of
our sta .

Without the sacri ces of our sta , and the organisations
that supported us, we would not now be eyeing the

nishing line of Forging Ahead, the largest capital
development project in our history. It is with huge
thanks and gratitude to our funders and donors that
work on this project was able to continue apace during
the very challenging lockdown period.

We would like to thank our public sector funders:
National Lottery Heritage Fund, Arts Council England,
Black Country Local Enterprise Partnership, West
Midlands Combined Authority, and the Department for
Culture, Media and Sport. And, in particular, the
signi cant contributions of our private donors, including
the Patrick Foundation, Gar eld Weston Foundation,
Wolfson Foundation, FCC Communities Fund and
Wellcome Trust. Thank you all for believing in our vision.

We have always believed in the Museum s ethos: a living
museum that o ers true immersion and storytelling.
When our visitors step through our doors, they are
greeted with more than embers of a bygone era, of
objects and artefacts, but with real lived experiences,
stoked through characters and their tales. Thank you to
everyone, whether you visited, donated an item to our
collection or interacted with us on social media, for your
support and for giving us the opportunity to bring the
story of the Black Country into living memory.

Forging Ahead surveys the challenges and
complexities of the Black Country between 1945, when
the outbreak of peace and a landslide Labour victory

o ered to usher in a new world, and 1968, when the

last colliery in the Black Country nally closed.

Dr Simon Briercliffe, Researcher at the Museum

The Museum has valued its relationship with Arts Council
England (ACE) as part of the National Portfolio between
2018-2022. Since joining ACE s National Portfolio in 2018,
7% of our total unrestricted funds (£560,000 per annum)
have come from our relationship with ACE, and we begin
this year in review by sharing news that the Museum has
secured a new investment from ACE until 31 March 2026.
As part of the new investment, under the UK Government s
Levelling Up for Culture Places, to focus investment
outside of London, we have received additional funding to
support our work with schools in the Black Country -
securing a total investment of £2,280,360 (£760,120 per
year). This funding enables us to deliver a step change in
our outreach and engagement work and is most welcome
news after adi cult few years. We d like to thank ACE for
their continued positive assessment of the Museum.
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In 2022 we continued to bounce back from the e ects
of the pandemic. In our rst full year of opening since
2019, we welcomed 331,631 visitors, 92% of
pre-pandemic levels. Despite the economic climate,
our retail income outperformed that of 2019. Its
important for us to o er our visitors value for money,
and we hope these retail gures are an indication
that we are managing to do that still.

In June, we were honoured to win the Resilience &
Innovation Award at the regional and national
VisitEngland Awards for Excellence. VisitEngland
praised the Museum s handling of the devastating
impact of the pandemic: recognising our role in
operating as a major vaccination hub for the region,
bringing the Museum s learning o ering into homes
with the development of our online education tools,
and how we embraced TikTok, becoming the most
followed UK museum on the platform, with the fastest
growing presence. Moreover, the Awards judges
noted how the Museum did everything to ensure
our survival. This award is for everyone connected with
the Museum: sta , volunteers, visitors, funders and
supporters. Thank you.

While we have cause for optimism, a concern for us as
an educational charity is that school visits continue to
lag behind pre-Covid levels. To help bridge the gap,
additional funding from ACE will allow us to expand
our outreach o ering to schools and community
groups, and reach new audiences. In reaching new
audiences, the Museums Audiences and
Communications team was recognised at the Arts
Council England and Digital Culture Network s Digital
Culture Awards, winning the prize in the Being Social

category for their work on TikTok. The Museums
account currently has 1.2 million followers and 22.4
million likes. This has been an important engagement




innovation for the Museum, allowing us to humorously
capture stories of the past through a present-day,
creative lens.

As with social media, our reputation as a go-to destination
for more traditional media is growing. Following the Peaky
Blinders fame, we ve become a desirable Iming location
for period pieces and saw three large-scale Iming
projects take place during the year: Three Little Birds, a six-
part ITV series written by Sir Lenny Henry; a music video
by Swedish heavy metal quintet Sabaton for their
production of 1916 ; and Stonehouse, a three-part ITV
drama about Labour politician John Stonehouse.

Of course, working as a Historic Character at the Museum
is, by de nition, an acting role. In the May half-term we
introduced audiences to Mr Singh as part of our Bostin
Jubilee Bash. The event celebrated the stories of people

in the South Asian community who arrived in the Black
Country during the 1950s. Part of the Forging Ahead
project, Mr Praveen Singh is a character based in part on
the memories of Mr Piara Singh (featured on national
news as part of our Bash) who migrated from India to
Wolverhampton in 1951, aged 18. Mr Singh s character
- developed in collaboration with actor and creator Vimal
Korpal - plays a crucial role in telling the stories of
migration to the UK during the 50s and 60s.

Behind the scenes, understanding barriers to diversifying
our workforce and creating actions to drive change has
continued to be a key focus for the Museum s Equality,
Diversity & Inclusion work. In 2022, we addressed the

It s really exciting that Forging
Ahead is about diversity and
inclusion. It s great to explore
and share the in uences the
Indian community had on the
British public in the 50s. I m
hoping to share that now, as
then, we ve got more in common

and less that divides us.

Vimal Korpal, actor

accessibility of our application process to ensure that
there are no unfair advantages to candidates, as well as
targeting our recruitment towards underrepresented
groups in the Black Country. This work is particularly
important to re ect the diversity and vibrancy of the
region and to support our mission of telling inspiring
stories that mirror those found in our community. Our
close work with community groups has helped bring to
life new Historic Characters like Mr Singh, Gwen Lally and
Carmen Salmon.

In July, Commonwealth Games fever was gripping the
region with the Queens Baton Relay coming to the
streets of Dudley and Black Country Living Museum. An
independent study has since revealed that the
Birmingham 2022 Commonwealth Games contributed at
least £870 million to the UK economy, with the
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West Midlands receiving more than half of the total
bene t (E453.7 million). The Museum was proud to
host Batonbearers and contribute to the regions
Commonwealth Games legacy.

As with sport, the Black Country has contributed an
enormous amount to the UK s hospitality services. There
are few more symbolic representations of working class
culture than the public house, and our region is home to
some gems.

Given a new lease of life in August, the Elephant & Castle
Pub - set in the 1960s - is our recreation of the iconic pub,
which once stood on the corner of Sta ord Street and
Cannock Road in Wolverhampton. A grand Edwardian
building built in 1905, and famed for its landmark
elephant statue and decorative tiles (skilfully restored by
a local company, A Studio, and local heritage craftsmen
at Craven Dunnill), the pub had a reputation for its
diverse clientele. After World War Two, many Irish and
Commonwealth citizens from India, Pakistan and the
Caribbean could be seen enjoying a drink (or a game of
dominoes). Hard to believe nowadays, but, typical of
its era, it had a public bar for the working class, and, for
the middle class, a separate smoking room with slightly
higher prices.

September was a month of celebration at the Museum. We
turned our face towards Castle Hill and the future site of
the West Midlands Metro extension, with the opening of
our new Visitor Centre. The architects at Napier Clarke
have designed the building to be an evocative nod to our
industrial past, but one that embraces new, modern and
environmentally friendly technology such as air-source
heat pumps. By facing the new Metro, we are increasing
the Museum s accessibility and hope to encourage more
visitors - and sta - to visit us sustainably. As we welcome
visitors to this new facility, next year will see our former
admissions building repurposed as the Museum
Conference & Learning Centre to further support our
educational work.

While September was a month of new beginnings, it was
also the month where Kevin Lowes chapter - our
chainmaker - came to a close at the Museum. Kevin was
a longstanding member of sta at the Museum and
started with us as a volunteer in 1992. He went on to
have a decorated career forging chains and nails. Kevin
was pivotal in creating our famous immersive experience
and has meticulously trained a new generation of
metalworkers - a rare skill today - to ensure that the
Black Country s rich history in chainmaking continues
in safe hands. Thanks, Kev; enjoy your well-earned,
unchained retirement.

Looking towards 2023, we will witness more milestones
in the Forging Ahead project, as more buildings open and
new stories are told.

Among the buildings projected to open are arow of shops
typical of the 1940s-1960s, featuring well-loved brands
from the era.

Forging Ahead will deliver economic, cultural and social
bene ts to the Black Country, and we are proud to play
our part in the wider £1 billion regeneration of Dudley.
Further, it has been a project to amplify the Museum s
relevance to contemporary life. It represents a time when
ordinary working people from home and overseas came
together to collectively achieve positive change for the
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region. In these times, we hope Forging Ahead can be a
reminder that it is our shared responsibility to shape the
future we want to see.

Our current strategy took us up to Forging Ahead, and we
must now look beyond. These are exciting times for the
Museum, and we will work, in consultation with our
stakeholders and visitors, to determine which part of Black
Country history we will awaken next.

Wherever we are headed, we are humbled by the
continued support of the people of the Black Country and
emboldened by organisations who back our vision. And
we will be guided always by people, place and community.
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Where is
the Black
Country?

The map below depicts the
current boundaries of the
four boroughs that make up
the Black Country Dudley,
Wolverhampton, Walsall and
Sandwell.
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