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 2025 is our 40th anniversary year since the first village twinning to 
France took place in 1985. Needless to say...but I’m going to anyway…this is 
a remarkable milestone to achieve for us here in Shipdham and for our 
French friends in Noyant-la-Gravoyère, of which we are justifiably proud. We 
will be going to France again next month when we will travel by plane or by 
car, hooking up with French twinners to continue long-standing friendships 
or make new ones.  

 Over the years, the way twinning has been done has changed with the 
times as all things must. There were several successful school exchanges 
with children going to France or French children coming here, which was a 
big first for the middle schools in Shipdham and Noyant at a time when 
secondary school pairings were the norm. With altering attitudes and 
requirements both here and in France, the school twinning had to come to a 
halt, but the village twinning has continued and here we are 40 years on. In 
times past, the Twinning Association occasionally had to turn away potential 
travellers as the 52-seat coach was full. We would set off from Shipdham 
School at 4pm on the Friday as half-term started, jump on the 10pm Dover 
to Calais ferry, travel through the night and arrive sleepy-eyed at mid-day on 
the Saturday, to be whisked off by our hosts for a busy weekend. Then we 
would leave on Monday morning at 8 o’clock and arrive back at Shipdham 
School after midnight and clamber off the coach, bleary-but-cheery to 
grateful slumber, some to work a few hours later, others to children fired up 
for the rest of half term. We were younger then.  

 Nowadays, we travel in more comfort on our chosen transport, take our 
time, with perhaps a holiday break tagged on as well. We have inevitably lost 
some and gained some people over our 40 years, but the smiles and hugs of 
welcome remain the same. Last year when our French friends visited, there 
were 66 of us. 

In between our visits to and from France, we meet together, usually in 
Shipdham. Over the years we have welcomed anyone-and-everyone to join 
in our activities held across Shipdham: the WI Hall for smaller events; the 
School Hall for dances; Bullock Park Pavilion when welcoming our French 



friends; All Saints’ Church for a concert; the Community Centre ground for 
our popular Midsummer Wine & Food event in the marquees thanks to the 
ever-helpful Hub members and in our own homes for summer garden games 
and fun.  

Now that a new village hall is on the horizon, there have been plans 
since 2023 to ask local organisations what they want.  So, what would we 
like? For instance, a big, light-filled hall with outside grass space where we 
can have indoor/outdoor events with fold-and-slide doors. It would ideally 
be at least as big as the school hall. Some storage space to call our own. 
Good car parking with space for a coach when needed. Far from the 
madding crowd, so that sports and community events can happen at the 
same time but without causing disruption to the other. For instance, Noyant 
village hall has a velodrome on the same site, but community sports 
grounds and indoor sports facilities are on separate sites and this has 
worked well for them. We miss the use of a large hall and we don’t mind 
where the new one is, but we would like to hear what other organisations 
have to say, so we want to suggest that now is a good time for the opinions of 
community organisations to be heard, to inform the process as major 
decisions are made. 

The classic finish would be to say that we look forward to the next 40 
years of Twinning. That may be stretching a point but who knows? We are 
now the only village in Norfolk with an active twinning. Long may it be so. 


