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PRESS RELEASE
Rougham Estate announces major conservation project, rethatching of Blackthorpe Barn
The iconic Blackthorpe Barn on the Rougham Estate is set to undergo a major conservation project, with its vast roof being rethatched for the first time in 35 years. Work is scheduled to begin in early February 2026 and will see one of Suffolk’s most distinctive historic farm buildings carefully renewed for the decades ahead.
Thought to date from around 1550, Blackthorpe Barn is a remarkable example of a large timber-framed threshing barn. Its age is based on the style of joints used in its huge oak frame, placing its construction shortly after the dissolution of the Abbey of Bury St Edmunds in 1539. The Rougham Estate had belonged to the abbey since around 1016, when it was gifted by Earl Ulfketel, the Saxon Earl of East Anglia, before he left to fight the Danes at the Battle of Assandun, where he was killed.
Following the dissolution, the estate passed to the Drury family, who went on to dominate village life for centuries. Their legacy remains visible in Rougham Church, where a brass memorial from 1420 commemorates Sir Roger Drury and his wife Margaret. 
Blackthorpe Barn was believed to be built by John Drury specifically for threshing grain, a vital but gruelling winter task before mechanisation. Carts loaded with sheaves of corn would enter through the large south-facing doors and exit through the lower doors on the north side. Inside, the sheaves were laid out on the central threshing floor and beaten by hand with flails to release the grain. With both sets of side doors open, a light breeze helped carry away dust and chaff. The grain was then winnowed, thrown into the air so remaining debris could be blown clear, before being sent for milling. It was hard, dusty work and widely disliked.
The barn remained in agricultural use until 1986, when modern machinery became too large to access the building and cattle were no longer kept at Blackthorpe. After standing empty for four years, George Agnew, took the decision to give the barn a new purpose. In the early 1990s it was rethatched, cleared of redundant equipment, fitted with basic lighting and reopened as an arts centre and event space, beginning the next chapter in its long history.
Today, Blackthorpe Barn measures 100 feet (33.5 metres) in length and 30 feet (9.14 metres) in width, with a roof ridge rising to 40 feet (12.14 metres). The roof is traditionally thatched using English long straw.
In a fitting continuation of its story, the upcoming rethatching will be carried out by the same firm responsible for the work 35 years ago. Dodson Bros Thatchers Ltd will bring twelve skilled thatchers to site to undertake the project, which is expected to cost around £150,000.
George Agnew, owner of the Rougham Estate, said:
“Blackthorpe Barn is probably the most iconic building on the estate. It’s used for most of our events and has become part of the branding and success we have had. Thatching on this scale is a major undertaking, but it is essential if we are to look after the barn properly and pass it on in good condition to the next generation. Using the same thatchers again feels very appropriate and underlines the long-term commitment we have to caring for this remarkable building.”
The rethatching represents a significant investment by the Rougham Estate in the preservation of one of its most important historic buildings, ensuring that Blackthorpe Barn remains both structurally sound and visually striking for future generations to enjoy.
For more information, visit the history link here or visit www.roughamestate.com
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About Rougham Estate	
Rougham Estate consists of over 3,000 acres of Suffolk countryside with ancient meadows, green lanes, oak-lined hedgerows, 650 acres of woodland, bluebells and orchids, parkland, and arable fields. It traces its history back to Roman times and has seen both Saxons and Vikings. It was owned by the local abbey in Bury St Edmunds for six hundred years. During World War Two an airfield was built in the village and Rougham Hall was bombed. The Estate has been owned by the Agnew family since 1904. The Estate homes the Award winning Lifestyle Garden Room Shop, Roots Café and hosts the Sunflower and Pumpkin PYO fields. It has also recently opened up it’s doors to a range of new walks. 
About Blackthorpe Barn	
Blackthorpe Barn was built round 1550 probably by John Drury who had just acquired the manor of Rougham through the dissolution of the Great Benedictine Abbey at Bury St Edmunds in 1539. It is timber framed with a vast, striking thatched roof measuring over 30 meters long. The barn’s purpose was for the threshing and storage of grain, and it continued as a grain store until 1985. These days the threshing barn and the surrounding buildings are used for events including the craft event as part of the festive Christmas at Blackthorpe Barn during November and December, plus other art exhibitions during the year and weddings in the summer months.
About Roots:
Roots is a newly launched café situated in the heart of Rougham Estate, near Bury St Edmunds. With a commitment to community and culinary excellence, Roots offers a haven for patrons to indulge in locally sourced dishes and refreshments. The café's décor, inspired by local tales, creates an inviting atmosphere where history meets modern elegance, making every visit a unique experience.
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