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In the beginning - the Thirties 

 

The first record of a committee meeting is on October 4th 1930, at Brookside House, 

chaired by the first President, Mrs. Stanley Clarke (her Christian name was Evelyn, but 

the use of her husband’s name is an indication of the formality of the time).  Every deci-

sion had to be proposed, seconded and voted upon – for example the purchase of blue/

grey crockery from Bon Marché in Gloucester (now Debenham’s) in 1936, and the choice 

of teaspoons – either Woolworth’s at one shilling a dozen or Bon Marché at two shillings 

and six pence; the latter was chosen as being more serviceable. 

 

Most monthly meetings were held in the schoolroom until 1934, when the Parish Council 

approached the W.I. to use the Memorial Hall (where members still meet); the cost was 

set at £4 10s. 0d. for ten evenings a year.  The emphasis was on domestic skills in the 

early years, with talks on vegetable preservation, poultry keeping, how to cut paper pat-

terns for dressmaking, bottling of fruits and even hat making.  An evening started with 

the singing of “Jerusalem” and concluded with the National Anthem, and in the days be-

fore television the social half-hour was an important part of the meeting.  Here the Enter-

tainments Committee devised items such as plays, competitions, monologues and 

games; this proved to be a popular way to serve the membership, so much so that by 

1938 the committee size had to be restricted to fifteen!  As well as the cups and saucers, 

teapots and milk jugs had been bought (no mention of coffee!) and, contrary to expecta-

tions, cakes were purchased not home made; in 1936 the decision was taken to purchase 

locally from Mr. May, rather than Mr. Phillips of Tetbury. 

 

On a wider scale group meetings including several W.I.s were held from the first, and in 

1934 Avening were hosts.  Travel in the days before the private car was difficult, and 

buses were hired from either Red and White or Western National; the cost was subsidised 

by fund-raising efforts such as jumble sales.  In 1931 a whist drive was held at Brookside 

House, and a contribution of £2 was sent to the National Debt fund (these were the de-

pression years), for which Avening W.I. received a letter of thanks from the secretary to 

the Chancellor of the Exchequer.  Whist drives continued in popularity throughout the 

period, attracting many people to venues such as Holcombe House.   

The first mention of Cherington occurs in 1937 when villagers were invited to join 

the summer outing. 

The first meeting of Avening WI was held in the Memorial Hall on Thursday 

November 6th, 1930 when 40 members were enrolled.  Following the         

formalities,  “games and dancing concluded an enjoyable evening” 

There were two competitions, judged by all the members.  These usually focus-

sed on domestic skills – best darning, neatest buttonhole, garden on a soup 

plate, toy made from matchboxes, and the annual home-made wine competi-

tion, which in 1936 featured beetroot wine in the red and parsnip wine in the 

white categories. 



 

Early members bought the national magazine “Home and Country” and part of the sub-

scription was passed to the Gloucestershire and the National Federations.  This was a 

bone of contention and Avening and other local institutes raised a resolution by for con-

sideration at national level “welcoming possible economies as to the financial burden, 

which considerably hampers the work of smaller W.I.s”.  A record of the result has not 

been found! 

 

The year at Avening concluded with the annual Christmas Party, (in early January!) to 

which the whole village was invited but (by a resolution in 1934, reaffirmed every subse-

quent year) NO CHILDREN UNDER TEN.  What difficulties this caused for families are not 

recorded.  Visitors paid a nominal charge, but refreshments were always generous, and 

in the latter part of the thirties a band was hired for the dancing.  Local groups such as 

the Minchinhampton Concert Party and Coates W.I. provided entertainment, but probably 

not as much as when two unauthorised youths took Mrs. Whitney’s place at the piano 

and played for the dancing!  In future years a closer watch was kept on the door.   

 

The year 1939 heralded in great changes.  Mrs. Clarke was replaced by Miss 

Catherine Holt, who with her sister had entertained members with tales of their 

journeys to Kenya and Egypt.  Mrs Clarke was presented with a cigarette box, 

inscribed  

“From Avening W.I. to their founder President, 1939”.   

 

 

Difficult times – the Forties 

 

The outbreak of war brought blackouts, petrol rationing and evacuees all of which had a 

considerable impact on the W.I. both nationally and locally.  The meetings began to be 

held in the afternoons in the winter, as speakers would not travel in the blackout.  It be-

came increasingly difficult to obtain fuel for travelling, and the emphasis was on local tal-

ent; in 1940 the entertainment committee had “blossomed forth into an excellent jazz 

band complete with costumes” so members were able to enjoy dancing.  Later social half

-hours included games played in gas masks and even “Pinning on Hitler’s Moustache”! 

 

Some of the topics chosen for talks reflect the food restrictions of the time such as 

“Making the most of the Cheese Ration”, but lack of fruit had caused the local fruit pres-

ervation centre to close, just when members had been shown how to do it!  Rose hips 

and blackberries were picked by the schoolchildren and the W.I. helped dispatch these to 

the cities. In 1942, a Meat Pie scheme was started in the village and members volun-

teered to sell them in the Church Institute, once they had been obtained at cost from 

Hillier’s of Nailsworth.  The food shortages continued after the war, and the Minutes men-



tion the receipt of food parcels in1948 and 1949 from New Zealand the contents of which 

were shared between members “from our fellow WI”. 

Members continued to collect silver paper for the war effort, a sock-darning scheme was 

led by Lady Lee (50 pairs a week!), money was raised for local hospitals and for the Red 

Cross.  By 1944 thoughts were turning to post-war Europe, and children’s garments were 

brought to meetings to add to a collection for children in occupied countries.  A group of 

volunteers supplemented the supply by establishing a knitting group.   

 

 

There were other highlights in these difficult years.  Members of H.M. Forces were invited 

to each Christmas party as guests.  Pen friends were established in America, and ladies 

exchanged snaps and an album.  Miss Catherine Holt moved away from the district and 

was presented with a crystal bowl.   

 

Meetings were going to be held at Old Quarries but these had to be cancelled because of 

security although no one knew why.  It was only after the war that it was discovered that 

many National Gallery paintings were being stored there; it has been reported that the 

W.I. had a private viewing before they were returned to London. There was to be an out-

door meeting in Lady Lee’s garden, however, on the topic of pruning  – until her gar-

dener intervened and would not allow anyone else to touch his roses! 

 

Members were invited to contribute to the consultation on post-war education  (which led 

to the 1944 Education Act, sponsored by R.A.B. Butler of Gatcombe Park).  Public infor-

mation films and “Make Do and Mend” classes were part of the programme in 1945, but 

a year later the talks reverted to travel tales and a bit of handcraft.  Stormy weather 

meant the picnic was held indoors that year. 

 

A lack of materials for making gloves meant the proposed classes had to be can-

celled, twenty members gave names to make wedge-heel slippers on Thursdays 

instead.   

 

The provision of a W.I. College at Denman was supported by a £10 contribution from 

Avening.  By 1947 Cherington W.I. had been suspended for a while, and Miss Oswald 

(Avening President) welcomed two of their members and invited others to join.  Member-

ship was fairly high, with fifty-five of our own members present at a joint meeting with 

Duntisbourne Abbots.  As well as an outing to Windsor, ladies and guests enjoyed the 

pantomime at Bristol Hippodrome.   

 

The rural district council wrote to Avening about salvage and asked if they could 

help collect rags, bones and bottles, but as no one volunteered their house to 

be a collecting depot the matter was dropped.   



As you were – the Fifties 

 

The first members of Avening WI would not have felt out of place at a meeting in the 

1950s.   By the end of the decade television was available in most homes, but the social 

half-hour was still much enjoyed.  There was little new building in the village; develop-

ment of the Sunground and adjacent areas would not come until the 1960s.  Most 

women’s lives were still home-based, with few having independent jobs and all these fac-

ets are represented in the Minute books of the time.   

 

In 1950 , Mrs Pegg,  the local postmistress, “of Minchin Hampton demonstrated foot-

stools made from syrup tins” and the following month’s competition would be for the best 

one.  In 1951 it was reported that refreshments were in the form of small cakes “which 

was a welcome change from slab cake” they had had for some years past.   

 

Funds were raised to pay for the children’s Coronation Party and members attempted to 

join the British Legion for a trip to London for the occasion (it is not recorded whether 

this actually happened).  In October 1953 the Institute held its 21st birthday party, al-

though in reality it was 23 years old!  The meeting opened with the singing of Jerusalem 

and Happy Birthday!  By 1955 speakers were using filmstrips to illustrate their talks, and 

Miss Stuart gave a demonstration of smocking.  The following year Avening members 

joined with other W.I.s to put together a shop window display in Dursley for the Gala 

Week.   

 

In 1957 the proposed programme had to be changed, as there was petrol rationing in 

response to the Suez Crisis; speakers from nearby were booked. One well-received talk 

was: “The pleasure you can get from everyday things”...  In 1958 Georgie Edmunds was 

elected President, having already served for a number of years as Secretary.  During the 

next year members entered the Group Competition, to provide comforts for a sick room 

and in place of cup of tea at a later meeting a sherry party was held in honour of Miss 

Saunders who was going on holiday to New Zealand!  The decade closed with a village 

fair, which raised £40 for a refugee fund.  

 

The missing decade – the Sixties 

 

Both the Committee Minute Books and the Monthly Meeting Record Books for the period 

from 1961 to 1975 are missing.  What was going on?  Who were the members?  Perhaps 

you have some stories of Avening W.I. from that period, when the village grew greatly in 

population and great social changes were taking place, which you could add to this re-

cord. 



The Seventies 

 

The Queen’s Silver Jubilee in 1977 was celebrated in true Avening style with a four-day 

event.  The W.I. was particularly involved with the flower display (was this in Holy Cross 

Church?) and members helped with the catering on Saturday evening.  During the year a 

recipe book, containing member’s favourite dishes, was put together, and offered for sale 

at 50p.  The Committee Minutes show that they were asked to “do the bonfire again” but 

it was felt that there was too much else on.  However, Avening W.I. was involved the fol-

lowing year, when they made and sold hotdogs. 

 

At the A.G.M. in November 1978 there were thirty-nine members present.  The 

officers elected were President - Freda Anderson, Secretary - Mrs Biggs, Treas-

urer - Mrs Brick and members of the Committee - Mrs Adams, Mrs Bosely, Miss 

Edmunds, Mrs Gleed, Mrs Nurding, Mrs Crewe, Mrs Skinner, Mrs Stanton and Mrs 

Wyke.   

 

Mrs Yarnold from the Home Farm Trust and two of her girls had earlier been invited to 

join meetings, and an innovation was made - a book for members to sign in each month. 

During the summer a float had been entered in the carnival; Julie Crewe was voted Car-

nival queen and members helped to decorate her float.  A drama group had been formed, 

which is where the first record of Mrs Shirley Hand appears.  Maisie Stanton won one of 

the competitions during the year. 

 

For the Christmas dinner in 1978 members went on a coach to the Vintage Inn at 

Sutton Benger.  However, the food was unsatisfactory and the committee wrote 

a letter of complaint later.  This was balanced by the great enjoyment of the 

Group Carol Concert and the Skittles Evening. 

 

The end of the decade saw a discussion “Drudge or Duchess?” when most members 

agreed they had ceased to be drudges, and deserved to be treated like duchesses!  Don’t 

we still?    

 

The Eighties 

 

The Golden Jubilee of Avening W.I. was celebrated in October 1980, when Georgie Ed-

munds spoke about the history of those first fifty years.  Photographs were taken of the 

evening, and a new scrapbook of memories started.  There was an appeal in Home and 

Country magazine for projects in Sri Lanka, where sewing was being taught in children’s 

homes, and Avening sent a parcel of material; postage was £9.40! 

 



Presidents during the 1980s included Gill Adams in 1982 and Beryl Nurding in 1984; that 

year Shirley Hand was elected Secretary.  Membership continued around the 35 to 40 

mark.  Car maintenance classes figured on the programme, amongst other more tradi-

tional topics, and in 1986 the help the W.I. could give in case of an emergency was dis-

cussed. 

The monthly competition remained a feature of the meeting, and challenges included a 

home made Santa Claus, a holiday photograph and a simple beauty tip.  A prize of a 50p 

coin taped to a greeting card was awarded to the winner each month.  In 1983 , to en-

courage participation, a  monthly theme was chosen for the Trading Stall.  These ranged 

from cakes and teatime goods to books and items associated with Autumn. 

 

Outings were arranged to Three Choirs Vineyard, to Gloucester Docks and to the 

theatre in Cheltenham. In September 1989, Liz Cleeton gave a report of the visit 

of members and their children to Arlingham Farm – in spite of heavy rain en 

route, a good time was had by all! 

 

The committee minutes reveal that in 1987, our account became “temporarily over-

drawn” but the matter was soon rectified! 

 

The Nineties 

A return to old times as the election of Diane Hooper as Secretary meant that committee 

meetings were held at Old Quarries for a while.  Shirley Hand represented the group in 

the GFWI Scrabble competition and organised Whist Drives which were very popular.  

The committee decided to order a copy of GFWI News for every member, to reduce the 

need to go through it in detail at every meeting.  

 

An Easter Fayre was held in the Memorial Hall which raised money for storm 

damaged trees at Westonbirt and  a Tea Party held to celebrate the 75th Anniver-

sary of the National Federation.   

 

The Social Half hour was enjoyed by members, usually involving a short quiz or fun activ-

ity prepared by Shirley, who was President at the time.  Coffee mornings, safari suppers 

and coach trips were still popular, with a trip to the Garden Festival at Ebbw Vale proving 

to be especially so.  Sugar Craft classes were held in Wendy Jennings’ home and mem-

bers continued to support quiz evenings in aid of Muscular Dystrophy.  Avening WI 

formed a Darts team to enter the county competition, making use of an unconventional 

practice place in Cherington to hone their skills. 

A group of members made an exhibit for the Denman Fanfare, telling the story of the  

stolen bells.  Having received their creation back following the exhibition, a home was 

found for the “little men” in Avening Church.  Where is it now, we wonder?  

 



Into a New Millennium - the Noughties 

Avening W.I. moved effortlessly into the new century, under President Doreen Chester-

man.  Success was gained in the corporate competition at the Group Rally at Coates and 

the new millennium was marked by the gift of a bench, on its own concrete plinth in-

stalled in front of Holy Cross Church, although the installation was not finished until 

2002! 

 

We celebrated our 70th birthday by signing a tablecloth and were entertained by 

the “Two Jims” who played music for our birthday party. 

 

By providing “A Bite to Eat” in Cherington Village Hall money was raised throughout the 

decade for bursaries to Denman College.  Jo Harwood undertook a silver jewellery 

course, Beryl Milsom learnt about fitness and health and in 2006 twenty members en-

joyed a taster day, with tours of the college and glimpses of the many possibilities on of-

fer to members.  Classes were also held much nearer to home – in 2001 it was calligra-

phy, a year later a computer taster course was held at Cherington, in 2005 self-defence 

was taught.  By 2010 regular craft mornings were being held, when members could pass 

on their skills to each other, and enjoy making things together. 

 

We stood for a minute’s silence on September 13th 2001,  to show respect to the 

American people following the World Trade Centre terrorist attack . 

 

Our  2001 Christmas dinner was held at the Ragged Cot but the committee were un-

happy with the meal and a letter is recorded as having been sent in the January minutes.  

The following year, we went to The Priory, in Tetbury. 

 

Mr Poulton from Minchinhampton and Mr Phillips from Tetbury were frequently 

welcomed to our September meetings to judge our competition entries and 

greatly added to the enjoyment of the evening. 

 

Outings have continued to be an important extra enjoyed by members.  In the summer 

the destination has often been a garden, ranging from Kew to Wisley, St. Fagan’s to 

Highgrove.  Shopping in the run-up to Christmas has always been popular, and members 

have visited Oxford, Cardiff, Worcester, Coventry and Birmingham during the decade.  A 

special treat was in 2004 when members took part in a Boules Night at Egypt Mill in 

Nailsworth. Fund-raising for good causes has been another enjoyable extra undertaken 

by members.  Quiz evenings in Avening Social Club have raised funds for Cotswold Care 

and for the Group Rally and during the past three years shoe boxes have been filled with 

small gifts for children as part of the “Samaritan’s Purse” appeal. 

 



Avening WI supplied the  GFWI County Chairman  when Gill Thomas was elected in 2006, 

and members supported her in many county activities.  We provided tea for over 200 at 

a Garden Party at Trull House, which was voted a great success by all those who at-

tended, and continued to enter the skittles and quiz competitions.  The greatest success 

to date in the latter was in 2009 when Avening W.I. came second behind May Hill in the 

final, and won £50 for the institute.  Many members attended the A.G.M. in Cheltenham 

Town Hall in 2008 (the third and last one chaired by Gill) benefiting from especially re-

served seats! 

 

Our membership, which had declined in the last decade, began to flourish once 

again and as we approached our 80th anniversary, we welcomed several new 

members.   

 

The introduction of “News and Views” each month meant that every member could take 

home details of important dates and contacts and that the business reports could be kept 

to a minimum.  WI Life is received by every member as part of her subscription and after 

a shaky start is now generally regarded as an enjoyable read. 

 

Another Doreen, this time Doreen Pierce, is the President in 2010.  With the eightieth 

birthday meal enjoyed in August at Minchinhampton Golf Club, and the celebration in Oc-

tober, the decade is closing with another example of the extras which make this W.I. 

special – the introduction of coffee mornings on the third Thursday of each month for 

members and friends. 

 

Continuing Strength 

We’ve always made and presented birthday buttonholes. 

We’ve always had a trading stall, a raffle and given a Denman bursary. 

We’ve always had a monthly competition, sent delegates to county and national meet-

ings, entered group, county and national competitions, and organised classes in subjects 

ranging from crafts to cookery and self-defence with enthusiasm and good humour.  

Our members have sat on county and national committees and supported local, national 

and worldwide charitable appeals.  We’ve organised shopping and theatre trips,  guided 

walks, and quizzes, catered for groups visiting Highgrove and Westonbirt Arboretum and 

one memorable G.F.W.I. garden party at Trull House.  We’ve organised refreshments at 

village events and at local venues such as Rodmarton Manor.   

Membership now stands at 35 and we are confident of a bright future.  We are a great 

bunch of friends of all ages, interests and backgrounds who will try anything (once!).  

We still meet on the second Thursday evening of the month in 

the same way as we have done for 80 years and are looking 

forward to our centenary! 



 

To mark our  

80th anniversary,  

we’ve gone online! 

 

You can now email us 

aveningwi@gmail.com 

 

and visit our website 

www.aveningwi.wordpress.com 



Avening WI 2010 

President Doreen Pierce 

Secretary Wendy Jennings 

Treasurer Shirley Hand 

Gill Adams 

Anne Antrobus 

Marlene Ash 

Shirley Butler 

Doreen Chesterman 

Liz Cleeton 

Yvonne Crew 

Cindy Dorrell 

Wendy Eldridge 

Rosemary Evans 

Penny Fernando 

Christine Foster 

Pat Gardiner 

Peggy Harvey 

Hilary Hodges 

Eileen Ind 

Pat Ind 

Frances Lindley 

Pearl Mclaughlin 

Beryl Milson 

Christine Naish 

Sue Osborne 

Peggy Sanders 

Gwyneth Simpson 

Maisie Stanton 

Maureen Stone 

Pat Taylor 

Gill Thomas 

Ina Turner 

Mary Uzzell 

Diana Wall 

Jean Whitehead 

Shirley Hand and Di Wall researched the WI records which tell the 

story of our eighty years.  Gill Thomas made it into a book with the 

help of a local printer. 


