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COW BRIDGE ACTION GROUP (CBAG)

REPORT ON

VICTORIAN PICNIC - SUNDAY, 14 JULY 2002

Preparation
The Cow Bridge Action Group decided that, as the bridge they are trying to reinstate was built it Victorian times, it would be appropriate to hold a fundraising Victorian Picnic in the meadow by the bridge.  Entertainment used would be as close to that used in Victorian times as possible and group members (and members of the public if they so wished) would dress in Victorian attire.

The meadow by Cow Bridge is a meeting of four public footpaths.  It is an approximate10 minute walk from the road, so access and logistics for the picnic played an important part in planning the event.  There are no on-site facilities and all materials and equipment required would have to be transported across fields. 

Planning for the Victorian Picnic began in February 2002.  Members had never held such an event before and many telephone calls were made to other villages to gain valuable information and advice.  Mid Beds District Council were helpful with advice on regulations and licences required. 

Quotations were obtained for Punch and Judy, brass band, toilet hire and costume hire.  Ideas for Morris Men and Victorian Swing Boats had to be shelved.  Morris Men would find dancing in a meadow unsafe and the manager of the Victorian Swing Boats had to go into hospital.

Format for food and drinks were discussed at length.  Food safety rules prevented any large scale sale of products and it would be necessary to obtain a liquor licence for the afternoon.  It was finally decided that everyone attending the event would be asked to bring their own picnics.  A variety of Victorian cakes (including of course the Victorian Sandwich cake) would be on sale, together with strawberries and cream.  Tea, coffee and soft drinks would be on sale in the food tent.  Beer, lager, wine and soft drinks would be on sale in the drinks tent.

The local scout group and village members offered their tents, gazebos, urns, large teapots and gas bottles.  Volunteers were coopted to help with the duck race, coconut shy and hoopla.  The landowner, Jane Lambourne, and her sister were in charge of Victorian storytelling and Victorian games.  A qualified first aider was recruited and a villager who is a member of the Magic Circle agreed to do his tricks throughout the afternoon.

Guy Lambourne designed publicity posters and the programme.  Some programmes were sold in advance at Gravenhurst Lower School Summer Fayre on 29 June.  Posters were included in Gravenhurst, Meppershall and Shillington village magazines and were stapled to telegraph poles throughout Gravenhurst - the village bush telegraph system!  Guy also talked about the event on Three Counties Radio, which covers Bedfordshire, Hertfordshire and Buckinghamshire.
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Many letters were sent to local companies requesting raffle prizes, some of which were successful.  Other prizes were purchased.

It was decided to have duck races throughout the afternoon starting from Cow Bridge and running a short distance up the river.  This involved two evenings of practice races to work out the best method of floating the plastic ducks down the river.  Fifty yellow ducks were painted with numbers 1-50 and a launch board was patented by Phil Mitchell, Chairman of CBAG.  This ensured that all ducks were launched from the bridge at the same moment!  Scaffolding boards were placed in the river along the banks to hold back weeds that were keen to hold back any ducks bent on winning the race.  This was to pacify racers who had paid £1 for the privilege of seeing their duck swim down the river.  Gordon Redman, Treasurer of CBAG, nobly agreed to stand in the river in his waders to declare the winning duck and to catch all 50 ducks in his fishing net, ready for the next race.

The local police were contacted regarding parking and lent 12 cones to be placed along the roadside.  A villager kindly lent his field for parking opposite the main footpath.

The grant application was submitted to the Countryside Trust on 22 April 2002 and the letter awarding £500 towards the grant was sent on 11 June 2002.

The picnic could go ahead!

The Last Meeting - Friday, 12 July 2002

The final meeting took place in the village pub, the Green Dragon, to discuss plans with volunteers and celebrate the fact the weather forecast was excellent for the whole weekend.  

Everyone poured over the site plan and it was agreed there was no time to deliver and set up on the Sunday morning.  The tents and heavy equipment would be erected on the Saturday afternoon, with Phil Mitchell and his son on guard overnight by sleeping in one of the tents.

Tasks were allocated for the weekend, risk assessment sheets were distributed and a rough timetable was planned.

The Day Before - Saturday, 13 July 2002

The grass in the meadow and along the footpaths had been cut in advance.  The cows and visiting bull were restrained behind an electric fence in the adjacent field.  The bridge was swept and cow pats removed from the meadow - the site was ready to be transformed into a Victorian Picnic and entertainment area.

The tents, staging for the band, trestle tables and chairs were all transported by pickup trucks and erected during the afternoon.  Hazard tape was placed along the river banks for the duck race and on other areas that needed it.

The protectors of the site did their best to sleep, but were thwarted by a rave party that started in nearby Clophill village around 11.30pm and lasted until the following morning!  The tents and equipment were safe though.
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The Big Day - Sunday, 14 July 2002

It was a very busy morning, transporting all the consumables, prizes and equipment to the site.  It was obvious it was going to be a very hot day and more gazebos were borrowed.  Notices were put up for each stall and the Punch and Judy site had to be moved when it was discovered the children would be sitting on a bees' nest.

The village greengrocer had chilled the beer, lager and wine in his large fridge and these were collected at midday, together with the strawberries.  Ice packs kept them cool in the tents, with blankets piled on top of them.

The two toilets arrived on a trailer, much to the curiosity of the cows and bull.

Everyone went home at lunchtime to change into their Victorian costumes.  There was a minor panic when it was discovered there were no coconuts for the coconut shy.  It turned out that the bag of 70 coconuts had not been collected from the village greengrocer, who had gone away for the weekend.  Undeterred by such a minor complication, help was sought from his father who located them in the nick of time.

The picnic was scheduled to begin at 2pm.  The bridge, river, trees and meadow were a wonderful setting and the atmosphere was complete when all the helpers arrived in their costumes.  The Ampthill Town Band gamely walked down the footpath carrying their instruments, spurning the offer of official transport in the CBAG Landrover (kindly offered by the Parish Council Chairman).  A gazebo had to be moved over the stage for the band, so that they did not wilt in the hot sun.  The Punch and Judy man arrived to set up his show and all the volunteers were busily setting up their stalls.

Between 2pm and 2.30pm there were not many people arriving and there was some concern that all the hard work might have been in vain.  However, from 2.30pm onwards there was a steady stream of people coming down the hill to join the queue over the bridge for programmes and raffle tickets.  

The afternoon then went very quickly for all the volunteers.  The band played twice and their music really added to the atmosphere of a lazy hot summer afternoon.  The children loved the Punch and Judy and it was interesting to watch their faces - some of them had never seen the show before and they quickly became absorbed and involved with the story, their shouts at Mr Punch being heard all over the meadow.  The magician wandered around performing wonderful illusion tricks, which had everyone amazed.  The Victorian storytelling had children enthralled as they sat quietly listening to the two 'Victorian ladies'.  The Buy a Brick stall (part of an ongoing fundraising campaign) attracted many people willing to pay £2 for a brick, ensuring their names would go in the time capsule to be buried in the rebuilt bridge.  The Hoop-la stall was popular with young and old alike.  The Treasurer's young daughter, in Victorian costume, walked through the picnic site selling bunches of lavender from a wicker basket - an attractive picture straight out of My Fair Lady!

The Duck Races were a great success and also proved to be quite exciting.  The MC for the afternoon gave a running commentary and the river banks were lined with cheering onlookers egging on their ducks.  Each race was sold out, with the winner receiving 10% of the takings for their race - ie £5.  There was even a children's race, priced at 50p per duck.
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Tractor rides for children were an addition to the programme and proved to be very popular, with donations being put in a bucket.

The strawberries sold out and the beer tent was more popular than the tea tent as the heat increased during the afternoon.  Judging took place for the best dressed Victorian Child and best dressed Victorian Adult and prizes presented.  Raffle prizes were drawn and the coconut shy ran out of coconuts (one mother was heard to remark to her son 'You haven't won another one have you?').

Most visitors had left the meadow by 5.30pm and there was a photo call on the bridge for all CBAG members and the many volunteers who had helped during the afternoon.  Estimates varied on the number of people who came to the picnic, but it was thought around 200-250 at the peak of the afternoon.

After a well earned rest and discussion on the afternoon's event, everything had to be dismantled and packed up so that the meadow could be returned to the cows and bull.

Everyone had enjoyed themselves and it was agreed that the attraction was 'something different' - people have asked if it would be repeated another year, particularly the duck races.

There were reports in two local newspapers (the Biggleswade Chronicle and the Times and Citizen) the following week and after all the money was counted, receipts in and invoices paid, the final profit is £912.39 (or £679.39 if the Buy a Brick stall is excluded).

It was very hard work - but we did it! 

Helen Mitchell

Secretary

Cow Bridge Action Group

August 2002

