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The Society celebrates its Centenary in 2022 and this milestone has
given us a great opportunity for both fundraising and ‘friend raising’,
with many special events throughout the year. It was also felt that we
should create something more lasting and, hence, the idea of producing

a history booklet was born.

I must confess that I was initially ‘lukewarm’ about the project. 1
wondered who would read it and | was concerned about spending hard-
earned Society funds on an exercise that produced little direct benefit
to our members. Some of our Board of Trustees shared this concern —

particularly about the cost implications.

This objection was removed thanks to the National Lottery who
awarded us a grant to produce this booklet. We were then able to give
local historian, Joe Chiswell, the go-ahead to dig as deep as he could
into the Society’s first hundred years. | am happy to have been proved
wrong about how interesting this history might turn out to be. Joe has
produced an interesting and valuable social history. Perhaps, one day
in the future, historians may use it as a Case Study of how local society

responded to the aftermath of The Great War.

There are a number of people and organisations to thank. Trustee and
ex-Chair, Angela White-Horan was the driver of the project at the very
beginning. Local historian, Joe Chiswell, managed to find more
information about the Society than any of us imagined possible. Our
Executive Manager, Tom Rawlings, kept everything on track and was

instrumental in securing the National Lottery grant. Two of our
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Trustees, Frank Newton and Belinda Yare, wrote brief sections at the

end of the history. Thank you to you all.

Last, but very much not least, this history would never have been
written without the generous support of the National Lottery. We must
say a massive ‘thank you’ to them and, of course, to the millions of
people who play each week. You make a huge difference to many

‘good causes’ like ours — it’s truly appreciated.

Although the causes of blindness and visual impairment have changed
since 1922, and will continue to change, there will still be the need to
support this disadvantaged sector of society in a hundred years’ time.
We’d like to think Hunts Blind will still be carrying out this vital role
in 2122,

Enjoy our story...

Nick Ruston (Chair of Board of Trustees) — November 2022.




The Huntingdonshire Society for the Blind: 100 Years

The Huntingdonshire Society for the Blind was founded in 1922, the
same year that Tutankhamun’s tomb was discovered and opened by
Howard Carter, the Austin 7 was released, the British Broadcasting
Company (the precursor to the modern BBC) was brought into
existence, HMS Victory was permanently drydocked, and James
Joyce’s Ulysses was first published. Britain was still recovering from
the stresses of the First World War, but many organisations sprang up
after the war’s end, providing vital services and communities that
would help to restore the country. For Huntingdon, this included the
Women’s Institute, the British Legion and The Huntingdonshire
Society for the Blind.

Before the First World War, conditions for blind people were poor:
they were subject to bad working conditions and a majority lived in
poverty. A significant problem were ‘charitable’ workshops that paid
poorly and had a reputation for exerting unreasonable control over
their workers’ lives, including whether they were allowed to marry.
The ongoing dissatisfaction with these intolerable conditions persisted
after the war, but the problems were made more obvious and urgent
by the many soldiers who had returned from fighting with full and

partial sight disabling injuries.

The growing need for change led to the 1920 blind march; a protest
organised by the National League of the Blind trade union. With the
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intent of gaining an audience with the Prime Minister, David Lloyd
George, the 250 blind protesters made their way from all over the
country to Newport, Manchester and Leeds before beginning a 20-day

march to London.

[ = 4 e

The image shows a black and white photograph of over 100 men
walking along a country road in rows of five, in the 1920 Blind March
to London, showing campaigners leading the march with a ‘Justice
Not Charity’ sign. With thanks and credit to the Working Class

Movement Library, Salford.

The protesters, bearing their signs of “social justice not charity” were
greeted in Trafalgar Square by a crowd of 10,000 people. After five
days of continued protest, the Prime Minister finally agreed to meet
with representatives from the march. Lloyd George made what
appeared to be only token concessions to the protesters’ concerns (he
also paid their rail fares to return home) but their actions directly led
to the creation of the Blind Persons Act 1920, which was enacted later

the same year. The act was the first disability-specific legislation in



the world and gave local authorities instructions for supporting blind
welfare and regulated charities. It also reduced the age at which blind
men could apply for their pension allowance to 50 (a following act in
1938 would reduce this further, to the age of 40). Once they reached

the age of 70, they would fall under the existing old age pension

scheme.

The idea of a ‘County Society for the Blind” in Huntingdonshire was
formally proposed in a meeting at Shire Hall (now the Town Hall) on
26 February 1922 by the Lord Lieutenant, Mr Howard Browning
Coote. Coote was a prominent civil servant in Huntingdonshire as a
Justice of the Peace and had also served as Sheriff of Cambridgeshire

and Huntingdonshire in 1911.

To found such a society was considered late in the day by the
standards of the time (presumably since it had been 2 years since the
Blind Act had been passed), and there was an awareness that many
charities with similar aims had already been brought into existence.
Representatives from the Ministry of Health and the Eastern Counties
Association for the Blind spoke in support of the proposal, which
would benefit the 66 known blind persons in the county and likely be

the way that more were found.

The aims of the Society were made clear at this meeting, the Hunts
Post report leading with the heading “HELP WANTED, NOT PITY”.
A note of thanks was given to the late Sir Arthur Pearson, who had

died less than two months prior to this meeting. Pearson, probably



best known as the founder of the Daily Express, was president of the
National Institute for the Blind (now the Royal National Institute of
Blind People) and the founder of St Dunstan’s (the charity that has
since renamed itself Blind Veterans UK)) and was praised for “...his
wonderful work on behalf of soldiers blinded in the war.” Sir Arthur
was blind himself as a result of glaucoma and was instrumental in the
drive to provide vocational training rather than pure charity to the
blinded servicemen St Dunstan’s supported. The Huntingdonshire
Society for the Blind was to follow the spirit of St Dunstan’s work,
supporting local blind residents through social events, training or
work opportunities, providing financial support, and engaging in work

towards the prevention of blindness where possible.

Mr Coote proposed that Lord de Ramsey (William Fellowes, 2nd
Baron de Ramsey) be the Society’s first President but admitted he had
not actually asked him. Fortunately, from later records we know he
accepted, becoming the Society’s first President, and one of its first
blind Committee members. The initial Committee for the Society
included Mrs Jean Reith Coote as Chair, Mr B.P. Carter, the Manager
of Huntingdon’s Barclays branch as Honorary Treasurer and his wife

Mrs Carter as Secretary.

The County Medical Officer for Huntingdonshire at the time of the
Society’s founding was Dr Cuthbert Blundell Moss-Blundell, who
took a great interest in Hunts Blind. As a Committee member he was
very prominent in their decisions about cases, their work towards the

prevention of blindness... and spoke up if there was anything to do
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with cars. A keen motorcyclist and driver, Dr Moss-Blundell had
driven no fewer than 107 cars in open competition over a period of 50
years and was usually the first to bring up the subject of the Society’s

car if it had problems, readily offering solutions at the same time.

The image is a side on,
black and white profile
photograph of Mr Howard
Coote, High Sheriff. Setin \Q&\\
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a sepia mount.

Date and photographer

unknown.

The time between February 1922 and August 1926 is not well
documented, as no meeting notes or documents from that time made
by Hunts Blind have been found. However, the early Society made
good use of the local press, including the Hunts Post and the

Peterborough and Hunts Standard.

During this time, the Society had employed a home teacher, whose
job was to make visits to registered blind people in Huntingdonshire,

providing care and advice. The ‘teacher’ element referred to teaching
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crafts blind people were found to be suited to and Braille. The
Society’s aim was to provide work opportunities for blind people,
offering employment and training suited to their disabilities. Some of
these people were able to attend specialist schools where they could
learn crafts. Several jobs and crafts were considered staples of blind
workers, the most common being basket weaving, canework, knitting

and mat-making. Others included piano tuning, organ playing, boot or

shoe repair, chicken farming, pig keeping and brush making.
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— HUNTS secu—: Y

This black and white photograph shows a market type stall full of
weaved baskets and other cane work for sale at a 1970°s fundraising
event, similar to the working opportunities made available to blind

individuals from 1922-1926. Photographer unknown.

By October 1922 the Society is employing Miss Ayscough as a home
teacher, for £3 a month. Unfortunately, we don’t know when or why

Miss Ayscough stopped working for Hunts Blind, but by February
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1924 the Society was advertising for a new home teacher and in
November of the same year Miss Ayscough was working slightly
further north as a home teacher for Peterborough Society for the
Blind.

During this time, mail for the Society was directed to the Secretary at
Mr and Mrs Carter’s residence at Bank House, Huntingdon. While

this address doesn’t exist in modern Huntingdon, it can be assumed it
was the rooms above Barclay’s Bank (1 Market Hill), or the Georgian
house next door, since it was recorded that the manager had occupied

rooms in the bank building, some of which were repurposed in 1928.

As far as we know, the next home teacher after Miss Ayscough to
work for Hunts Blind was Mrs Denny, who assisted with their second

Christmas celebration in 1925.

A workshop was also established at the depot, 68 High Street,
Huntingdon. This was probably the building and yard next to the old

Jenkins & Jones brewery, which now has a block of flats built on it.

Just before the Hunts Blind records begin, there were some substantial
changes to the Society’s organisation. Sadly, Lord de Ramsey died in
1925 at the age of 76, and Lieutenant Colonel Archibald Henry
Tylden Rouse, then Secretary of the local Red Cross Society and
prominent member of the British Legion, was elected as president in
his place. Mrs Denny resigned from the Society in early 1926, and a
replacement home teacher was found in Miss Bessie Gladstone, who

also took on the duties of Secretary later that year.
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Hunts Blind had a good working relationship with the local branches
of the Women’s Institute, on account of several of its committee
members being involved with both organisations. Prominently their
first Chair: Mrs Jean Reith Coote, Chair of Hunts Blind from 1922 to
1933 and wife of Howard Coote, the man who had first proposed the
founding of the Society. The WI offered to do the catering at several
Hunts Blind social events and in one instance gave them the use of

half of their tent at the local agricultural fair.

The Society had several interactions with the National Institute for the
Blind following their founding: in 1926 there were concerns that the
NIB had collected street donations on dates that were too close to
Hunts Blind’s own, and people were confusing the two organisations.
In response, Hunts Blind organised an advertising campaign in the
Hunts Post and Peterborough Advertiser to keep people aware of their
work and separate them from the NIB in the public eye. Hunts Blind
rejected the NIB’s early offers of co-operation as they believed that
they would not receive nearly as much in donations with the NIB

taking as much of a cut as they were proposing.

Also in 1926, the Society started using temporary offices at Brewery
House, 69 High Street, Huntingdon, next door to the workshop and
yard that they had been using previously. Brewery House was part of
the Jenkins & Jones brewery offices and off-license until 1919 (the
brewers also used to own the Falcon on Market Hill and 69 High

Street is currently occupied by an Indian restaurant). The building
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changed ownership in 1926 and the organisations using the rooms,
including Local Taxation, the County Land Agent and Hunts Blind
were to be relocated to Walden House, which stands on the corner of
Market Hill. The Society made an offer to buy the rooms they were
using, but it was rejected. The rooms at Walden House were not quite
suitable for use as workshops and would need to have had larger
windows installed. Instead, after exploring their options, they
managed to buy their own premises at 24 High Street in March 1927.
The property was a few doors down from the old Singer sewing

machine shop that opened in 1909.

The purchase of 24 High Street took the Society into a significant
overdraft with their bank, but this was solved by a stroke of good
fortune when they received a bequest of £500 at the end of the year
from the will of William Brown Hextall, a Freemason and solicitor
who had left significant amounts of his money to charities for the
benefit of blind people. He had also left other funds, including one
specifically for the training of blind law students. Today, Hextall’s
bequest is remembered by a ‘tablet’ or plaque commissioned by
Hunts Blind that is now mounted on the outer wall of their current

building.
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S This colour photograph shows the

= LTS TABLET:. IS A RECCv)RD"
| OF THE » weathered brass plaque/tablet

SYMPATHY & GENEROSITY |
: OF THE LATE ~ mounted to the outer wall at 8 St

WD TSH EX T ATE

(BARRISTER Ar LAW) = Mary’s Street, Huntingdon which
OF EALING

AL SR NN NN CEVE . reads “This Tablet is a record of the
LEFT A LEGACY

IR sympathy and generosity of the late

FOR THE BLIND. :
- W. B. Hextall (Barrister at Law) of

Ealing who in the year 1927 left a legacy for the use of the
Huntingdonshire Society for The Blind.” in white engraving.

Photographer unknown.

The building on High Street took several repairs and improvements in
1928 to be brought up to the Society’s standards. Stair carpets and
rubber were bought locally from Elphicks; the shop bell over the door
was repaired; electrical sockets were installed by the Bedfordshire,
Cambridgeshire & Huntingdonshire Electricity Company for the two
workshops; and a roof leak had to be quickly patched in 1929. The
Hextall bequest also meant that they could afford to replace the
narrow office window on the street front with a much larger shop
window, designed by the county architect Mr Lea and constructed by
local builder Mr Peacock at a cost of £52. The unusual reverse bay

window they installed is still there today.
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This sepia photograph s

from the 1930°s shows NIS EQQ@_Y__PO\E“” BH‘\

two individuals,
possibly a visually
impaired man and
woman standing in the |
open doorway of the
Hunts Society for the
Blind shop, located on

the High Street. Photographer unknown.

The Society provided a broad range of services for its members.
Social events and clubs were created in an attempt to lessen isolation.
An article was placed in the local papers in May 1928 for the social
club at 24 High Street that provided tea, music and games for its
attendees: “If any kind “fairy godmother” (or “godfather”) has a
gramophone which is not used it would be received at the club with
grateful thanks.” A Summer Outing was arranged each year, usually a
day trip to the seaside at Hunstanton or similar. In years where the
Society’s funds were stretched thin, they instead visited the gardens of
local stately homes, often owned by members of the Committee
themselves. The other services included grants, not just of money for
‘augmentation of wages’ or training, but of coal, clothes, boots,
medical care, dental work, organ lessons, furniture, provisions and

domestic work. In some instances, a member of the committee would
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pay for an item out of their own pocket, such as a pair of boots or a

winter coat.

One of the many things Hunts Blind provided for its registered
members were the licenses, repairs, replacements and upgrades to
their home radio sets. Radio ‘wireless’ sets were considered an
essential form of media for blind people and by 1926 registered blind
people were exempt from needing to purchase the wireless license to
operate them. The British Wireless Fund for the Blind was set up in
1928 to provide blind people all over the country with the free loan of
a radio set. The BWBF was the only appeal permitted to broadcast on
Christmas Day 1929, where Winston Churchill spoke on their behalf:

“All the British Societies working for the welfare of the blind
population and in touch with their wishes are agreed that this is
much the best thing to do for blind people at the present
moment. We cannot say “Let the blind see” but we can say —
and it is the motto of this Fund — “Let the blind hear”. We
cannot rescue them from darkness but we can rescue them from

silence.”

The most common type of ‘wireless” when the Society was founded
was the ‘crystal set’. These devices were powered only by radio
waves but were difficult to reliably set up and could only be listened
to through headphones. Even as the British Wireless Fund for the
Blind was providing these sets with their 100-foot-long aerials, they

were being phased out by the more powerful and consistent, but
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power hungry ‘valve sets’ which could amplify the signal and use
loudspeakers. Most buildings in rural Huntingdonshire would not
have had electrical power at this time (the Bedfordshire,
Cambridgeshire & Huntingdonshire Electricity Company brought
mains electricity to Huntingdon in late 1927), and so home radio sets
were powered by large, heavy, single-use High Tension batteries.
Hunts Blind often provided replacement parts for wirelesses,
including loudspeakers, HT batteries and valves, and even paid the
wireless license cost for those who had been de-certified as blind
(usually as the result of a successful cataract operation). (The license
was extended to include televisions in June 1946, and the radio

element was abolished in February 1971.)

Hunts Blind established a Home Workers Scheme early on, but
initially only a few occupations could be supported by it. Initially
there were only a few workers that had their wages supplemented by
the Society. This changed when the scheme became more flexible in
what jobs were considered valid home work, and included a small

goods and tea seller in its ranks.

There were some consistently used methods of fundraising in Hunts
Blind’s repertoire. Their annual Flag Day, which they also referred to
as Ivy Day where they sold small wearable flags on pins was a
fundraising event held in towns across Huntingdonshire on the first
Saturday of September. The alternate name for the Flag Days came
from the charity having adopted the ivy leaf as their emblem. Whist

drives were also a significant source of income for the Society: a
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whist drive is a paid entry social event where games of whist were
played, and players move along to another table after finishing a
game. The Society also held jumble sales, demonstrations of crafts at
agricultural shows, dances and concerts to raise both money and

awareness.

In 1927 some of the registered blind or observation cases associated
with Hunts Blind were waiting for cataract operations, with the
nearest hospital with an ophthalmic ward available initially being
Addenbrooke’s in Cambridge. Hunts Blind were dissatisfied with
both the length of the waiting list and the distances that had to be
travelled by the people under their care. In one extreme instance the
journey back and forth had been made three times in a week. In
response, they proposed that Huntingdon County Hospital allow their
own committee member, Dr Gann, to be appointed as an ophthalmic

surgeon.

1929 marked the beginning of the Great Depression, and Hunts Blind
had a lot of concerns about running too many fundraising events,
aware that people had very limited money to spend, especially on
entertainment activities. There were some especially overzealous
fundraisers in the Society at this time who, while very successful in
their efforts, made other Committee members anxious about
overstressing the funds and goodwill of the people of
Huntingdonshire. In fact, one business sent a letter to the Society to

say that they would happily pay a subscription of one guinea to Hunts

19



Blind... On the condition that their very persistent fundraiser never

contacted them again.

Huntingdon Workhouse was still in operation when Hunts Blind
began their work. The Society had frequent meetings and interactions
with the Board of Guardians, who oversaw the running of the
workhouse, and worked with them to provide support. The
workhouses and the Board of Guardians were abolished in 1930,
replaced by Public Assistance Committees, tasked with aiding the
people leaving the workhouse system and their transition to the care

of other organisations, including Hunts Blind.

In 1931 Dr Moss-Blundell noted that the Society needed to promote
more activity in the northern part of Huntingdonshire, south of the
River Nene. With this in mind, the Society held some of its meetings
in the Old Courthouse, Old Fletton.

Colonel Rouse and his wife were leaving the county in 1933, and so
the Colonel had to step down from his role as Society President. At
their last Hunts Blind Committee meeting on 7 September, the couple
were presented with an ‘Illuminated Book of Remembrance’ to

commemorate their 8 years with Hunts Blind.

With the President role empty, the committee began the process of
finding a suitable replacement. Their first choice, Councillor Wood-
Horn, who had been placed on the Hunts Blind Committee by the

County Council as its representative in 1932, declined the first offer.
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This caused the Committee to create a shortlist of three more
candidates. Their new first choice was Lord de Ramsey (Ailwyn
Edward Fellowes, 3rd Baron de Ramsey, son of the Society’s first
President). He turned down the nomination, but as consolation he
offered to pay a subscription to Hunts Blind. Second was another
Committee member, Mrs Fenwick, who accepted the nomination in
December. It is fortunate that she did, as the third preference on the
shortlist, Committee member Mrs Carr, “...expressed regret at having

to resign...” that same month.

After gaining a new President, the Society needed a new Chair soon
after in the following year, when Mrs Coote resigned from her
position in 1934. Fortunately, the Vice-Chair at the time, Mrs Pledger,
was able to take on the role. She appears to have been the obvious
choice due to her experience in chairing several meetings Mrs Coote
had been unable to attend in the past. Mrs Coote had also been the
County Council rep for the Eastern Counties Association for the
Blind; she was replaced by Lady Doris Shepperson, who was
promptly invited to join the Society’s Committee. She accepted the

offer and went on to provide over a decade of support for the Society.

The Society made use of Gazeley House, adjacent to the Town Hall,

for their meetings in the years around 1936.

In 1936, the Society considered moving again, as they felt 24 High
Street was not quite suitable for their purposes and required too much

maintenance to continue using. On the County Surveyor’s advice,
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they began to look for a site where they could construct a new,
purpose-built building. Over two years, during which the Society sold
24 High Street, they considered five potential sites. During this time,
Miss Gladstone used Gazeley House, sited just off of the market

square, as the Secretary’s office.

Initially the site on St Mary’s Street, owned by Lowe, Son & Cobbold
Ltd. (a brewers), had been dismissed, but was reconsidered after
several other efforts had been thwarted. The plot was offered for £200
by the owners as a discount to the charity. When the Committee voted
on whether the site should be chosen, it proved divisive: 5 voted for,
and 5 against. With her casting vote as Chair, Mrs Pledger declared in
favour of the purchase, but allowed those who had voted against to
bring suitable alternatives forward in the meantime. While
suggestions were made, the Society continued with the purchase, and

formalised it in July the same year.

During a committee meeting in January 1939, a letter was read from
one of the building contractors the Society had used in the past,
offering to demolish the existing buildings on the St Mary’s Street
site. The offer was declined, as the Society were considering reusing
the building material from those structures. What they were unaware
of was that, at the very moment they were making their decision, the
contractor was in the process of knocking the buildings down and had

been doing so for at least three days.
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An emergency meeting was held just a week later regarding the
misunderstanding. Thankfully, the demolition had not caused any
significant losses, and was allowed to resume after some further

discussion.

Before the building was finished, war was declared on September 3,
1939, and the property was requisitioned by the Air Ministry as a
potential office. They prepared rent arrangements with Hunts Blind
and the Society was told to be prepared to give the building over on
short notice, but it never happened. (The grounds and building of
nearby Castle Hill House were however used as the headquarters of
the RAF’s Path Finder Force from 1943 to 1945).

Due to Committee members’ other obligations during war time, Hunts
Blind meetings were held three months apart once the war began,

rather than monthly as they had been.

On December 10", 1939, Hunts Blind moved into their new building
at 8 St Mary’s Street. The original building was only a single storey
and consisted of the windowed showcase at the very front, a
workshop, an office and a couple of smaller rooms. There were large
double doors on the side of the building for access to the workshop

and the main entrance was on the same side of the building.

In April 1940, the NIB created a scheme for war blinded civilians,
which was drawn up at the request of Walter Elliot, the Minister of
Health. The scheme was created in anticipation of civilian casualties

from German bombing, which began in earnest five months later.
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Shortly after the scheme was begun, there was a change in
government as Neville Chamberlain resigned as Prime Minister, being

replaced by Winston Churchill and his coalition government for the

rest of the war.

The image shows certification of registration to Huntingdonshire
County Council by the Huntingdonshire Society for the Blind by in
accordance with the War Charities Act, 1940 and National Assistance
Act, 1948. © Huntingdonshire Society for the Blind.

In June 1940, Lady Sandwich (Alberta Sturges Montagu, of
Hinchingbrooke House) started attending committee meetings. Lady
Sandwich had supported Hunts Blind from very early on, subscribing
at the highest annual rate of £5 and making occasional donations,
such as the two crystal set radios she gifted to the Society in 1928.

She was also President of the Hunts County Red Cross Society and
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chaired the Women’s Volunteer Services for Civil Defence as part of

the war effort.

Dr Moss-Blundell commented on the war: “Despite these serious
times, it is the aim of the Executive Committee to carry on with all the

services of blind welfare.”

As the threat of bombing became more likely, the process of moving
people as evacuees away from London and other heavily bombarded
cities began. Usually, we think of evacuees as being almost
exclusively children, but there was a drive to move disabled people to
a position of relative safety too. Being a good rural location with no
significant war infrastructure nearby, Huntingdon and the surrounding
villages were chosen for the temporary relocation of evacuees from

London, Middlesex, Essex and Coventry.

Following the Coventry blitz (14-15 November 1940), Hunts Blind
received an urgent request on 21 November to find accommodation
for 9 blind people from Coventry who had been bombed out.
Thankfully Dr Moss-Blundell and Miss Gladstone were able to find
places for them at Swiss Cottage in Fenstanton (the site includes a
listed building also known as Mathyns built for the Coote family circa
1900). The number of blind evacuees from Coventry was expected to
rise to thirteen or fourteen. Hunts Blind was also offered the use of a
wing of the hostel at Holmwood, Holme by the house’s owner, Mr
Fielden (in his 80s at the time). The offer was accepted and ten blind

women from Coventry were billeted there. The Hunts Blind building
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was used by the local firewatchers during the blitz, and they began to

arrange rent for the use of rooms in January 1941.

The London City Council Welfare Officer assisted with hostels for
evacuees, and while Hunts Blind paid for the care of the displaced
people, they were reimbursed by the charities and local Councils
initially responsible for those people’s welfare. By November 1941,
Huntingdon’s regular population of 4600 had grown by about 35% to
6220 from the arrival of both ‘official’ evacuees and the families of

military personnel.

Problems emerged with the accommodations at Holmwood, and it
was suggested that the evacuees be moved to Swiss Cottage, with the
potential of Huntingdon County Council taking over an adjacent

building if necessary.

This colourised sepia
photograph shows Swiss
Cottage, Fenstanton in
1938. A picturesque
Tudor style thatched

cottage sits in the

background surrounded
by bushes and trees. The fore and midground shows a lawn with
medium size trees dotted about with an old tree stump in the middle.
Swiss Cottage was used to accommodate nine blind individuals

following the Coventry Blitz. © Raphael Tuck & Sons.
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The first meeting held in July 1942 marked another significant change
for the Society’s executive Committee. Their President for the last
seven years, Mrs Fenwick, had died. Recognising the need for a
replacement, Lady Sandwich proposed that the President’s seat be
filled by Lady de Ramsey, who had already indicated that she would

be willing.

Dr Moss-Blundell, who as County Medical Officer for
Huntingdonshire had supported Hunts Blind since Howard Coote’s
proposal to form it in 1922, retired from that position and the Society
around this time. The Society’s other medical advisor, Dr Gann,

retired as an ophthalmic surgeon but remained on the committee.

Mr Maddox, who had joined the Society as a legal advisor when
Hunts Blind was dealing with complicated bequests, had to resign

when he became Huntingdon’s Mayor.

In July 1943 Lady Lilah Helen Suzanne de Ramsey was successfully
elected as Hunts Blind’s President. Lady de Ramsey had expressed
her interest in becoming Hunts Blind’s president not long after two
very significant events. Her husband, Ailwyn Fellowes, 3rd Baron de
Ramsey was present at the Fall of Singapore in mid-February 1942,
He and his regiment had been captured by the Japanese and they were
being held as prisoners of war. Later that month, Lady de Ramsey
gave birth to her third child, the current Lord de Ramsey. She is a

prominent example of the hardships the Second World War inflicted
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on civilians, and a greater example still of the people who supported

their country however they could, despite those hardships.

There was a general agreement that the three-month gap between

meetings was too long, and it was revised to two months instead.

A plan was drawn up in 1944 to create a 12-person care home for the
blind in the county, but it was noted that the plans for a ‘New Health

Service’ were being drawn up that may render their plans redundant.

On 8 May 1945, victory was declared in Europe, marking the end of
the Second World War. Hunts Blind held its first post-war meeting on
7 June 1945. They were still considering properties for a care home, 3
local men had to leave Swiss Cottage on 31 March as the hostel had
closed down and the last of the evacuees from Coventry returned

home.

Four years after Committee members had voiced their concerns over
the ‘New Health Service’ making their plans for a care home
unnecessary, they turned out to be correct. The National Health
Service was founded on 5 July 1948, vastly improving care for
disabled people in general. Hunts Blind instead began to consider the

purchase of a holiday home for their members’ use.

In December 1949, Hunts Blind’s secretary and home teacher Miss
Bessie Gladstone was killed in a car accident at Wyton crossing. She
was 58 years old and had dedicated 23 years to her work with blind
people. She was well known for making over 1000 visits to blind
people in their homes or accompanying them to hospitals or eye
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clinics each year, despite nearing retirement age by the 1940s. Most
of the records of the Society’s meetings from 1926 to 1946 were
written by Miss Gladstone, so it is thanks to her efforts and the
preservation of her writing that we know so much about those early

years of Hunts Blind.

On 3 January 1950, the Society moved out of St Mary’s Street
temporarily, setting up not far away, at 31 High Street. The Society
had decided to make some modifications to their building by adding a
flat above the office and shop. The flat was to be occupied by their
new Secretary-Home Teacher, Miss E V Pye, who had commenced
her duties on 1 April 1950. Because the changes were so extensive,
the charity had to vacate the building while the construction work was
taking place. While they hoped to be back at St Mary’s Street by May
1951, they returned on 27 June that year. The Secretary moved into
the flat on 3 July.

Around this time, the Society received a legacy from a will, which
allowed them to fulfil an aim they had held for a while and buy a
holiday home in 1950. The small cottage at Gorleston-on-Sea was
named the “Dent-Gladstone Holiday Cottage”, in memory of Mr
Dent, whose money allowed them to make the purchase, and the
Society’s late Secretary, Miss Gladstone. The cottage was loaned out
to members of Hunts Blind and sighted guides for free, allowing them

to take holidays at the seaside in suitable accommodation.
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The Society has always been referred to as Hunts Blind, but with
Huntingdonshire being amalgamated with the Soke of Peterborough
in 1965 as an administrative change, it became necessary to be a bit
more specific about the geographical areas the Society’s efforts
covered, to avoid confusion. Originally the parts of Peterborough
south of the river, including Old Fletton, the Ortons and Yaxley were
considered part of Huntingdonshire, and the Peterborough Society for
the Blind was responsible for just the City of Peterborough. The
Hunts Blind 1966 annual report is the first to show the society’s name
on its front cover as ‘The County of Huntingdon & Peterborough

Society for the Blind’.

There was a need for change again after 1974, when Huntingdon and
Peterborough were merged with Cambridgeshire and Isle of Ely into
the new county of Cambridgeshire. Soon after, the Society changed

its public facing name to ‘The Huntingdon Society for the Blind’.

1978 saw a drastic change in Committee members with three
prominent resignations: Lady de Ramsey, who had been with the
Society as its president for 35 years; Mrs Pledger who had been
involved with Hunts Blind for 48 years (44 of those as Chair); and the

Society’s ophthalmic specialist, Dr Gann.

Dr John Hurndall Gann holds the record of being the longest serving
member of the Hunts Blind Committee, having spent 53 years as their

ophthalmic specialist from the early days of the Society.
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One generous bequest in 1978 caused a bit of a headache for Hunts
Blind as it had been worded so specifically, that only three people in
the county could have benefited from it. Thankfully the problem was
resolved by investing the excess funds in stocks, providing an income

for the Society.

In 1979 there were questions from Cambridgeshire County Council
over how viable the Society shop was. There was a great reluctance to
buy in stock not made by blind people for resale. In response, the
President wrote a note on the back of the County Council’s summary:
“The shop is not meant to be viable financially but provides a service

to blind people in the area including some services carried out by the

Social Services department.”

This 1970 black
and white
photograph shows
an image of Mrs
Derrick, Secretary
holding up a
weaved basket
with an image of
a0 Lady Diana and
-t Charles, Prince of

(e
Wales, beside a display of other basket ware and cane goods.

Photographer unknown.
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The District Council voted to rename the local district in 1984, so by
the following year Hunts Blind was ‘The Huntingdonshire Society for
the Blind’ again. They took this opportunity to redesign their logo,
asking the Tech College’s art department for prospective designs.

In 1985 the tree in front of the St Mary’s building was cut down,
making the car, gutters and shop much cleaner. The front windows

were no longer sticky, to the relief of the staff.

By October 1985 the Society’s Welfare Officer had been in office for
three years but had not managed to visit everyone on their list. The

Society hired an Assistant Welfare Officer to improve their coverage.

The Dent-Gladstone holiday home at Gorleston-on-Sea was well used
for many years, but problems emerged as the years went on.
Difficulty in maintaining the site and changes in holidaying culture
prompted Hunts Blind to abandon their plans to refurbish the property
and sell it. The decision was not popular with some of the members
that regularly used the holiday home, and there was a concern over
what the Society planned to do with the money from the sale. in 1987
The Committee brought the concerned members in on their meetings
to discuss the future of holidays provided by Hunts Blind, and after

the sale of the cottage, the proceeds were put into a new holiday fund.

While initially the fund was used for on-request grants for travel,
accommodation and pay for sighted guides, organisations including
the RNIB had started running hotels specifically outfitted for blind
holidaymakers. With this change, Hunts Blind moved their efforts
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towards planning group trips. These trips were to be subsidised and
travel costs were paid directly from the holiday fund. The first of

these was a week-long visit to Scarborough in April 1989. It snowed.

Further annual trips with the holiday fund were made to Blackpool,
Bognor Regis and Weston-super-Mare and proved popular enough
that around 30 people took the trip each year. In more recent years,
the destinations have broadened to include Teignmouth and
Windemere. Day trips also continued to be run, including earlier in
1983 when the Society had organised a visit to the Tower of London,
arranging a handling session with replicas of the Crown Jewels and

authentic armour.

Over 1986 and 1987, Hunts Blind applied for an ‘Opportunities for
Volunteering’ grant from the Department of Health and Social
Security (now the Department for Work and Pensions), the resulting
schemes being operated by the RNIB on behalf of the Government.
The application was successful (the first year’s grant amounting to
£11,625), and the Society used the three-year period of funding to
establish monthly volunteer-run social clubs at Huntingdon, St Neots
and Ramsey/St Ives. The scheme also employed two part-time
members of staff to assist in operating the clubs and make home visits
to Society members. Many people approached by the social clubs
were unaware of Hunts Blind’s existence and the DHSS benefits they

were entitled to at this time.
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1988 saw Hunts Blind start to branch out its social groups by
arranging activities for the teenage members of the Society. After
some talks with the teenagers to find out what they would be
interested in doing, they managed to arrange swimming, sailing,
canoeing and pub evenings. Driving lessons were held at Waterbeach
Barracks airfield, with three local driving schools offering their
services for free. Six of the members were able to learn the basics
over two hours, including three-point-turns and accelerating to speeds
of 70mph. They were also given a ride in a Saracen armoured

personnel carrier.

A colour photograph
shows members of the
Society and Military
personnel standing beside
and sitting inside an
armoured personnel
carrier, ready to
participate in a driving

experience in

Waterbeach, =27

Cambridgeshire on the 2" July 1998. Photographer unknown.
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By 1989, the funding for the Opportunities for VVolunteering scheme
had come to an end and the Society’s trustees were keen to keep the
clubs running, given their success over those three years. An
application was made to Cambridgeshire County Council’s Grant
Committee to continue the scheme. The application succeeded
(awarding £14,500 as an initial grant) and was renewed annually up to
2014. The scheme, renamed Outreach, changed to be a fixed period
contract payment scheme in that year with an annual grant of £33,000.
More volunteers were recruited, and another member of staff
employed to organise club activities. The work of the two existing
Outreach employees expanded to include home visits and assessments
for newly enrolled members. Initially set out for three years, the

scheme was extended annually until 2022.

J This black and white
photograph from the
70’s, shows a group of
VI and non-VI adults
and a child standing
and seated around a

table playing draughts

and dominoes. This is
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the first Social Club formed in St Ives by Hunts Blind. Photographer

unknown.
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Some of the greatest changes in support for the blind have been
advanced by improvement and innovation in technology. From
wireless sets in the early years of the Society, to computers in the ‘80s
onwards. Hunts Blind purchased their first computer around 1994, to
keep track of their records. Unfortunately, it more-or-less stayed in its
box for almost 12 months as no-one had any idea how to set up such a
complex machine and training wasn’t readily available! The charity

took up computers readily after this point, with word processed

newsletters since at least 2002 and Hunts Blind’s website being

created in 20009.

This colour photograph
from 1998 shows Bill
Hammerton, a member
and volunteer giving a
demonstration of blind
aids to John Major, MP
. for Huntingdonshire

. (1979-2001).

. Photographer unknown.

The outdoor furniture in the sensory garden to the rear of the Hunts
Blind building has been added to over time since 2000. The first two
benches, made from recycled plastic bags, were donated by Waitrose

via a member of staff who was a volunteer with the Society. Planters,
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and six more benches of the same type were donated by St Neots Golf
Club and Warboys Quilters in following years, in addition to
memorial benches for a well-known volunteer who provided knitted

items for the Society shop.

Hunts Blind receives donations from the annual World Conker
Championships, through their association with Ashton Conker Club.
The Championships had their 50" anniversary in 2015 and their funds
have helped to fund a kitchen refurbishment, office furniture,
assistance for individual members of the Society, holidays and

Christmas parties.

&

A colour photograph shows =y - . .
protograp SN AR B
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Helen Bosworth, Secretary £

and Marie, a volunteer

standing outside the Hunts
Blind Shop in April 2003
wearing mid 19" century
period costumes with a
display of woven baskets

and goods for sale.

Photographer unknown.

Plans were drawn up for an extension to the St Mary’s Street building
in 2015, adding two offices and a storage room. This would also
modify the layout of the corridors and the opportunity was taken to

refurbish the disabled toilet. The work went ahead and was finished in
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early 2017. Hunts Blind had used nearby council offices while the

second phase of building work took place.

The Coronavirus pandemic and following lockdowns that started in
2020 forced Hunts Blind to adapt to new circumstances. Telephone
contact was used to ensure members were safe and had access to
essential services. Meetings and social groups were moved to Zoom
to keep them running, while other methods of fundraising had to be
established after the cancellation of so many events. Events which had
to be cancelled included, for the first time since it was established in
1989, the Annual Group Holiday. The rapid adjustments in outreach
work allowed the Society to continue assisting its members when the
social distancing restrictions were in place and after they were finally
lifted.

The pandemic also caused the unfortunate closure of the
Huntingdonshire Talking News Association. The Association, which
was founded in 1978 by Huntingdon Rotary Club members and a
committee of other interested parties, had frequently collaborated with
Hunts Blind including the recording of the Society’s newsletters. At
the peak of the Association’s popularity, recordings of the Hunts Post
were distributed weekly to over 130 people. In 2022, with the number
of listeners reduced to 26 (due to improved and easily accessible
alternatives including text-to-speech technology) and the loss of key

volunteers, it was decided to close the service down.
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The grant funding of the Society’s Outreach scheme was changed in
2022, as the contract payment system was altered to cover both
Cambridgeshire County Council and Peterborough City Council’s
areas of responsibility. Since Hunts Blind operates under the Charity
Commission Scheme, which specifies that its services can only be
offered inside Huntingdonshire it was unable to tender for the new
wider service area. Camsight, based in Cambridge won the bid to
provide the service, and made a proposal to the Society that would
allow them to sub-contract the service within the Huntingdonshire
area to Huntingdonshire Society for the Blind. The Board of Trustees

accepted, and this agreement has been in place since 1 April 2022.

One hundred years on, the story continues to evolve, and the needs of
the sight loss community reflects the sight loss conditions of the
modern age. No longer dealing with war induced injuries, currently
the vast majority of sight impairment is bought about by growing and
ageing populations meaning the challenge of eliminating avoidable
blindness is now bigger than ever before. Cataracts, glaucoma,
macular degeneration and diabetic retinopathy are all considered age
related eye conditions. Thankfully developments in science, medicine
and technology have meant that the population can access early
diagnosis and treatment. However, despite this, modernity is bringing
a new array of concerns not just for the elderly. Environmental
factors and unhealthy lifestyles such as pollution, poor diet, smoking
and a lack of outdoor exercise, can manifest themselves in conditions

such as myopia, increased eye related cancers and infections. With
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this in mind, the Society encourages and supports members to access
medical appointments and maintain healthier lifestyles. One benefit
of technological advancements has been the huge boost for sight loss
independence. The use of Al (artificial intelligence), the internet,
GPS and electronics means with training and support provided by the
Society, many sight-impaired people can live and work as well as

those with sight.

In the present day, Hunts Blind has continued many of its lines of
support for people experiencing sight loss. The Society continues to
tailor its services to individuals, their carers and families, maintaining
the personal touch that was so important to the people who founded it.
The current focus is not on employability or craftwork, instead
fostering members’ independence by providing advice and support to
improve their confidence. The chief aim is now more simply to

improve members’ quality of life.

This colour
photograph
shows
members and
volunteers of
Hunts Blind

sitting at . | ”\\,\ o
tables enjoying an afternoon tea for the 2022 member and volunteer
Centenary Party. Photography by Tom Rawlings, Executive

Manager.
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A close up colour photograph of the Centenary Rose launched in
2022 by The Harkness Rose Company to commemorate 100 years of
the Society. The rose has pale peach inner petals fading to a cream
ivory colour at the edges, with dark green leaves. Photographer
unknown.
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I’m very grateful to Hunts Blind for giving me the opportunity to
research and write about their 100 years of history. It’s been a
fascinating insight into early 20" Century society, and the emergence

of representation for disabilities in Britain.

The early committees of Hunts Blind were comprised of some very
dedicated and talented people, some of whom already had experience
In managing charities or community-based organisations such as the
Red Cross Society, the Women’s Institute and the Royal British
Legion. In its first decade, Hunts Blind was dependent on the
resourcefulness of a select few people going out of their way to
ensure that the society would survive and achieve a level of stability.
Surviving the Great Depression was just the start, and they developed
well enough to provide support for blind people throughout and after
the Second World War.

Throughout the Society’s history, from the earliest days, there have
been people that have shown exceptional long-term commitment to
the charity. Decade-spanning work on the charity’s behalf is not
exclusive to Committee members of the past (such as Dr Gann, Mrs
Coote or Mrs Pledger), as shown by the current Treasurer, Frank
Newton, who has held that position for 37 years so far. Trustee and
previous Chair of the Society, Angela White-Horan, chaired the
Society from 2007 to 2018, making her the fourth Chair in the

Society’s history to do so for more than ten years.
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The charity has always had to adapt to the times, whether those
changes were through technology, society or legislation. It’s a great
mark of success to be able to celebrate one hundred years of service

and be able to continue from there.

To Miss B Gladstone, Mrs J R Coote, Dr J H Gann, Dr C B Moss-
Blundell, Mr W B Hextall, Major Torrens, Colonel AHT Rouse, Lord
de Ramsey, Mrs D L Pledger, Mrs Ingram, Mrs Bonham, Mrs E G
Patterson and the many, many others without whom the Society

would not exist.
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Heritage
Fund

With thanks to the National Lottery Heritage Fund and National
Lottery players.
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