A Trip to Denman College near Oxford

In 2009 Oakmere Women’s Institute in Potters Bar was awarded £9,000 from the Lottery.  Many of our members had not been to the W.I.’s Denman College and so it was decided to go for a “Taster Day”.

On 21st March we set off in our coach and arrived in Marcham, Oxfordshire.  The estate was originally 100 acres with a fine Georgian House and was purchased by the W.I. in 1947 for £16,000.  Since then some of the land has been sold off to raise funds to build modern accommodation and lecture rooms.

In the morning we had a cookery class given by a young South African, who spoke very fast – some of the ladies missed on the vocals, but enjoyed the products of his work.  In the afternoon we were treated to a wonderful flower demonstration and had a raffle after for the flowers.  Before leaving we were taken back to the house and were able to relax and browse through the courses that were on offer.  Five of us booked the course “Women Travellers and Explorers”, as we all agreed that we knew nothing on the subject.

As you will remember we had lots of snow over Xmas and the New Year, and we were very glad that it had gone off the main roads by 19th January.  Barbara Ellis and myself from Ridge were to go together in one car and our friends would lead in another can, as they had a Satnav.  We met at the White Hart and had no problems on the journey.

At 2 p.m. we arrived and were able to book in and collect our keys.  Our stewards were from Cornwall and are regular volunteers in the house.  We were all booked into the Holly House accommodation.  Each room is furnished by a county and I was in the Essex Room – all the rooms are en-suite and very comfortable.  We met up at 6 p.m. and went to the main house and the bar.  After dinner we went to meet our tutor, Katherine Bradley, a lecturer at the Open University; then to our rooms and sleep – owls permitting!

The next day began with a full English Breakfast (all healthy options were passed up!) – at this point I must say that the food was excellent: as you may know, W.I. ladies like to lunch!  Our group was 10 in number, 7 from 
Herts, and we were all mixed and able to learn a lot in fun.  The time frame was 1660-1920 and the lady travellers we studied were all strong, single, and sometimes single-minded.  Some travelled light and others had an army of servants and animals with them.  They travelled to Europe, Africa, the Middle East, India, Afghanistan, Japan, China and Australia – all the places that are in the news today.  Many wrote articles for the papers and learned journals, and the later travellers published photos.  Some collected seeds for Kew Gardens, and the Butterfly Collection in Norwich was collected by Margaret Fountaine, who lived from 1862 to 1940.

Included in our course was a trip to the Pitt Rivers and the Natural History Museums in Oxford, well worth a visit for children and adults alike.  I never knew that the Albatross was so large a bird!  We are so glad that we were given such a wonderful opportunity and it’s all thanks to the Lottery
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