FRIENDS OF ST MARY'S, BLETSOE

Chair Report 2019

This year's AGM thankfully brings us to the near-completion of the chancel
restoration. It's been a long road.

From 2013 to 2019 the Friends has managed the fundraising and spending of
over £300,000, a huge amount for a small village. And that was not enough so
the spending had to be reined in due to escalating costs once the work began
due to weather and unknowns patrticularly underground.

So thanks must go to the architects involved - Michael Dales Partnership and
Bruce Deacon who began the work completed by Mike Dales. The contractors
may have taken 20 months rather than 20 weeks and are still finishing off but
Underwood & Weston have stuck at it and while it has been a bit of a saga
have largely delivered what we expected. Skillington’s conservation work, still
to be completed, has protected the building for future generations and
Glasstec has delivered the magnificent glass screen which is precisely the
installation that Edward Bean championed, now here in his memory thanks
especially to Alison and family for their generosity to make it happen.

I'd like to thank specifically all those who have played special roles in this
saga. The Friends Committee has had a huge impact on the preservation of
St Mary’s fabric since 1988 when it was formed. £100,000 raised and spent
before this project and now £300,000 through the regular events as well as
the special fundraising. The Plant Sale, Breakfast, Puddings, Haggis Nights
plus the Village Quiz and the Gallery Quire concert all in the last year
contribute to the life of Bletsoe as well as making money and, as with our
now-regular Advent Windows, make the church building and the role of the
Friends a key part of village life. It was a true celebration at Harvest Festival
when the Bishop of Bedford rededicated the chancel in its new role for
congregation and community.

Raising the restoration money was a fearsome challenge that required over
60 grant applications to achieve 25 successful grants and the donations by
some 75 residents and friends of Bletsoe together with the Fete Committee
which has, over the years of the project, contributed some £15,000. It is also
no exaggeration to say that the project management of this restoration was
probably underestimated in the early stages. It is to the credit of the Friends
Committee that it saw the window of opportunity after the 2010 Quinquennial
Inspection reported that the work done over the previous twenty years meant
there were no urgent calls on funds so that the restoration could be
considered. It is also probably true that throughout and before, some had
cherished the idea that the chancel could be brought back to life but it needed
the dedicated effort to make it happen, manage the project for the parish and
to deliver what has become a large undertaking of community activity to meet
the conditions for the major funder the National Heritage Lottery. This has
involved villagers engaged in archaeology, hunting headstones, creating an



archive, producing a church guide, being part of a media project and spin-offs
such as the time capsule and the splendid serendipitous unearthing of the 13™
century grave marker. All of this relied on the time and very specific skills plus
contacts at diocesan and national levels that no regular local would have had
but David Baker does. He has given mightily of his time, skills and energy for
the past years and without him this would have been a very different and
much more difficult project to complete. It is a monument to his efforts, vision
and commitment. Thank you David from all of us and from the PCC and the
village. This has secured the building for many many years.

But this is only the beginning. It is for the PCC to lead the congregation into
utilising this magnificent new resource and | look forward to it taking on a new
role in village life in 2020. For the Friends, a well-earned break in the hard
work, perhaps for the next year while we continue with the programme of
events to go on fundraising (and, indeed, pay back outstanding debts on the
completion), but there remain tasks either outstanding or not started. We have
yet to complete the conservation work; the new heating for the while building
was delayed as was a new entrance lobby, simply on the grounds of cost. The
experience of using the new space may well bring up other issues.

It may be that these are in the future and for another generation of the Friends
but | am quite sure that, health and energy permitting, we’ll be attacking them
as is possible. In the meantime thank you to all and let’'s enjoy what has been
achieved so far. It has been splendid, has been welcomed by everyone and
we can be justifiably pleased with the outcome. Now let’'s make the best use
of it!
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