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Newton’s Unsung Heroes
From line dancing to martial arts to mahjong and lots more, the Parish Hall is
at the centre of village activities. But few villagers know who the volunteers
are who give up so much of their time to keep the Hall up and running?
Ann Quon Cordingley has been finding out.

For Nicola Baker, it felt like the good old times again. A balmy evening,
the buzz of people catching up with friends they hadn’t seen for ages, and
the sound of good music filling the hall.
“It was just so good to be back at a live music event again, after all this
time,” said Nicola. The setting was the Parish Hall on a recent Saturday
night with folk singer and song writer Steve Knightley playing live to a
packed Covid-compliant hall.
As the Parish Hall’s events organiser,
Nicola was responsible for organising the
music evening, the first since lockdown
was lifted. To ensure all went well, she had
plenty of help from fellow volunteer
Rosemary Chambers and her husband
Nigel on the door taking tickets, and her
own husband Michael to lend a helping
hand.

Nicola Baker

Judging from the happy mood in the Hall,
it’s tempting to think that things are back
to normal. But they aren’t – at least not
just yet. Just ask fellow volunteer Mary
Long, who, as Booking Secretary, handles
all the Hall’s bookings.

“We thought we were going to have more bookings for the autumn and
get some of the regular bookings back, but there aren’t nearly as many as
we anticipated,” said Mary who has been handling bookings for more than
14 years.
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Mary, along with
Rosemary and Nicola, are
the “golden girls” who
volunteer their time to the
Parish Hall to ensure that
activities such as the
music night occur
without any hitches. As
the main village venue for
community activities, the
Hall is used for a diverse
range of activities – from
ballroom dancing to line
dancing, mahjong to
martial arts, parties, club
and societies’ meetings,
seminars, classes and
much more.
A registered charity, the
Hall is run by a well oiled
Management Committee
that manages its day-today operations and
Nicola Baker, Mary Long and Rosemary Chambers ensures the facilities are
well maintained for
users. While its bread and butter is hiring out its facilities to users, the
Management Committee does organise its own functions, such as the
music night for fund raising. All the Management Committee members are
volunteers such as Mary, Nicola and Rosemary.
Mary turns on her computer first thing in the morning to check the emails
that have come in over the past 24 hours. As Booking Secretary, she
knows that her inbox could have anything from users requesting bookings,
altering them or dealing with potential date clashes. “It’s a daily job and
not something you do once a month,” she said.
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Besides bookings, she shares invoicing duties with the Treasurer and once
a month does a spreadsheet of all the bookings to make them easy to track.
The monthly spreadsheet is shared with the Treasurer for invoicing and the
caretaker who ensures the facilities booked are Covid compliant and ready
on the day.
In normal times, the Hall gets an incredible 600 to 650 bookings a year
with the main hall (capacity 120 seated) and smaller club room (capacity
40 seated) booked up to three times a day. Most users are regulars on a
weekly, monthly or even annual basis with one-off bookings for parties
and special events.
However, Covid changed all that in March 2020. Although Covid
compliant restrictions and precautions were immediately put in place by
the Hall’s management committee, only a few hires took place during the
short periods of re-opening between lockdowns. Only the Post office
remained open, for a couple of hours twice a week throughout lockdown
Even though lockdown was lifted in
August, many of the Covid safety
procedures remain in place and the
responsibility of Kamil Ceglak, the Hall’s
amiable cleaner and caretaker. His job is to
ensure the cleanliness and safety of the Hall
during these uncertain Covid times. “I need
to make sure everything is safe and
sanitised and that we provide hand
sanitisers and antibacterial gels,” Kamil
said.
That can mean spending up to two hours to
get the Hall ready for a single booking and
thinking ahead about what surfaces will be
Kamil Ceglak
touched or used. “I need to make sure all
the furniture is sanitised, including the tables and chairs. I need to focus on
the places that people may touch such as door handles, taps on the sinks,
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toilets, when they open the windows and use the handles. I need to think
ahead about what people will touch, whether it’s an object or parts of the
building that have to be sanitised just to be on the safe side,” he said. Even
things like light switches, which most people use without thinking, will be
sanitised.
Kamil’s work doesn’t stop there. Cleaning up afterwards is just as
important. “We ask people to leave the furniture where it is when they
have used it, so I know what they have used, and can sanitise and put them
away.”
It is definitely more time consuming compared with pre-Covid days, but
essential. “It’s important to provide an environment where people feel safe,
so we do everything we can to make it safe and clean,” Kamil said.
Because the role of the cleaner/caretaker is so critical to the functioning of
the Hall, it is a paid position. It also takes some of the pressure off the
volunteers so they can focus on their own tasks.
When Rosemary moved to Half Moon from Wiltshire 15 years ago, she
knew she wanted to get involved in the activities of the Parish Hall. That’s
when Committee Chair Roger Wilkins, who was the Treasurer at the time,
asked her to be Minutes Secretary. “Roger recruited me and, in fact, he
recruited all of us, didn’t he?” she said, referring to Nicola and Mary.
As Minutes Secretary, Rosemary’s prime role is to take minutes for the
main Committee meetings, which occur three or four times a year, and
send out the agenda. While she modestly says she doesn’t do as much as
Mary or Nicola, she is always ready to help out when the Hall organises its
own events such as the recent music night, and she regularly takes part in
some of the club activities and coffee mornings.
While the Hall is available for hire for most types of activities, there are a
couple of no-go areas. “The only thing we turn down is if people want to
use the hall for dog training or something like that,” said Mary. “And we
don’t allow parties to be held for people between the ages of 18 and 25.
That was a decision the Committee made after we’d had one or two a long
time ago. This is a village full of older people, so upsetting the rest of the
village is not what we want to do,” she said.
www.newtonwonder.net

page 39

October 2021

Mary grew up in Kent, but moved to the village 25 years ago with her
husband. “My family history is here. My father was born in Crediton, so I
always wanted to live here. When my husband retired, we moved here.”
Both settled into village life, getting to know the people and joining many
of the events the Hall had to offer.
“You feel as if you are giving something back to the village,” said Mary. “
I’ve had a wonderful life here. My husband was very happy here when he
was alive. When I moved [to another house within the village], I wanted to
stay in the village because I have friends here and it’s a way of giving
something back to the village for what they have given me.”
Although Nicola has lived in the village for almost six years, she describes
herself as the newcomer to Committee work. Before retiring, she was at
the University of Exeter looking after student accommodation, student
welfare and discipline before retiring.
“I’m fairly new to the village and really wanted to get involved with
village life, and the Parish Hall did seem to be one of the main hubs,” she
said. “I was asked if I would like to go onto the Committee and I said
‘yes’. It has sort of evolved that I have now become events organiser. So as
well as being on the Committee, if we are putting anything on for the
community or raising money, I tend to be involved in that and to liaise
with Villages in Action,” Nicola said of the charity, which brings the arts
to villages and communities in Devon.
Kamil is the new kid on the block, having joined the Hall in July this year
following the unfortunate accidental death of his predecessor, Chris
Barlow. Prior to that, Kamil worked as a chef for 10 years in Exeter, but,
with lockdown, had to choose between furlough or something different.
“So I decided to take a different path,” he said. “I’ve never been a
professional caretaker, but during my days in catering as a head chef, I was
responsible for opening and closing and recruiting.”
The opportunity to work at the Hall also gave him the chance to move to
Half Moon where he lives with his wife. “Everyone is super nice and
friendly. It’s a good feeling to know that if I need to ask for help because I
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don’t know a lot about this place or job, there is always someone to help
me.”
While the Parish Hall is a familiar landmark in the village, it wasn’t always
used as a Hall. The main part of the Hall was originally a cider barn that
was given to the village by the Quicke family. After conversion, it was
opened in 1926 by Captain Noel and Mrs Constance Quicke and has
evolved over the years into the centre for community activities it is today.
To keep it updated, in recent years the Committee has undertaken major
improvements, including reroofing, new windows, new lighting and a new
kitchen, paid for by grant money and accumulated funds. However, with
income from hirings drastically down due to lockdowns, the Hall was able
to survive thanks to grants from the government, the Mid Devon District
Council and the Parish Council.
Spearheading the Committee’s work is Roger Wilkins, an assuring and
knowledgeable presence who has worked tirelessly behind the scenes for
over two decades. He first became involved with committee work in 2000
as the Tennis Club representative, Treasurer from 2003 to 2013 and Chair
from 2014 to the present. However, after serving for 21 years, he plans to
retire from the Committee at the end of the year, with Vice Chair Roger
Furnisss taking over from him.
Other changes on the committee include a new President, Sandy Fleming,
and Treasurer, Peter Watts. Roger feels it is the right time to step aside,
knowing that he is leaving behind a strong and very capable Committee.
“The thing I’m really pleased with is that I’ve contributed to being able to
maintain and improve something that has really contributed to the village
as reflected by the large number of groups organisations and businesses
that use it. It’s been evolution rather than revolution, ” Roger said.
Roger and other Committee members should rightly feel proud of their
hard work. The diversity of activities, users and interests that use the Hall
shows it has become such a essential part of community life. “I volunteer
because I want this Hall to be here,” said Rosemary.
“I think it is the centre of things,” said Mary. “I know the coffee mornings
were very much missed during Covid. A lot of people live on their own
and the Hall brings people together.”
www.newtonwonder.net
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“I think lots of people don’t get out and socialise a great deal, so when
there are events in the village, especially coffee mornings, people like to
come along and sit down and have a chat,” said Nicola. “It’s all the more
important that we can make it what the community wants us to make it. So
with the history group, gardening club, ballroom dancing – there is such a
wide range of events happening that there has got to be something that
appeals to everyone.”
“You’d like to think that if people move to a village, they want to be
involved in village life. You can be totally anonymous in a city, but if you
move to a village, then it’s a community and it’s good to get involved.”
And that’s precisely what the Parish Hall’s unsung heroes are.
Parish Hall Committee of Management
Sandy Fleming, President; Roger Wilkins, Chair; Roger Furniss, Vice Chair;
Peter Watts, Treasurer; Nicola Baker, also Church Representative Member;
Christine Burrows; Kamil Ceglak, Caretaker; Rosemary Chambers, Minutes
Secretary; Julie Furniss; Mary Long, Booking Secretary; Lorraine Mitchell;
Gina Quicke, Parish Council Representative Member; John Salter

UPTON PYNE & DISTRICT GARDEN CLUB
Monday 18TH Oct. @ 7.30 pm in Village Hall
‘FEEBERS GARDEN & GARDENING ON CLAY SOIL’
a talk by

MIKE & EDNA SQUIRES

FEEBERS COTTAGE GARDEN
Raffle
Nov.15th Rebecca Flintham – Water, Water everywhere!
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