TEN YEARS OF THE STREET SOCIETY
Ten years on it is interesting to piece together my recollections of the early days, when three rather different people found themselves working together to create and jointly run ‘The Street Society’ in 2001. 

For my part, I was in Mendip District Council Offices looking at a planning application affecting Overleigh on behalf of the Council for the Protection of Rural England (CPRE).  I met the Conservation Officer, Bob Ladd, who suggested that Street should be represented on Mendip’s new ‘Conservation Area Advisory Panel’.  We ought to form a society affiliated to the ‘Civic Trust’ (now ‘Civic Voice’).  Street was the only one of the five Mendip market towns not to have such a body, despite its valuable industrial history and its heritage of Arts and Crafts buildings. 

The Triumvirate

At the same time, Ann Webb and I had been meeting regularly as former colleagues and conversation often turned to her recollections of Street, her life-long gratitude to the place - and to her concern for its future.  As a true Streetonian, she knew everyone including the member of the Clark family who had written a thesis on the architectural features of our 19th and 20th C buildings. It was therefore from Ann’s sofa in Goswell Cottage that the first telephone call was made to invite Caroline Gould to give a public lecture on ‘the Buildings of Street’ as a way of launching a new Society. We were joined by Marion Hicks, who was known to both of us for her interest in safeguarding and improving Street, as well as for a variety of skills and contacts. She had already been chivvying Mendip Planning Officers about the effect of the Clockhouse View development on its surroundings. 

Caroline’s lecture in July 2001 filled the Hall of Elmhurst School and was followed by a pep talk from  Bob Ladd welcoming the formation of a Society and  urging us to ‘take ownership’ of our surroundings. Ann’s platform skills and local knowledge made her the choice for Chairman.  Marion organised events and membership. As the one relatively at ease with a computer, I beavered away on the technicalities.  We were on our way.  

Our Name and Logo

Prompted by a donation for stationery from a local firm, we settled on a name and commissioned a logo. The advice from the Civic Trust at the time was simply to follow the place name by the word ‘Society’:  the emphasis was not to be on ‘Conservation’ or ‘Preservation’ or ‘Protection’ but on ‘respecting the past and managing change’. (Nor in the case of the village of Street was it appropriate for the name to include the word ‘Civic’.)  Our logo was equally in keeping with its time, being in colour, composed of letters rather than an image and thoroughly computer compatible.  There were criticisms of both in the early days - and some since – but it has branded us well and we are all used to explaining that we live in Street rather than in a Street.  Google jumped happily to the logo on our first website – another innovation. The Civic Trust also landed us – and protected us – with their formidable Constitution.

Early Ventures

Ideas poured forth and so did help from residents old and new and from further afield.  Some contributed their skills only briefly, some correctly for the four-year period stipulated by our Constitution, others for far longer. Here probably should follow a BAFTA style list, in particular to remember those who are no longer with us and to honour individuals.  Instead old stagers will be able to put faces to the following events and happenings in the early years. 

· Visitation by the Head of the Civic Trust in Strode Theatre, including a buffet lunch for neighbouring Societies.  A second pep talk, chiding Societies for not  ‘doing’ enough and suggesting we ran coach trips to make money. (They didn’t and don’t but ‘outings’ have remained one of the most popular features of our programme.)

· A Christmas party with dancing and live music in Ashcott.  The forerunner to a varied annual series of Christmas events.

· Our first Heritage Open Days at the Cider Barn and the Quaker Meeting House.  Cider and cheese at the former contrasting with tea and home-made cake at the latter.  

· CPRE Planning Course at Strode College: introducing us to the complex do’s and don’ts of responding to planning applications.  Subsequent representations on proposals for Crispin Hall, Clarks Village, Clarks Warehouse and Houndwood and on applications affecting eg Leigh Road, Farm Road and the Mead.  Not all of them made us popular. We didn’t always get it right but we had a seat at the table and still have.  

· Long Committee meetings in the evenings in the goldfish bowl in Strode Theatre next door to a ballet class.  (Much more agreeable and relaxed nowadays: we were working for charitable status then.)

· The Questionnaire circulated to children as well as adults.  Identification, surprise, surprise, of Crispin Hall as people’s favourite building and concern at its state.  (Refurbishment now wondrously achieved externally. Activities in the modernised former gymnasium prosper, including a coffee morning manned by us each Thursday.)

· The quality of the photos produced by a volunteer for a competition and the ease with which people identified flowery dustbins, insignificant hydrants and fractions of shop fronts.  The donated line drawing of Crispin Hall used for our first calendar.

· The Forum on the future of the Morlands Site when Glastonbury notables crossed Pomparles Bridge.  (Signs at last of progress there, from which Street should benefit.)  

· Working towards a ‘Design Statement’ for Overleigh sitting on little chairs in the former School.  (Our efforts failed on technical grounds but may have contributed to the fact that Overleigh now has the protection of Conservation Area status.  The School is currently on the market but should retain at least its appearance.)
These are a selection of my personal memories of the first few years.  They do not cover later events like the Housman Society visit or accomplishments like the Heritage Boards or current struggles with the Local Listing of Heritage Assets. Nor do they mention the backbone of our Society, the talks by local people and other experts that draw people out on winter evenings and are a tribute to the ingenuity of the Committee year on year. All the better if those talks serve to remind people that there is still so much to record, to enhance and to protect in Street and to inspire them to action. But just as important is the unique friendliness which is on offer in the Methodist Hall to members and visitors each time.
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