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150 knitters, 1.5 miles of bunting and a ceremonial

crossing of the River Yealm

ow water on Easter Saturday saw

Lche Grand Finale of Newton
errers’s extraordinary Knit-a-thon.

The village’s 87-year-old WI Community
Hall is one of only seven in Devon that is
owned by its branch and it is in urgent
need of modernisation and reroofing.
Faced with a target of £100k, members
of the Newton & Noss W, supported by
the local community, have embarked on
a programme of fundraising activities.
Their first event, an Irish Night in March,
raised £2,000. Next came the Grand
Finale of the Knit-a-thon on Easter
Saturday.

With wool generously donated by
Yeoman Yarns, needles from Groves and
Banks, and ribbon from Berisfords, and
sponsored by a range of local
businesses, a marathon of knitting was
taken up by more than 150 knitters from
WI branches, plus men, women and
children ranging from 5-90. Between
them they produced hundreds of
colourful triangles and squares, which

devon.greatbritishlife.co.uk

were made into 1.5 miles of decorative
bunting.

The knitters and their supporters set
out from the Community Hall to take the
string of flags through the village of
Newton Ferrers to the River Yealm and
across to Noss Mayo, where a
ceremonial joining of flags took place and
competition results were announced
before the incoming tide covered their
return route back to Newton Ferrers.

The life of the knitted flags is not over!
The bunting will decorate Yealmpton on
the morning of 20 May when the Olympic
Flame passes through and will grace the
site of the Diamond Jubilee picnic lunch
at Noss Mayo before the squares and
triangles are made into blankets for the
charity Operation Sunshine. It is
anticipated that the Knit-a-thon will have
achieved in the region of £3,000 and that
the £100,000 needed for the
refurbishment of the WI Community Hall
will be achieved in the next six months.
PENNY WHEATLEY
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n abright Saturday morning a
colourful array of characters
are gathered on Newton Ferrers
village green among trees strung
with bunting and yarn bombs. Women, men
and children mill about and laughter ripples
through the air.

A quick posed photograph and some rapid-
fire instructions later and they set off down
the hill carrying bunting-linked poles. 'm
witnessing the first Newton Ferrers and Noss
Mayo WI knitathon in action. Today’s event,
in the stunning South Hams of Devon, is the
culmination of months of feverish knitting
by young and old to create the hundreds of
triangular pennants flapping in the breeze.

Around 200 supporters have gathered in
the two villages the WI takes its name from,
on opposite sides of the River Yealm. They will
simultaneously unfurl the mile-long string of
bunting and meet in the middle in a symbolic
joining’ of the villages. The challenge is
to cross the river via the Voss, a concrete
causeway, before the tide comes in.

On the Newton Ferrers side, the human
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Raising £100,000 to modermse aWI hall is no mean ’\‘9*7’

feat. Which is why when a Devon WI chose to pitch in,

wP

it eschewed the traditional cake sale for an attention-. & - S Y

'f\xp %
grabbing event that involved the whole communitys '3
Words LUCY COLLINS | Photography CHRIS SAVILLE ) Ve Q\eg e ©

train sets off to the jaunty strains of an
accordion led by member Brenda Merritt,
who wears a pink curly wig topped with a

hat decorated with a ball of wool and two
knitting needles. She’s anxiously hoping she
has calculated the length of the route correctly
and that they have enough bunting to last the
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distance. Bags of it have been dropped off at
strategic points and are added to the chain en
route.

The train winds through the churchyard of
Holy Cross Church, draping bunting on trees,
walls and gateposts. The journey is punctuated
with cries of ‘hang or, forward’, and most
often, ‘Brenda!”

‘I hope there’s a gin and tonic at the end of
this,” she confides.

When they round the corner and go down
the steep hill past Yealm Yacht Club and The
Dolphin, lunchtime drinkers give a helping
hand by draping bunting over the pub’s
hanging baskets. )

It creates quite a public spectacle.
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WI member
Shirley Pegg
calls out: ‘Come
on, anyone got
any money for
us please’, as
she rattles the
collection tin
at bemused day
trippers who stop
and stare at the spectacle. She tells one: ‘1l
catch you later, darling”

The human train picks its way through the
mud to the River Yealm. Once on the Voss,
aklaxon sounds to alert their counterparts
in Noss Mayo that they’re on their way. An
onlooker tells me, ‘My wife’s been knitting
every evening for goodness knows how long.

When they meet, Brenda and Noss Mayo’s
leader, Penny Wheatley, tie the two ends of
bunting together to cheers and applause.
They've done it — and their ingenuity has
raised £7,000 through collections and
sponsorship.

The event ends with an Easter bonnet
contest for children and adults. Local resident
Jill Johnson, who is wearing a knitted chicken
on her hat, says: ‘'m not a WI member, but I
think I'll join. It’s been good fun and good for
the village.

It’s a ringing endorsement, closely followed
by cries of ‘amazing achievement’ and ‘well
done WT.

The knitathon is the brainchild of

Penny Wheatley, who was
inspired by a newspaper
article about charity
fundraisers who knitted
a scarf measuring three-
quarters of a mile.

She was also behind the
concept of yarn bombs
dotted around the village - a
form of decorative graffiti
- to grab the eye. ‘We've
had 150 knitters take part,
including 50 men and some

kids, teachers at the local
primary school, members, even friends based
in New Zealand and Australia who posted
their pennants over, says Penny.

She persuaded Leicestershire-based
Yeoman Yarns to donate most of the wool.
‘Once we got the sponsors’ support, we had to
do it; she says.

She adds happily: It’s exceeded all my
expectations. We wouldn’t have succeeded
without the hard work of members and their
friends and families.’

The WI has raised £50,000 of the
£100,000 needed to pay for a new roof and
an extension to its 88-year-old hall, which is

Celebrating the joining of the two teams (left to
right) Brenda Merritt, Penny Wheatley and Jane
Barnett. Middle: the march to the river. Bottom: one
of the Easter bonnet competition entries

a true community hub, host to parish council
meetings and fitness classes. It is also rented
out for wakes and wedding parties.

Inside, there is a display of props from
previous pantomime productions and an
exhibition explaining how the pennants will
be made into blankets and sent to Africa on
behalf of the charity Operation Sunshine.

Linda Carew, the then Devon Federation
chairman, says: ‘What’s really wonderful is
that this is not just to support this WI but to
support others less fortunate.”

Sylvia Hunt joined the WI more than 50
years ago and remembers the days of wearing
ahat and gloves to meetings.

She says approvingly of the members
behind the knitathon: ‘They’re go-getters, all
of them; age doesn’t come into it

Pamela Newman is a comparative
newcomer, having joined up a year ago.

‘I resisted until now’, she says, adding: ‘It’s
brilliant; there’s great camaraderie. Making
new friends is always a plus point.

‘Newton is a wonderful village. We all look
after each other. We have a primary school
and a residential home, so a wonderful cross-
section of young and old mixing together.
An amazing community - [but] we try not to
broadcast it!”

Linda Carew adds: ‘We’re not all mad in
Devon, but it helps. What a creative idea this
is. It’s totally original; nobody’s ever done
anything like this.

“Years ago there used to be alot of rivalry
between the two villages, but now they’re
working together as a community and doing
things jointly together. Which has to be good,
doesn’t it?” [ZE
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KNITATHON SUCCESS!

The Knitters have confounded the arm chair pundits who said it
could never be done. On Saturday, with a huge crowd of on-
lookers, their strem of gaily coloured knitted bunting eventually
stretched from the WI Hall, down through the churchyard, down
Newton Hill, across the Voss to Pope's Quay, across the Little Voss
to the Ship and ended up at the Village Hall. The Massed Knitters
of the WI, all in their Easter Bonnets together with their party of
Dragooned Men manned every inch of the route. The Official
Village Morris Dancer dressed in his rags paraded the course
playing merry Morris Dancing tunes on his accordion, while
customers at the alehouses drank welcoming toasts to the merry
sight of so many knitted flags and flower-bedecked headwear.

The bunting is now being turned into warm blankets for keeping
poor people warm in various parts of the world. No news yet of how
much this amazing exploit has raised but we'll klet you know when
we find out.
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The Massed Band of the Womens’ Institute Knitters
on the Little Voss (Top) and approaching the Quay
(above). On the far left a Yealm knitter unable io be
present decorates the waterfront in Sydney (photo
© Caroline Parsons).

The Easter Bonnet competition (left) was won by
Carolyn, our newly-retired postmaster General.




