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The book that you are about to read is the result of the endeavours of the WEA Hands on 
History class of students who for the past year have conducted research into the Leicester 
Branch archives, including Annual Reports, Minutes of Committee meetings, newspaper 
cuttings and other documents. Guided by our tutor Cynthia Brown, to whom we owe many 
thanks for her knowledge and enthusiasm, we have also visited local and national archives, 
searched for sources on the Internet, and conducted oral history interviews. It was a 
wonderful year, bringing to life people who have been involved in our Branch since it was first 
established in 1908, sharing their achievements and joys and occasional frustrations, and 
seeing how they adapted to challenges and change without losing sight of the principles on 
which the WEA was founded. We hope you find it enjoyable and inspiring as we embark on 
the next 100 years of the Branch’s history. 
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Chairman, WEA Leicester Branch 
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A note on sources 

A note on sources 
Most of the research for this publication was based on the archives of the Leicester Branch of 
the Workers’ Educational Association. These were stored at Vaughan College in Leicester at 
the time, but it is hoped to deposit them in due course in the Record Office for Leicestershire, 
Leicester & Rutland. The archive includes Branch Annual Reports, Minutes of its various 
Committees, account books, files of correspondence, newspaper cuttings, class programmes, 
promotional leaflets, photographs, and some regional and national WEA publications such as 
The Highway journal and WEA News.  
 Additional research was conducted in the Record Office for Leicestershire, Leicester 
& Rutland, where access to local newspapers was particularly valuable; at Nottinghamshire 
Archives into the records of the WEA East Midland District; and in the national WEA Archive 
at the Trades Union Congress (TUC) Library at London Metropolitan University. Other  
material, unavailable from documentary sources, was gathered by the Hands on History class 
through face-to-face or telephone interviews and correspondence with past and present WEA 
staff and tutors, students, and members of the public who responded to our appeal for 
information. Items such as club and society programmes, photographs and other ephemera, 
along with histories of organisations with which the Branch has been associated, were also 
loaned or donated for the research. Full references to all these sources are given in this 
publication. 
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The adventure begins 

1. The adventure begins 
The Workers’ Educational Association was founded in 1903 by Albert Mansbridge 
with the aim of increasing access to higher education for working men and women. It 
was prompted by the belief that organisations already providing education for the 
working classes would be more effective if they formed an ‘educational alliance’ 
rather than working largely in isolation. Mansbridge himself had been involved with 
the University Extension movement as a student, and later taught classes on the 
history and principles of co-operation for his employer, the Co-operative Wholesale 
Society. Similar organisations included Adult Schools, and Working Men’s Colleges 
such as that founded in Leicester in 1862 by Rev. David James Vaughan, which later 
became Vaughan College.  
 Mansbridge recalled that he and his wife Frances ‘decided to take action by 
becoming the first two members of “An Association to Promote the Higher Education 
of Working Men”, and at that symbolic meeting by democratic vote I was appointed 
Hon. Secretary (pro tem)’. Its initial funding consisted of 2s. 6d. from the Mansbridge 
housekeeping account.1 In 1905 this unintentionally exclusive name was changed to 
the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA). The Leicester and District Branch, the 
second to be established in the East Midlands, was founded three years later 
following a meeting of working class organisations on 16 July 1908 at the Boot and 
Shoe Trades Hall in St. James’ Street, Leicester. A provisional committee was 
elected to draft a constitution and rules, and the Branch itself came into being on 
Friday 4 September 1908 at a meeting in the room of the Juvenile Section of the 
Municipal Library in Bishop Street. 2  
 Leicester had a strong tradition of working class adult education, and was one 
of the first towns in England to take up the opportunities offered by the Cambridge 
University Extension Syndicate.3 According to a newspaper report of this meeting, 
however, the WEA itself was ‘very little known until some few months ago’, when W. 
J. Sharkey, Secretary of the WEA Midland District, had approached the Leicester 
Trades Council: 

… pointing out the benefit to be derived by the workers by the formation of a branch 
in the town… It was stated that seventeen societies had decided to become 
affiliated, and the hope was expressed that many other organisations and private 
members would see their way to become connected with the association.4 

At this inaugural meeting an Executive Committee and Council were elected to 
manage the Branch. The Committee consisted of the Branch President, Vice-
Presidents, Treasurer, Secretary (or Secretaries), one of the LEA representatives, 
and 12 other members elected by ballot.5 Councillor George E. Hubbard, a member 
of the Independent Labour Party (ILP) who represented the Shop Assistants’, 
Warehousemen, and Clerks’ Union on the Trades Council and took a prominent part 
in forming the Branch, was elected its first President. Herbert Pochin and A. J. Smith 
were elected as Vice-Presidents, and William Hincks, a Liberal councillor and 
member of the Amalgamated Society of Engineers, as Treasurer. Henry V. Pateman 
and Martin Curley became Joint Secretaries. Mr Curley was a member of Leicester 
No. 1 Branch of the National Union of Boot and Shoe Operatives (NUBSO), a former 
President of the Trades Council, and the first ILP candidate to stand (unsuccessfully) 
                                                 
1 A. Mansbridge, An Adventure in Working-Class Education, Longman Green, 1920,  p11-12 
2 Executive Committee Minutes, 4 September 1908. The first branch in the East Midlands was Derby (1905). Others 
formed soon after Leicester were Mansfield in1909, Sutton-in-Ashfield in 1910, and Nottingham and Lincoln in 1911 
(WEA East Mdland District, Jubilee Diary, 1968-69). 
3 University Extension provided classes to people not enrolled with universities as students, usually at venues away 
from their campus. The Leicester University Extension Society organised several lecture courses a year from 1873. 
4 Leicester Chronicle, 12 September 1908 
5 Leicester & District Workers’ Educational Association, (subsequently Leicester Branch) Minute Book, 4 Sept. 1908; 
Constitution & Rules, 1911 
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The adventure begins 

for election to the Borough Council in Leicester. Other members of the first Branch 
Executive Committee included C.A. Gould of the Steam Engine Makers union, C.E. 
Danby of the Toolmakers, A.E. Ball of the West End Adult School and H. Dove of the 
Co-operative Education Committee.6  
 The Branch Council consisted of representatives of affiliated organisations, 
two from the Local Education Authority (LEA), and one representative for every 50 
subscribing members. The Constitution identified the objects of the Branch as ‘to 
promote the higher education of working men and women, and to voice, when 
possible and desirable, their sentiments and opinions with regard to the public 
education of their children’. As well as providing its own classes, lectures and other 
educational activities, it also aimed to encourage working men and women to take 

advantage of existing facilities; ‘to enquire 
into the needs and feelings of the workers 
in regard to education’ and represent 
these to relevant educational bodies; and 
to act as an advisory body to which others 
could ‘apply for guidance in all matters 
relative to the education of the workers’.7  
 The Annual Report of the Branch 
for 1909-10 noted that affiliated societies 
(paying a minimum subscription of 2s 6d 
a year) numbered 19 trade unions, nine 
adult schools, five co-operative societies, 
the Leicester Teachers’ Association, the 
Cambridge University Extension Society, 
a head teachers’ association, and six 
other institutions, reflecting Mansbridge’s 
vision of the WEA as ‘a working alliance 
between Co-operation, Trade Unionism 
and University Extension’.8 Nevertheless,  

despite the predominance of trade unions and the prominence of local politicians 
among its early members, in line with the constitution of the national WEA the Branch 
was ‘definitely non-sectarian and non-party-political’. Mansbridge also firmly believed 
that if adult education was to be successful the initiative ‘must lie with the students. 
They must say how, why, what, or when they wish to study’.9 This continues to 
distinguish the WEA from other providers of adult education, and in the view of the 
Leicester Pioneer in 1908, was one of its great strengths: 

The Boot & Shoe Trades Hall, Leicester

Hitherto, the middle classes have been the chief leaders in what is called “popular 
education”. They never seemed very anxious to enlist the working man himself as a 
manager in the enterprises; or if he did come in, he usually felt rather in the position 
of somebody who was “made welcome”… the Workers’ Educational Association, in 
its very title, points out the more excellent way…10 

 

THE TUTORIAL CLASS 

6

                                                

Albert Mansbridge himself attended the Executive Committee meeting on 2 October 
1908 to discuss how the WEA might establish itself in Leicester and the surrounding 
district. He suggested that it hold a general ‘popular’ lecture after Christmas, ‘in the 

 
6 The other members of the first Branch Executive Committee were Messrs. Catlin, Charlesworth, Clarkson, Cooper, 
Lovett, Simpson, Stanion, and Ward.   
7 Constitution & Rules, 1911 
8 Leicester Mail, 26 April 1910; Mansbridge (1920), p11 
9 Mansbridge (1920), xviii 
10 Leicester Pioneer, 12 September 1908. The Pioneer was founded in 1892 by the Leicester socialist and secularist 
Tom Barclay.  

 



The adventure begins 

worst part of the town’ – Cook’s Memorial Hall, on the corner of Orchard Street and 
Archdeacon Lane (now Burleys Way) was suggested as a venue – and maintain a 
‘watching brief’ for the education of the poor in Leicester. However, the cornerstone 
of WEA activities was the Tutorial class, consisting of 24 weekly sessions of two 
hours each year for a period of three years. The students themselves decided on the 
topic of study, tutors were appointed with their consent, and the syllabus agreed 
between them. Students had to commit themselves to such work as was required by 
the tutor, including the regular writing of essays. This was seen as the best means for 
students with prior limited education to study a subject in depth, maintain their 
interest in it, and develop their skills to the level required for a university education. 
To start the process, the Leicester Branch offered a Preparatory class in Industrial 
History, for 30-40 students at a fee of one shilling. On the advice of the Midland 
District office in Birmingham, it invited Mr F.W. Kolthammer BA of Brasenose 
College, Oxford to appear before it: 

… to be looked over and questioned about the course he would give. This was the 
practice in those days, and more than one man who was later to achieve fame had 
to appear before the committee and go through his paces before being granted the 
privilege of conducting a class for the Leicester Branch.11 

Among others ‘later to achieve fame’ who taught for the Branch in these early years 
was Henry Clay, tutor in 1910 for a Preparatory class, Social Teachers in Literature. 
An economist and author, his many public offices included that of economic advisor 
to the governor of the Bank of England in the 1930s. Another was Walter T. Layton, a 
Fellow and Tutor of Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge, who was engaged in 
1909 as tutor for the Tutorial class in Industrial History that followed the Preparatory 
course. He later became editor of The Economist, chairman of the News Chronicle 
and Deputy Leader of the Liberal Party in the House of Lords.12  
 Mr Kolthammer was the students’ first choice to teach this course, but he was 
not available and they were only persuaded of Mr Layton’s suitability after he had met 
with them in July 1909 to explain his approach to the subject.13 He proved very 
satisfactory, however. ‘Perhaps the most gratifying features of the class’, according 
to the 1909-10 Annual Report, ‘have been the keenness shown by the students and 
the sympathy existing between them and the tutor’. Mr Layton himself noted ‘a clear 
improvement’ in the work done during the third year of this 
class: ‘The discussions have shown an increasing capacity 
on the part of the students generally to get to the heart of 
the matter under discussion, while as regards the essays… 
there is a most noticeable improvement in form and expression’.14 The class was 
extended for a fourth year at the request of the students, 
with 11 of the original entrants completing the whole course. 
Of the 30 students who started it in 1909, there was an 
average attendance during the first year of 26 for the 24 
sessions. Mr Clay’s class attracted 86 enrolments, both 
men and women, with an average attendance of 48 for the 
12 lectures.15 Although ‘good on the whole’, these figures 
highlighted some of the obstacles to regular attendance 
facing working class students, including the shift-working 
                                                 
11 A. J. Allaway, The First Fifty Years of the WEA in Leicester, Vaughan College Papers No. 6, 1959. Preparatory 
classes were intended to prepare students for a Tutorial class.  
12 Obituary, The Economic Journal, Vol. 76, No. 302, June 1966, p432-34  
13 Executive Committee Minutes, 17 July 1909. Mr Kolthammer was also editor of the WEA journal, The Highway, 
which was first published in 1908. 
14 Annual Report, 1911-12.The spelling of working class students, Albert Mansbridge noted in 1912, was sometimes 
‘a little too free’; but as one tutor at a university in the North of England also remarked, ‘you should see the spelling of 
our undergraduates’ (Manchester Guardian, 5 July 1912).  

Councillor George 
Hubbard, first President of 
the WEA Leicester Branch 

15 Leicester Mail, 26 April 1901 
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The adventure begins 

common to such groups as railwaymen, the need to work overtime at irregular and 
unpredictable intervals, and domestic or family responsibilities.   
 Essays written by a student in Walter Layton’s Tutorial class still survive in the 
WEA archives. These address such topics as ‘Do you consider the Spendthrift good 
for trade?’ - ‘In discussing this subject, it is well to remember that the art of spending 
is quite as important as the art of getting’ - and ‘Estimate the effect of the introduction 
of machinery upon wages’.16 Other Tutorial classes were provided by University 
College Nottingham from 1912-13. The first, Studies in Social Science, followed a 
Preparatory class on Evolution the previous year, both taught by Ernest A. Smith. 
This relationship was strengthened in 1913-14 with the formation of the Nottingham 
University College Joint Committee with responsibility for organising Tutorial and 
other classes in the East Midlands. Henry Pateman represented both the WEA 
Midland Area and the Leicester Branch on the Committee.17  
 The Branch also offered short lectures, both to promote its work and recruit 
new students, and to cater for those unable or unwilling to commit to long periods of 
study. Two illustrated lectures on India were given free of charge at the Co-operative 
Hall in High Street, Leicester in November 1909 to members of affiliated societies. 
The lecturer was S.K. Ratcliffe, ‘who has lived in that country and has been lecturing 
to large audiences in London’, and they were reported to be well attended. The first, 
presided over by J. Mentor Gimson JP, a leading member of the Leicester Secular 

Society, described a tour ‘round the most 
historic and ancient cities of India… The 
speaker also dealt with native habits and 
modes of conveyance and transition in the 
various provinces, and the question of caste 
and religion…’. After the second ‘very edifying’ 
lecture, the education correspondent of the 
Leicester Daily Mercury declared that ‘I should 
be found wanting in my duty… if I did not take 
particular note of the excellent work which the 
WEA is doing arranging lectures on these 
lines’.18 

8

                                                

 
DEBTS OF GRATITUDE 
In 1912 the Branch expressed its own ‘best 
thanks to the Leicester Press for the splendid 
manner in which our Municipal Lectures and 
other meetings have been reported, and which 
has been a real help in widening the sphere of 
influence of the lectures’.19 Another debt of 

gratitude was owed to the Leicester Co-operative Society, which not only allowed the 
WEA to use the Co-operative Hall free of charge, but placed free advertisements for 
classes and lectures in its journal. This helped to ease the constant pressure on 
finances. In 1910 the Branch was in debt to the WEA head office for £18, largely due 
to lower than expected income from government grants. Its courses were not of 
sufficient length to attract the full grant, a lesson that was learnt for future years. In 
1911-12 the Tutorial class cost the Branch £80, half of which was paid by Cambridge 

 
16 WEA Central/3/6/6, Essays 1910-1914 Tutorial class, Leicester. The latter was a particularly topical subject in 
Leicester, with the progressive introduction of new machinery in the footwear industry. The student was W. Smith, a 
member of the Typographical Association of the UK.  
17 Annual Report, 1913-14 
18 Unidentified newspaper cutting, WEA Archive, 7 October 1909; Leicester Daily Mercury, 16 & 24 November 1909  
19 Annual Report, 1911-12 

 



The adventure begins 

University. Other sources of income in that year included a Board of Education grant 
of £48. 1s., and one of £8 from the Gilchrist Trust, a charity with a particular focus on 
pioneering educational work. 20   
 Subscriptions, donations and class fees covered only around a third of the 
total expenditure, and like its counterparts elsewhere the Branch also looked to the 
Local Education Authority for financial support. Alderman Jonathan North, Councillor 

Mantle Hubbard and Mr G.C. Turner, an LEA officer, attended 
the meeting of the Branch Council on 13 November 1908, and 
subsequently offered a grant of £10 – 15 towards the costs of 
providing classes.21 In November 1910 the LEA increased its 
contribution to £25, winning itself an accolade for this from the 
Leicester Daily Post. ‘We waste quite enough money in trying to 
educate those who do not want to be educated’, it declared, ‘so 
that when we find our spending authority disposed to give a little 
towards helping those who are willing to help themselves, we 
must all devoutly exclaim “Here, here!” [sic]…’.22 
 The LEA also offered the Branch free use of two 
classrooms in Alderman Newton’s School in St. Martin’s (later 
Alderman Newton’s Girls’ School). However, this gave rise to 
some problems during the summer of 1915, when the Tutorial 

class on Monday evenings clashed with bell-ringing practice at St. Martin’s church, 
just across the road. Complaints were made about the noise interfering with the class, 
but the ringers could not be persuaded to change their practice night and it had to be 
moved to Thursdays.23 A class on Industrial History in 1911-12 was held in the sitting 
room of a student’s house at the Anchor Tenants’ Estate, better known as the 
Humberstone Garden Suburb, which had been recently developed by the Anchor 
Boot and Shoe Co-operative. Venues were also provided by the Leicestershire Adult 
School Union which formed a Joint Committee with the Branch in 1911-12.24   
 
A BROAD HIGHWAY 
When the first Tutorial class reached its end in 1913, Walter Layton regretted that ‘no 
means at present exist for aiding still further the work of students who have already 
reached so advanced a stage’. Some had already acted as tutors for other WEA 
classes, and this ‘vigorous work’ received national recognition in William Temple’s 
Presidential Address to the Annual Business Meeting of the national WEA in 1911: 

… there is to be a course on Industrial History to be delivered to tramway men and 
members of the Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants by members of the 
Leicester Tutorial class; the whole course is being conducted by men who have got 
their training for the work out of our own classes.   

9

                                                

One of them was Robert Law, a carpenter from the Anchor Tenants’ Estate who had 
organised a Sunday morning class on Agricultural and Industrial Revolution in the 18th 
Century at Melbourne Road Council Schools to overcome the difficulties they had in 
attending at other times. After consulting Mr Layton and members of the Tutorial class 
itself, the Committee decided to nominate him to proceed to a further course of study 
at Cambridge University, and with the aid of a grant of £50 from the LEA he became a 
student at Trinity College. ‘Although only a carpenter by trade’, a local newspaper 
wrote of this, ‘he has shown that a working man, taking his full share of work in 
connection with his trade and similar organisations, can still yet find time, and has the 

 
20 Annual Report, 1911-12 
21 Allaway (1959), p7. The actual grant was for £8 ‘which was the most the Branch felt able to ask’.  
22 Leicester Daily Post, 2 November 1910 
23 Annual Report, 1958-59. St. Martin’s became Leicester Cathedral in 1927. 
24 Annual Report, 1911-12. Twelve Adult Schools were affiliated to the Branch as early as 1911. 

 



The adventure begins 

ability, to take up higher education’.25  
 However, the Branch Committee clearly had some concerns about how the 
arrangement was working in practice. In January 1914 it wrote to Albert Mansbridge 
regarding Mr Law’s ‘prospects’ on completion of his studies and later that year agreed 
to continue to support him ‘if he had not had an opportunity of proving his teaching 
abilities, and further that something should be done to shew [sic] that Mr Law had a 
certain status as a Cambridge University student’.26 Robert Law himself shed more 
light on these observations in an article entitled ‘Life at Cambridge’ in 1914. ‘Let me 
say a word about the idea of a ladder to the university, he wrote: 

I admit there is one, but it is a difficult one to climb… There are no working men here 
like myself. There ought to be. The Workers’ Educational Association does not 
believe in the “ladder”. It takes the view that the way to the university should be a 
broad “highway” along which any man with brains can walk regardless of his 
financial position… the workers of Leicester should stand by the Workers’ 
Educational Association and give it their support… I get no better teaching here. The 
only difference is that we get it every day instead of once a week.27 

 10

r.  

                                                

In 1916 the Branch acknowledged receipt of a copy of a Certificate granted to Mr Law 
by the University, which perhaps found it as difficult to accommodate his needs and 
views as he found it to adjust to its ‘system’. However, he amply fulfilled one aim of 

residential working class education, that of 
‘returning to their communities to provide “wise” 
leadership’,28 continuing to teach WEA classes 
for a number of years after returning to Leiceste
 Where he went, others followed. In March 
1926 the Branch agreed to offer a scholarship for 
study at University College Leicester, which had 
been established in 1921. The recipient was to be 
‘WEA, ex-WEA or sons or daughters of WEA or 
ex-WEA’, and it was also agreed that the 
scholarship ‘shall not be given with the idea of 
personal gain’. Miss B. Geary was awarded the 
£3. 3s. scholarship in 1927, and in May 1928 the 
Branch agreed to support her studies with an 
annual grant of £10 for three years. At the end of 
that period she was awarded (as was the 
practice) an external degree in English from the 
University of London, with first class honours, and 
the £10 grant was extended for a further year to 
enable her to conduct research towards a B. Litt. 

degree at Oxford University.29 Others included H. E. Poole, a member of the Branch 
Executive Committee, who was awarded an Extra-mural scholarship to Trinity Hall, 
Cambridge in 1935, the first such award gained by a member of the Leicester WEA 
Branch.30

Trinity College, Cambridge 

 
25 Leicester Mail, 13 October 1913 
26 Executive Committee Minutes, 22 April 1915 
27 Leicester Pioneer, 10 July 1914.  
28 Stephen K. Roberts, ed., A Ministry of Enthusiasm: Centenary Essays on the Workers’ Educational Association, 
Pluto Press, 2003, p210 
29 Executive Committee Minutes, 8 March 1926; 7 March 1927; 4 May 1928; 22 January 1932  
30 Annual Report, 1938-39. He graduated with a BA and later became an Education Officer for the national WEA.   
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2. Innumerable opportunities 
 
In 1914 the Leicester Branch organised a ten day visit for 30 students to Dusseldorf, 
Cologne and other locations in Germany. The LEA had given a room free of charge 
on Monday and Thursday evenings ‘for those who wished to study German’ and ‘a 
very enjoyable outing is anticipated’. The party left Leicester on 31 July 1914, but was 
still in Holland when it was taken unawares by the British declaration of war against 
Germany on 4 August and forced to return home.1 Like so many others, the Branch 
Council expected the war to be ‘over by Christmas’. At their meeting on 14 August 
1914 they proposed a German class in preparation for a tourist party in 1915; but the 
Executive Committee decided that they could 
not ‘see their way clear to sanction the formation 
of a German Class at present’.2 However, the 
war caused less disruption to the work of the 
Branch than might have been expected. There 
are occasional references to ‘difficult times’ and 
their effect on attendances, but the number of 
classes remained the same as before the war 
and weekend Summer Schools and lectures 
were also arranged.  
 One of the main functions of the WEA 
during the war was to ‘provide innumerable 
opportunities in all parts of England and Wales 
for the study of European History and the 
problems suggested by the war’,3 and this was 
reflected in the topics offered by the Leicester 
Branch. A Preparatory class on The History of 
Revolutions featured in 1917-18, a ‘topical and 
fitting subject for study’, given recent events in 
Russia; and three lectures by R. H. Tawney, 
organised with the West End Adult School at a 
weekend, ‘giving us of his best in presenting the real needs in Social Construction 
and Democratic Education. We were favoured with good audiences…’. Rev. W. 
Temple also visited in 1917-18 and ‘afforded us a good opportunity to listen to his 
exposition of the case for the function and place of the WEA’.4   
 The WEA continued to campaign throughout the war for the better education 
of children as well as adults, and in 1915 the Leicester Branch AGM carried a motion 
‘emphatically protesting against any unnecessary lowering of the school leaving age 
on economic grounds as an exploitation of child labour and prejudicial to the well-
being of the nation’.5 In the view of an undated WEA pamphlet circulated during the 
war, An Address from a Soldier to Soldiers:  

Whatever the ultimate effects of the European War, one effect is certain: It will cause 
millions of men to think… the Association does not pretend to offer men the technical 
or professional instruction which will enable them to earn higher wages or get better 
jobs… But a man is a human being before he is a workman… And he is not merely 
an individual. He is a citizen in a democratic community. He cannot exercise his 
rights or discharge his responsibilities as a citizen unless he develop his own mind in 
conjunction with his fellows, otherwise he is at the mercy of any audacious quack 
who likes to spend printer’s ink in humbugging him. 

                                                 
1 Allaway (1959), p11 
2 Annual Report, 1913-14; Executive Committee Minutes, 7 September 1914 
3 Mansbridge (1920), p62 
4 Annual Report, 1917-18 
5 Executive Committee Minutes, 13 May 1915 
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A significant event in the early post-war period was the division of the Midland District 
of the WEA in 1919 to form an East Midland District with an office in Nottingham – a 
natural choice given the existing relationship with the University College. Originally 
covering Derbyshire, Leicestershire, Nottinghamshire and Rutland, it was extended in 
1921 to take in a large area of Lincolnshire. The advantages of a separate District in 
extending and expanding the WEA’s work were recognised before the war, but 
delayed by a lack of financial resources as well as the hostilities themselves.6  
 The Leicester Branch made two notable contributions to the personnel of the 
District in its early years. J.T. Boulter, Branch President since 1916, a head teacher 
and Chairman of the Leicester Co-operative Society’s Education Committee, became 
its first Vice-Chairman. In 1922 he was elected as President, and held this office until 

his sudden death two years later. As Hon. Secretary of 
the Branch since 1916, Frank Salter, a building trade 
worker and representative of the North Evington Adult 
School, had helped to expand the post-war work of the 
Branch both in and beyond Leicester itself. In 1919 he 
became full-time Secretary of the East Midland District, 
continuing in office until retiring in 1941.  
 By 1930 the District had 55 branches compared 
with the four that it ‘inherited’ in 1919, with over 1,700 
students enrolled in 106 classes, including 60 Tutorial 
classes. Recognising the increase this entailed in Mr 
Salter’s workload, and the need to travel long distances, 
in 1934 the District Council provided him with a second-
hand Austin Seven car, purchased for £55 ‘including tax 
until Christmas’.7 According to the Leicester Branch 
Annual Reports, many students regularly attended the 
Summer Schools organised by the District and ‘greatly 

enjoyed the experience’. The Branch itself appears to have been less forthcoming in 
terms of the financial support that the District itself regularly requested. In response to 
one request in 1932 to pay its affiliation fees, it agreed to send £5 ‘on account’, while 
an appeal for further donations later that year elicited only £1.1s. ‘as evidence of 
goodwill’.8 In 1935-36, however, when the District faced a large overdraft following 
the expiry of a grant from the Carnegie Trust, the Branch held a special film show at 
Vaughan College, formerly the Vaughan Working Men’s College, and also sold 
tokens to students on behalf of the District funds, raising a total of £9. 7s. 9d.9  

J.T. Boulter (right), first Vice-
Chairman of the WEA East 

Midland District 

 
UNIVERSITY CONNECTIONS 
In 1919 the Ministry of Reconstruction recommended ‘the establishment at each 
university of a department of extra-mural adult education… to be responsible for the 
administration of university Tutorial classes, university extension lectures, summer 
schools, and such other forms of adult education as may be developed in the future in 
connection with the Universities’.10 University College Nottingham was the first in the 
East Midlands to follow this recommendation, establishing a Department of Extra-
Mural Studies in 1920. A University Committee for Adult Education in Leicestershire 
was set up in 1922 with the University Colleges of Nottingham and Leicester, and the 
significance of this development was increased in 1924 by the introduction of Adult 

                                                 
6 Edgar C. Eagle, The East Midland District of the Workers’ Educational Association: an Outline of its Origins and 
Growth, WEA East Midland District, 1953, p4 
7 A.J. Allaway, Challenge and Response: WEA East Midland District 1919-1969, WEA East Midland District,  
1969, p37 
8 Executive Committee Minutes, 22 January 1932; 31 May 1932 
9 Annual Reports, 1935-36; 1934-35 
10 Quoted in Allaway (1959), p16 
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Education Regulations by the Board of Education governing the payment of grants to 
bodies ‘not being Local Education Authorities, in aid of the liberal education of adults’. 
Each course funded in this way was to be under the control of a ‘Responsible Body’: 
responsible that is for ‘the efficiency of the Instruction given in the Course and for the 
observance of the Regulations applicable to it’, including approval of tutors and the 
syllabus. 
 The universities now became Responsible Bodies for Tutorial and Preparatory 
classes, and along with such organisations as the Educational Settlements 
Association and the National Industrial Alliance, the Districts of the WEA were 
recognised as Responsible Bodies for the provision of classes of an ‘elementary or 
pioneering nature’.11 This acknowledged the importance of the WEA in the State 
educational system; but with the agreement of the Board of Education, the East 
Midland District handed over its Responsible Body functions to University College 
Nottingham, which then funded all the teaching carried out by the WEA in the District. 
This relieved many of the financial 
pressures on branches terms of 
funding payments to tutors, but 
arguably heralded a longer-term 
shift in the balance of power from 
the WEA District to the universities. 
In 1925 an agreement was also 
made with the Department of Extra-
Mural Education at Loughborough 
College ‘whereby one would not 
overlap the other but would each 
help one another to form classes’.12  

Vaughan Working Men’s College 

 However, its most formative 
relationship of the inter-war period 
was to be with University College 
Leicester, itself recognised as a 
Responsible Body in 1929. In that 
year it took over the Vaughan Working Men’s College as the main base for a new 
Department of Extra-Mural Studies. This was headed by H.A. Silverman, previously a 
full-time tutor in the Extra-mural Department at Birmingham University, who also 
became Director of Vaughan College – as the Vaughan Working Men’s College now 
became known - and a Vice-President of the WEA Branch. A Joint Committee was 
formed on which the University College and WEA were equally represented. 
Henceforth all new WEA classes were organised under the authority of University 
College Leicester, and the LEA established a separate programme of evening 
classes at the College.  
 

                                                 
11 Board of Education (Adult Education) Regulations (1924), Article 3(a) (b); Article 20 (a) 
12 Leicester Branch Council Minutes, 19 January 1925 
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 3. Fruitful ventures 
 
The work of the Branch had already expanded considerably in the ten years since the 
end of the war. An experimental two year course in Psychology and Ethics was 
introduced at Desford in 1920-21, and was followed by a Tutorial class in 1922-23. By 
then Preparatory classes had also been established at Wigston and Barwell, along 
with two ‘shift classes’ on Economics, taught by Robert Law at the Co-operative Hall 
and Alderman Newton’s Boys’ School. These met on mornings and evenings, and 
were designed for postal and other workers whose hours of work varied from week to 
week.1 The tutor for a Preparatory class at Alderman Newton’s on Modern Authors 
was Dr Robert Fleming Rattray, the first Principal of University College Leicester and 
a Vice-President of the Leicester WEA Branch until leaving Leicester for Cambridge 
in 1931. A separate Literature Section had also been established after the war, with 
C. Fischer and later Miss M. Cross as its Hon. Secretary.  
 Some insights into the students and the obstacles they faced can be gained 
from the reports of their tutors. A.C. Moore, for instance, noted of his Preparatory 
class on Literature at Barwell that his ‘once diffident students were beginning to find 
and express themselves. I had hoped to have produced a play in public before the 
end of the session, but our students would not face the ordeal’. The Tutorial class in 
The History of International Relations at Desford, in its second year in 1923, included 
several miners and agricultural workers, who ‘after the day’s work find it hard to settle 
down to digest a serious book’. Nevertheless, the tutor A.E. Ball noted: 

… the amount of solid reading done by some students is wonderful… The interest of 
all in the subject is evident in the class discussions, and in the individual talks I have 
had on the road to and from the class. And these conversations, with their little bits 
of self-revelation, make me strongly sympathetic with these men and women in their 
struggle under difficulties to understand the problems in which they are interested.2   

In 1923 the Branch resolved that ‘in advertising this year we have the tutors’ names 
more prominent’, suggesting that their individual reputations were important in terms 
of recruitment.3 Most of the Annual Reports from the 1920s have not survived, and its 
AGMs no longer attracted the attention of the local press, so it is difficult to be sure 
what was happening at this time in terms of membership. However, the decision in 
1928 to circulate all trade unions about the WEA and elect a Propaganda Committee 
suggests that it was causing concern, and this impression is reinforced by a ‘special 
appeal for more students and friends to become Individual Members, and thus help 
financially the needs of the Branch’ in 1930.4 This became a recurring theme. 
Individual members paid a subscription to the Branch, but it was not necessary to 
become a member to join a class, and only a minority of students ever did so.  
 However, there is no doubt about the expansion in the number of classes 
during the 1920s. These totalled 17 in 1929-30, with fees of 3s. 6d. per course, and 
included a one year class at Wymondham, near Melton Mowbray, in Dramatic 
Appreciation. There was a further expansion in the programme in 1930-31 when the 
Branch accepted Mr Silverman’s proposal to organise 24 classes in co-operation with 
the WEA. This imposed considerable administrative burdens on an organisation 
composed solely of volunteers, not least on Mr W.J. Bird ‘who had worked untiringly 
as Secretary for many years… [and] it was decided that as the work had grown in 
volume, a Secretary should be appointed who could devote more time to the work of 
the Branch’.5 This posed no undue financial burden as under the agreement with the 

                                                 
1 Annual Report, 1922-23..  
2 Annual Report, 1922-23. The Desford class formed a separate Branch in 1928, but asked to ‘re-attach’ itself to the 
Leicester & District Branch in 1932 (Executive Committee Minutes, 9 March 1928; 3 February 1933).  
3 Annual Report, 1922-23 
4 Executive Committee Minutes, 4 May 1928; Annual Report, 1929-30.  
5 Annual Report, 1930-31 
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Department of Adult Education the Branch now received half the fees paid to it, and 
office accommodation and other facilities were provided at Vaughan College. On 1 
September 1930 Mr J.E. Jackson thus became the Branch’s first paid employee, 
spending half his time on its activities and the other half as Administrative Assistant to 
Mr Silverman, while also studying at University College for the external London B.Sc. 
(Econ.) degree.6 The number of classes and students continued to increase until the 
late 1930s. By 1937-38 the programme included an Advanced Tutorial class in 
Geology, taught by H.H. Gregory of the Leicester Museums Service; nine Tutorial 
classes ranging from Biology and Psychology to Political Science and Greek and 
Roman Literature; five one year classes; and 24 Terminal courses of less than one 
year’s duration.  

SIGNS OF THE TIMES 
These Terminal courses testified to an increasing 
interest in international affairs as the 1930s 
progressed, and the programme of Saturday 
Schools – at a fee of 6d. after 1932 - similarly 
reflected subjects of topical interest. Nationalist 
campaigns in India may account for that on The 
Problem of India in 1931-32, while the Italian 
invasion of Abyssinia in 1935 no doubt prompted 
The Meaning of Fascism in 1936-37. Anatole 
Kaminsky of the All Russian Co-operative Society 
(ARCOS), the Russian trading company in London, 
gave a Saturday School on New Tendencies in 
Soviet Russia in 1932, sending the Branch a bill for 
£5. 5s. for travel which it felt was too high and paid 
with reluctance.7 A Saturday School by Bertrand 
Russell in January 1938 on The Science of Power 
attracted an audience of nearly 400 people.8 A 
Russian language class was set up in 1933 at the 
request of some students, but without consulting Mr 
Silverman, who subsequently objected to it on the 
grounds that ‘such subjects as languages’ were the 
preserve of the LEA Evening Institute based at 

Vaughan College.9 This appears to have been the only breach in an otherwise 
‘cordial relationship’ between him and the Branch, and the ‘courteous and friendly co-
operation’ for which he was annually thanked.   

Annual Report for 1929-30 with  
Mr Bird’s name crossed through  after 
the appointment of Mr Jackson as a 

paid Branch Secretary  

 The revival of Weekend Schools from 1932-33 was very successful, and 
particular attempts were also made in the 1930s to recruit members of trade unions, 
and develop work on some of the city’s new municipal housing estates. In 1919 the 
national WEA had formed a Workers Educational Trade Union Committee (WETUC) 
to co-ordinate educational provision for trade union members. This had its own tutor-
organisers and provided Tutorial classes, lectures and summer schools on industrial 
and political topics. Around two thirds of the 33 organisations affiliated to the 
Leicester WEA Branch in 1930-31 were trade unions, among them the National Union 
of Boot and Shoe Operatives (NUBSO) No. 1 and No. 2 branches; the Union of Post 
Office Workers; the United Operative Plumbers & Domestic Engineers; the Elastic 
Web Weavers union; and the National Union of Distributative and Allied Workers. 

15

                                                 
6 Annual Reports, 1930-31; 1931-32 
7 Annual Reports; Executive Committee Minutes, 1 April 1932 
8 Annual Report, 1937-38 
9 Executive Committee Minutes, 17 March 1933. This was probably the cause of Mr Silverman’s resignation, 
subsequently withdrawn, from the WEA Branch Committee later that year, citing ‘the lack of confidence shown in him’ 
as the reason.  
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However, affiliations did not necessarily translate into an involvement with the WEA 
by individual members, and in 1930-31 the Branch initiated a campaign among local 
trade union branches in an effort to stimulate greater interest in its work.  
 A conference of over 160 delegates of trade unions, Adult Schools, Working 
Men’s Clubs and Co-operative Societies and the WEA was held in September 1931 
to discuss ways of increasing trade union involvement, followed later that year by a 
conference with delegates from unions affiliated to the Branch. These efforts resulted 
in a class on The History of Trade Unionism, ‘which was attended by a keen, though 
not large, group of trade unionists’.10 Progress was otherwise slow. Many trade 
unions saw a fall in membership during the inter-war depression. As unemployment 

continued to rise towards a 
peak of 3 million in 1932, they 
were preoccupied with other 
matters. However, from 1933-
34, the Annual Reports include  
separate sections on WETUC 
activities. These testify to the 

success of Weekend Schools such as that at the St. Joseph’s centre in Oaks in 
Charnwood in 1933 on Has Democracy Failed?, which was duly entered in its 
Visitors’ Book. Single lectures held by the Branch included one by G. Maurice Hann, 
the General Secretary of the National Union of Shop Assistants, Warehousemen and 
Clerks, on The Distributive Trades and their Special Problems.11 The Branch also 
became involved in work for the unemployed themselves through the Leicester Social 
Council for the Welfare of the Unemployed, on which it was represented by Frank 
Salter and Henry Hancock, a long-serving member of the Branch Committee until a 
year or two before his death in 1936.12 
 
BREAKING NEW GROUND 
Attempts were also made to start classes at Belgrave, and on the post-war municipal 
housing estate at Braunstone, but ‘in both cases without result. The help of individual 
members is asked for in this work since it has become obvious that individual 
propaganda is the only effective method of breaking new ground’.13 However, in 
1935-36, successful courses ran at Humberstone, Belgrave, Evington and Saffron 
Lane, and a Tutorial class was set up at Humberstone in the following year. A Joint 
Committee was established by the Branch and Vaughan College with the Braunstone 
Tenants’ Association, and this led to a programme of activities in 1937 including films, 
a lecture on the civil war in Spain, and a performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
originally scheduled for Braunstone Park. Although bad weather forced this to move 
to Folville Rise School, ‘the effort… was much appreciated’. Classes were also 
successfully organised in Rutland in 1936-37 ‘after a lapse of several years’, at 
Oakham, Uppingham, Ketton and Cottesmore. 14   
 The Branch tutors in the 1930s included W.G. Hoskins, who joined University 
College Leicester as a Lecturer in Commerce in 1931 and taught courses on local 
history and archaeology at Vaughan College. In view of his later eminence as author 
of The Making of the English Landscape and the first Professor of English Local 
History at the University of Leicester, it is interesting to note the response of the 
Branch Committee to his request in 1934 to publish an essay that he had written on 
‘The Anglo and Scandinavian settlements in Leicestershire from 550 to 1066 AD’. The 

                                                 
10 Annual Report, 1931-32; Minutes of Branch AGM, 4 December 1931 
11 Annual Report, 1937-38 
12 Executive Committee Minutes, 12 February 1932; 1 April 1932. 
13 Annual Report, 1931-32 
14 Annual Report, 1936-37 
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Committee felt that this would be of ‘limited appeal’, but agreed to publish it if it could 
be printed ‘for a reasonable sum, and also provided that the matter were approved by 
an authority on the subject’.15 
 Mr Jackson left his post as Branch Secretary in 1937, to be succeeded by 
Christopher Purnell, who became Secretary of Vaughan College in 1944-45.16 There 
were also some important changes in the Officers of the Branch during the inter-war 
period. Albert Edward Ball, a master at the City Boys’ School in Leicester and a tutor 
for the Branch for many years, became its President in 1924 following the death of Mr 
Boulter. He was elected to the first Executive Committee in 1908 as a representative 
of the West End Adult School, and was presented with a ‘Smoker’s Chair’ as a 
leaving gift on his retirement in 1931.17 He was succeeded as President by Edgar 
Tyler, who held this office until his death in 1982 at the age of 88. Edgar Tyler’s 
connection with the Branch dated back to 1921 as a Tutorial class student and class 
secretary. He was first elected to the Executive Committee in the following year, and 
became Vice-Chairman in 1929-30. He also served on the Leicester City Further 
Education Sub-Committee and the Court of Leicester University, as well as being 
involved in local organisations such as the Leicester and Leicestershire Photographic 
Society the Footpaths Association, and the Leicestershire Local History Society.18  

The Braunstone municipal housing estate, where the WEA and 
Vaughan College initiated a programme of activities with the 

Braunstone Tenants’ Association in the later 1930s 

 Fred Watson, another long-serving member of the Branch, joined the 
Executive Committee during this period as a representative of the Independent 
Labour Party. His initial contact with the WEA had been as a Conscientious Objector 
at Dartmoor Prison in the First 
World War, before becoming a 
student in Blackburn and then 
Leicester. The role of Branch 
Treasurer was filled in the 1920s 
by Fred’s employer, Harry Hardy 
Peach, also a member of the ILP 
and founder of the Dryad Cane 
Furniture Works in Leicester. 
From around 1927 it was Fred 
who actually did the work, and he 
was thus elected as Branch 
Treasurer in his own right in 
1931-32. In 1937 he was elected 
to the City Council and served as 
Chairman of the Education 
Committee from that date until 
1948. Others were lost to the 
Branch during this period, among them Francis William Tookey, Vice-Chairman of the 
Branch and a Labour member of the City Council since 1928, who died suddenly of 
blood poisoning in 1934 at the age of 42. He was born in Uppingham, and worked for 
the Post Office ‘almost from boyhood’, becoming an overseer and serving for some 
years as Secretary of the Leicester Branch of the Union of Post Office Workers. He 
also taught a number of courses on English literature for the Branch. His obituary 
described him as: 
                                                 
15 Executive Committee Minutes, 20 December 1934. It was referred to the Leicestershire Archaeological & Historical 
Society for an ‘expert’ opinion, and actually published in its Transactions as ‘Further notes on the Anglian and 
Scandinavian settlement of Leicestershire’, Vol. 19, 1935.   
16 Mr Purnell had joined the WEA in Southampton in 1918, and later served on the East Midland District Executive 
Committee and the WEA Central Council and Central Executive. He became a Justice of the Peace for Leicester in 
1947, and WEA Organiser for Somerset and West Dorset in 1951 until his retirement in 1968.  
17 Annual Report, 1932-33; Executive Committee Minutes, 22 January 1934. He later wrote to the Committee to say 
that he had joined the WEA South East District and ‘hoped to become active in the movement again’. His death is 
recorded in the Branch Annual Report for 1950-51.  
18 WEA East Midland District, Annual Report, 1982 
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A ready speaker who always took pains to get a thorough grasp of his subject, he 
developed considerable debating powers, and while his criticism was always 
thorough, there was never any bitterness in his opinions. He also had a charming 
sense of humour, which made him a general favourite in the Council Chamber.19 

 
SOCIAL PURPOSE 
As Edgar Tyler emphasised at the Branch AGM in 1934, ‘the provision of classes was 
not the sole function of the WEA’. The Branch continued its wider educational 
campaigning, protesting strongly against a proposal in 1932 to raise secondary 
school fees and restrict the number of free places. Presiding at a meeting organised 
by the Branch at the Corn Exchange in Leicester, Mr J.K. Kelly described the 
proposals as ‘re-actionary [sic] and contrary to the public interests. They are aimed at 
the poor and at the very poor… it is shameful to turn in this direction for relief [from 
financial difficulties] and deprive boys and girls of this preparation for life’.20 Members 
of the Branch also played an active part in the organisation of the Peace Ballot of 
1935, a national survey to identify public attitudes to the League of Nations and 
collective security. They assisted in canvassing householders, counting the votes, 
and stewarding public meetings such as that at the Corn Exchange in February 1935, 
organised by the Leicester National Peace Ballot Committee.21 
 The WEA National Conference was held at the Wyggeston Girls’ School in 
Leicester in November 1937, and attracted around 400 delegates. The Leicester 
Mercury described the address by WEA President R.H. Tawney as ‘a stirring call to 
ordinary men and women to cultivate intelligence, conviction, and resolution, in order 
to combat the retrogressive tendencies of present-day international movements’. Part 
of the purpose of the WEA, Dr Tawney said, was: 

… to create a public opinion which would regard educational inequalities as the 
odious barbarity which they were – a public opinion which would insist on such a 
reconstruction of the educational system as would convert it from an obstacle to an 
effective democracy into its buttress and ally… Our Association, I need hardly say, is 
not concerned with inculcating doctrines. The opinions which wear are those which a 
man reaches for himself after discussion and reflection…22  

Reflecting on its progress so far, the Branch concluded in 1938 that ‘there is every 
reason to be pleased with the work which has so far been accomplished’.23 Just over 
a year later, following the outbreak of World War II, a Saturday School in November 
1939 by the WEA tutor Richard Crossman, later to become a Labour MP and holder 
of several ministerial offices, posed the question ‘Can Democracy Survive?’. As the 
war progressed, however, against all expectations both the number of courses 
organized by the Branch and the number of its students greatly increased.  

 
19 Leicester Mercury, 29 May 1934  
20 Leicester Mercury, 9 December 1932 
21 Annual Report, 1934-35 
22 Leicester Mercury, 6 November 1937 
23 Annual Report, 1937-38 



The challenge of war 

 4. The challenge of war 
 
In the first year of the war the Branch ‘set an example to others in the District by 
organizing a special campaign for increasing its membership, as a result of which 
over 50 new members were enrolled’.1 In this and other respects it responded with a 
great deal of commitment and flexibility to the challenges of wartime restrictions and 
dangers. Most members of its Committee were above the age for conscription, but all 
able-bodied civilians were expected to ‘do their bit’ for the Civil Defence as ARP 
Wardens, or in organisations like the Home Guard or the Women’s Voluntary Service 
(WVS). Despite other demands, or even family bereavements, there were very few 
apologies recorded at WEA Branch meetings during these years.2  

One of the classrooms at Vaughan College 

 There were still disruptions, of course. The black-out was imposed two days 
before the war began, and lighting restrictions caused some difficulties for students 
travelling into the city centre for classes. One response to this was to look for suitable 
venues in the suburbs, but these had to be within reasonable distance of Committee 
members themselves, who were still largely responsible for the initial enrolment of 

students, collecting fees (all paid in 
cash) and issuing receipts, paying 
regular visits to check on progress 
and deal with any problems. Mr 
Purnell, Secretary to the Committee, 
therefore acquired a map of the city 
on which to mark the location of the 
homes of each member of the 
Committee.3 The Vaughan College   
Students’ Association also organised 
fortnightly social events such as 
dances, film shows, play readings,  
concerts, charades and beetle drives. 
These were taken over by the WEA 
Executive Committee when the call-
up of younger students started to 

present ‘organisational difficulties’. The Refreshment Committee made valiant efforts 
at such events in the face of rationing, and no doubt the votes of thanks to ‘the ladies 
on the committee for their valuable work’ were richly deserved.  
 Some of the worst disruption in the early years of the war came from the 
frequency of air raid warnings. Leicester was considered a relatively ‘safe’ area by 
comparison with London and other parts of the country, and it never suffered the level 
of bombing as Coventry or some other industrial cities. The heaviest attacks took 
place during the ‘Leicester Blitz’ of 19-20 November 1940, killing 108 people and 
injuring another 208; but in the winter of 1940-41 air raid warnings sounded on most 
evenings and the Committee feared that ‘our work would be seriously affected’. In the 
event, as the Annual Report for 1940-41 noted, it was the Tutorial class students 
themselves who resolved this problem. ‘For a time when the siren sounded’, the 
Committee reported, ‘classes either disappeared into the air-raid shelter or went 
home’. The ceilings in rooms in Vaughan College were reinforced and windows 
sandbagged so they could be used as an air raid shelter for students. However, 
‘when we had become accustomed to this experience there was a general demand 
that classes should continue during the “alert” period and accordingly arrangements 
were made for watchers to give the signal when the danger was imminent’.  

                                                 
1 WEA East Midland District, Annual Report, 1940 
2 Mrs Chafer, for instance, was present at the September 1940 Committee meeting despite the death of her brother-
in-law and his wife in an air raid in the previous month (Executive Committee Minutes, 13 Sept 1940). 
3 Executive Committee Minutes, 18 October 1939 
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 In the Spring of 1941 it was also decided to bring the time of Tutorial classes 
forward to 6 pm to reduce the potential disturbance… [this] proved very successful 
and attendances at classes were remarkably good’. Despite rationing, students 
coming straight from work to Vaughan College were also able to obtain light 
refreshments before classes, though it is not clear by whom these were provided. 
Plans were made to hold classes at weekends in the event of continued disruption, 
but ‘happily it was not found necessary to resort to this…’. 4 The last reference to air 
raid alerts appears in the Minutes on 4 July 1941. Although they were much less 
common by then, the Committee agreed to students continuing the arrangement by 
which watchers would give a signal to classes in the event of ‘imminent’ danger.   
 The policy of using suburban venues when possible proved very successful, 
and by 1941 the Branch was running courses for the Aylestone Baptist Fireside 
group, the Christchurch (Dumbleton Avenue) Men’s Group, and others at the West 
Humberstone, Mundella, Newfoundpool and West End Women’s Adult Schools.5 
Saturday Schools had always been an important feature of the WEA programme, with 
around six held on average each year. As the war progressed, additional Saturday 
schools were organised in suburban venues, along with Saturday afternoon lectures 
which were also well attended. In October 1942 a series of Sunday evening lectures 
was also held, with average attendances of 60. In 1944-45 the Branch provided 126 
classes with a total enrolment of 2,555, along with four one-day and weekend schools 
with an aggregate attendance of 357. Membership of the Branch also increased 
during the war, from 233 in 1940-41 to 378 in 1944-45.6 The Tutorial class, however, 
was a significant casualty of this period. Few people were willing or able to commit 
themselves to a three year course of study under wartime conditions, either in terms 
of regular attendance or the ability to complete the written work in the face of the 
many disruptions and distractions. Recognising this reality, the Board of Education 
modified its Adult Education Regulations, allowing the balance of funding to shift 
towards short courses, weekend schools and single lectures.  
  
EDUCATION FOR HM FORCES 
There were several reasons for the growth in membership and attendance at WEA 
classes during the war, despite the call-up of many existing students. The provision of 
education for members of HM Forces became a national priority, and the WEA was 
involved with the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) in the formation of a 
national Central Advisory Committee for Adult Education in HM Forces in January 
1940. The War Office later provided grants for its central and regional administration, 
and for the appointment of lecturers. Early in the war, a decision was taken to admit 
members of HM Forces to all courses and classes at Vaughan College free of charge. 
This caused some initial problems until the Army Northern Command agreed to pay 
their fees. There were significant numbers of the Forces stationed in or around 
Leicester, including the Royal Army Pay Corps which took over a number of factories 
in which to house its records. By 1940-41, 265 students from units stationed in the 
city were attending, and the Branch also sent out 51 tutors to give single lectures to 
units in the area. In 1942-43, WEA tutors and lecturers from University College 
Leicester gave 426 lectures to HM Forces as well as providing longer courses, 
including one at Vaughan College to equip women serving in the Auxiliary Territorial 
Service (ATS) to become officers. In the following year the number of lectures had 
increased to over 800.7 The Branch was also approached by Cyril Osborne, local 
Chairman of the Civil Evacuee Welfare Council, with a view to offering lectures for 

                                                 
4 Annual Report, 1940-41 
5 Annual Report, 1940-41 
6 Annual Report, 1940-41; 1944-45 
7 Annual Report, 1943-44 
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evacuees from the east coast in August 1940. Nothing seems to have come of this, 
but at the request of the Leicester Refugee Council, the Branch provided lectures at 
Vaughan College on British political and legal institutions and English literature, to 
enable refugees to ‘become better acquainted with British Institutions & Thoughts’.8  
 Later arrivals included Italian and German Prisoners of War (POWs), many of 
whom remained for several years after the war, working on the land or urban 
reconstruction. Although there is no record of WEA involvement with them during the 
war itself, the Minutes of May 1947 record a request for financial help for four German 
POWs from the camp at Stoughton, members of W.G. Hoskin’s archaeology class, to 
enable them to join a class summer excursions as the camp itself ‘was unable to 
provide funds’. Individual members of the Branch were asked to contribute ‘and if 
necessary the branch would make up the balance’. Letters of thanks were received 
from the POWs on their return to Germany for the ‘consideration shown by Vaughan 
College’, while in February 1948, ‘as the situation in Germany was very bad’, an 
appeal for food & clothing was also made to students and items sent there through 
the Society of Friends. 9  
 The Branch’s wartime programme became more closely focused on issues 
around social and educational reconstruction from 1942, with the reverse in German 
military advances and the publication of the Beveridge Report on Social Insurance 
and Allied Services which anticipated a post-
war ‘Welfare State’. The Branch had earlier 
assisted in a Social Reconstruction Survey 
conducted by Nuffield College, Oxford, to which 
Mr Silverman had been appointed on a part-
time contract. This was based on three  issues: 
adult education, the provision of nursery 
education, and general elementary and 
secondary education. Early in the war the 
Branch had campaigned for day nurseries to 
allow mothers of children under school age to 
do paid work; but in the light of severe labour 
shortages at certain points in the year such as 
harvest time, when groups of older children 
were sent from local schools to work on farms, it also submitted a resolution to the 
WEA conference that ‘It is important to safeguard children against the curtailment of 
their education owing to the demands of war’.10  
 As the Branch noted in 1944-45: ‘Adult Education in Leicester reaches a much 
higher proportion of the population than it does in any other place in the country… 
17.5 per 1000 compared with 6.2 for places of a similar size. The time has come 
when it is impossible to expand the work of Vaughan College much further owing to 
insufficient room and until more accommodation is available the only possibility of 
development is in other centres in the area’. The Education Act of 1944 also provided 
for the first time for grant-aid in respect of ‘short courses of an informal nature’. 
Promising as the future might look, however, the years after the end of the war were 
to prove some of the most difficult in the history of the Branch. 
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8 Annual Report, 1940-41. These attracted an average attendance of 20 per lecture.  
9 Annual Report, 1947-48 
10 Annual Report, 1939-40 
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5. A time of transition 
 
In 1946 the Branch reported with ‘much pleasure’ the appointment of A.J. Allaway as 
the new Head of the Department of Adult Education and its first Professor. He came 
to Leicester from the Extra – Mural Department of Queen’s University Belfast. As an 
Organising Tutor for the WEA in Lancashire some years earlier, he had ‘wished that 
he might sometime have the chance to show what he could do with Vaughan College. 
Now the time had come’.1  
 As Mr Silverman’s wartime duties at Nuffield College took up more time, the 
voluntary members of the Branch assumed a greater responsibility for organising the 
Vaughan College programme, alongside its Branch Secretary, Christopher Purnell. 
The main burden of this fell on the Branch President Edgar Tyler, Treasurer Fred 
Watson, and Florence Pole, a member of the Executive Committee and Secretary of 
the Rambling Club, assisted by the East Midland District Organiser, Harry Nutt. They 
‘gave much of their time and energy to the affairs of the College, and, together with 
Mr Purnell, powerfully increased the influence of the WEA in almost every aspect of 
[its] life and work’.2 After Mr Silverman resigned in 1944, it was said that ‘it became 
virtually impossible to distinguish the WEA from the Department or the Department 
from the WEA. A glance at the Annual Reports of the two, shows that they regarded 
themselves as virtually identical’.3 Thus, Professor Allaway recalled, one of the first 
tasks identified for him by the Principal of University College, F.L. Attenborough, was 
to ‘re-capture the Vaughan’ [sic],4 heralding far-reaching changes in relations 
between the WEA Branch and the University College.  
 In 1945-46, largely due to the efforts of Harry Nutt, the WEA East Midland 
District had resumed the powers as a Responsible Body that it had handed over to 
the University Colleges in the 1920s. Under this arrangement, the Joint Committee 
established with University College Leicester in 1929 continued to provide all classes 
at Vaughan College, University College itself and the Leicester Museum and Art 
Gallery, along with the ‘longer and more systematic courses’ held at other venues, 
while the WEA provided the introductory and more informal courses. The Branch 
promoted 22 such classes in 1945-46, ranging in length from three to 12 weeks, with 
a total enrolment of 536.5 Proposals drawn up in 1946 by the Department of Adult 
Education noted that the WEA continued to have the confidence of working class 
organisations in the city. It recommended that it appoint its own organising tutor and 
focus its work on ‘parts of the city where little demand has been stimulated’. Vaughan 
College itself would become ‘a centre mainly for the more advanced type of classes, 
for research work and for student societies’.6  
 In order to ensure a ‘more businesslike’ arrangement, the existing Joint 
Committee was to be replaced by a new one responsible to the Council of University 
College and chaired by its Principal. The Vice-Chair would be elected from WEA 
representatives, and the Secretaryship shared by the Head of the Department of 
Adult Education and the WEA District Secretary. There were also changes in the 
financial arrangements under which the WEA had received 50% of the class fees and 
paid £78 a year towards the salary of the Vaughan College Secretary and the wages 
of the office staff. Under the new arrangements, that payment would cease but the 
College would take the whole of the class fees and pay the Branch an annual grant of 
£100. The WEA administration was also to be removed from the College office to a 

                                                 
1 Allaway (1962), p96 
2 Allaway (1962), p90-92 
3 Allaway (1959), p29-30.  
4 A.J. Allaway, Thought & Action in Extra-Mural Work in Leicester, 1946-1966 (University of Leicester, Vaughan 
College Papers, No. 10, 1967) , p5 
5 Allaway (1959), p30 
6 A.J. Allaway, Proposals for the Development of Adult Education in Leicester by University College, Leicester, 
Department of Adult Education and the East Midland District of the Workers’ Educational Association, c1946, WEA 
Leicester Branch archives 
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separate office provided at a nominal rent. These proposals not surprisingly provoked 
‘much disagreement’. At its meeting in November 1948 the Branch objected to the 
former on the grounds that it would place it ‘in a position of complete dependence on 
the College’, and to the latter as reducing flexibility and being ‘uneconomic in the use 
of personnel’. The ‘spirit of mutual understanding and good will’ to which its Annual 
Report referred in 1948-49 became greatly strained, and no agreement had been 
reached by 1 August 1949 when the new financial arrangements were imposed by 
University College without the formal consultation that the Branch had expected.7 Its 
1949-50 Annual Report expressed ‘great regret’ at the changes and the failure of its 
attempts ‘to have these modified or withdrawn’.  
  
CLEAR SOCIAL REFERENCE 
Further conflict arose in 1950 when responsibility 
for classes organized by the Department of Adult 
Education and provided by University College was 
transferred to a new Extension Committee, on the 
grounds that the ‘all-purpose nature of the present 
Joint Committee… leads to confusion and loss of 
responsibility in the extra-mural work as a whole’. 
These Extension classes included an increasing 
number of specialist vocational or professional 
courses for the ‘educationally sophisticated’ rather 
than those whose formal education ended at 
school. However, the WEA was seen as having a 
continuing role in providing for the latter, ‘whose 
needs are more likely to be met by liberal, non-
vocational studies’, and it was to these that the 
Joint Committee remit was now limited. The WEA 
was offered an average of two classrooms in 
Vaughan College each evening throughout the 
year for Joint Committee classes or those 
organized on its own account, if it ‘will undertake 
to confine its efforts to organising classes or courses in subjects which have a clear 
social reference. In that case, the Department of Adult Education will refrain from 
organising classes or courses on behalf of the Extension Committee in these 
subjects’.8 In spite of strong opposition from the Branch, these arrangements came 
into effect in 1951-52, a year reported by the Branch as:  

… a very difficult one – probably the most difficult in the history of the Leicester 
Branch – and the Officers and Committee have been greatly exercised in their efforts 
to tide over the transitionary period. It was expected that the scheme of 
reorganisation… would tend to adversely affect the influence and effectiveness of 
the WEA, and unfortunately events have shown some justification for our fears. The 
WEA will always bear an honoured name in the history of the Vaughan College, by 
virtue therein of its contribution to Adult Education… The period of indecision and 
uncertainty having now passed, the Branch, with a clearer knowledge of its place 
and function, however limited, will as always endeavour to exercise its influence in 
the furtherance of the cause to which it owes its existence.9 

The immediate effect of these changes, inevitable given the decrease in the number 

                                                 
7 Draft response by Fred Watson to University College Leicester, March 1949; letter from Edgar Tyler to the Registrar 
of University College Leicester, 31 August 1948, WEA Leicester Branch archives 
8 Memorandum on the relationship between the WEA and the Department of Adult Education, University College, 
Leicester, 29 April 1950, WEA Leicester Branch archives 
9 Annual Report, 1951-52 
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of classes for which the WEA had some responsibility, was a fall in its membership 
from 313 to 170. The number of Tutorial classes was reduced from 11 in 1950-51 to 
five, with 77 students against the 240 of the previous year. The number of Sessional 
classes (20 or more meetings) fell from 19 to seven, and that of Short Sessional 
classes (under 20 meetings) from 35 to 14. The overall number of classes and 
enrolments fell from 68 to 26 and 1,287 to 409 respectively.10 However, WEA 
involvement in many of these classes had been only nominal, and in the longer term 
these changes proved less damaging than had initially been anticipated. Nor were 
they unique to Leicester. The growth of one-year and shorter courses at other 
universities, indistinguishable from WEA courses, caused them to review their own 
arrangements, and by 1956 the proportion of university adult education provided 
nationally through the WEA had fallen from 90% in 1946 to less than 50%. Both 
locally and nationally, the WEA was widely seen to be losing its distinctly working 
class character in the post-war world of full employment and the Welfare State. The 
majority of students attending Vaughan College by 1950 ‘no longer consisted of 
wage-earners whose education had ceased at 13 or 14, they were mostly salary 
earners who had received a grammar school, college or university education…’.11 
The WEA itself acknowledged this change with the decision at its 1948 conference 
that ‘it should make its main concern not the working class but the educationally 
underprivileged’.12  
 A Committee of Inquiry into the organisation and finance of adult education in 
1954 paid ‘a sincere tribute’ to the work of the WEA: ‘For over fifty years the 
Association has stood…for two precious ingredients of education in a free society: 
objective discussion, free from propaganda or indoctrination, of social and economic 
problems; and the full participation of the student in organizing and conducting 
classes…’.13 The Leicester Branch took ‘considerable encouragement’ from this in 
adapting to its changed circumstances. Its ‘sincere hopes that the slightly strained 
relationships of recent months can be forgotten in a new endeavour of mutual co-
operation, friendliness, and helpfulness’ appear to have been boosted in 1952 by the 
appointment of C.H. Wilson as the new Principal of University College, and the 
‘balanced judgement and breadth of outlook’ that he demonstrated as Chairman of 
the Board of Adult Education and Joint Committee.14 ‘This year has been one of 
recovery and consolidation…’, the Executive Committee reported in 1952-53: ‘Our 
relationship with our partners in this work is evolving along firmer foundations….15  
  
A TUTOR ORGANISER 
In 1952 the Branch appointed its first Tutor Organiser, N. H. Cuthbert, who was 
succeeded in July 1953 by Jackson Hall. In 1953 the dormant Classes Development 
Sub-Committee was also revived. Chaired by Desmond O’Donoghue, this set out to 
identify ‘subjects likely to be in demand’ for WEA classes in the city of Leicester, and 
to ensure that these were effectively publicised. In March 1953 it agreed to provide 
unpaid speakers for single meetings ‘on the understanding that these speakers would 
be able to do some advertisement for the WEA’, and to ‘attempt to establish short 
terminal classes of a fairly light nature which would serve as fields of recruitment for 
the winter’. The Sub-Committee also appointed one of its number, A. N. Lamb, as 
Publicity Officer ‘to see that press reports etc. of WEA activities be forwarded to local 
papers’.16 

                                                 
10 Annual Report, 1951-52 
11 Allaway (1959), p32 
12 R. Fieldhouse, ‘Difficult years: the WEA, 1945 – 1970’, Adults Learning, March 2003, p12-15 
13 Ashby Committee, quoted in Allaway (1969), p66 
14 Annual Report, 1951-52 
15 Annual Report, 1952-53 
16 Minutes of the Branch Classes Development Sub-Committee, 20 March 1953; 6 March 1953; 29 May 1953 
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 WEA classes at locations outside Vaughan College did develop significantly 
during the 1950s and 1960s. The 1954-55 programme included courses at the YMCA 
in Leicester on Literature and Life and The Enjoyment of Music; short courses on 
child and family-related topics at Stocking Farm, a new municipal housing estate in 
the city;  and ‘Informal’ classes usually lasting for three meetings at Braunstone (on 
primary and secondary education), Southfields Drive Community Centre on Saffron 
Lane estate (The American Political Scene), and Glenfield (Local Studies). These 
were designed to assess the likely demand for and commitment to longer courses. All 
these efforts gradually began to bear fruit, and by 1954-55 the number of Joint 
Committee and other classes was reported to be the highest for some years. This 
was despite the fact that television was beginning to change patterns of leisure, and 
‘there is not always the same urge to go out and seek education or entertainment in 
these days when mechanical aids so easily take both to the home’.17 This was no 
doubt a factor in the disappearance of the Tutorial class from the Branch programme 
after 1955. Most WEA branches were finding it increasingly difficult to recruit to such 
classes, although ‘at long last’ a new tutorial class in History was launched in 1960-
61. For the time being, however, the Branch preferred to channel its limited resources 
into other potentially more fruitful areas.    
 The programme of Saturday Schools continued, and particular efforts were 
made to engage trade unionists whose lack of support for WEA courses was by now 
seen as a ‘disturbing’ national problem. One Saturday School in January 1952 was 
given by Harold Clay, National WEA President, on Industrial Relations in Modern 

History, and another in February 1953 in co-
operation with the National Union of Agricultural 
Workers on The Village School – Is it Good 
Enough?.18 In January 1954 the Rt. Hon. Hugh 
Gaitskell MP, National Vice-President of the 
WEA and former Chancellor of the Exchequer, 
who later became leader of the Labour Party, 
gave a Saturday School on The Economic 
Situation. The Branch Committee concluded in 
its 1957-58 Annual Report that the Saturday 
School ‘obviously still serves a useful purpose 
and so long as this is maintained it is intended 
to keep it as part of our normal activity’.  
 In 1949 it had also established an annual 
lecture ‘in order to keep alive the memory of 
Archbishop Temple’, the first National President 
of the WEA. This was funded from a National 
Endowment Fund initiated by the WEA Central 
Office in 1945-46 with the intention of raising 
£100,000. The Leicester Branch contribution of 
£157. 1s. 6d, raised in part by a Poetry Recital 

by Dame Sybil Thorndyke, was the highest contribution made by 1946 by any Branch 
in the country. The first Temple Memorial Lecture was given on 15 October 1949 by 
the Bishop of Leicester on The Life and Work of Archbishop William Temple. The 
attendance ‘was most gratifying and augers well for the future of this series’. The third 
in the series in 1951 on New Ideas in Education was given by Dr R.F. Rattray, former 
Principal of University College, WEA Branch Committee member, and more recently 
Minister of the Unitarian Church in Cambridge. However, attendance was ‘very small’ 

                                                 
17 Annual Report, 1953-54 
18 Annual Reports, 1951-52; 1952-53 
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at the sixth lecture, given by the County Director of Education Stewart Mason in 1956 
on Beauty and the Beast, and this appears to have been the last.19   
 At the Branch AGM in 1960 Edgar Tyler once again emphasized that running 
courses was only part of the work of the WEA, and that it remained ‘desirous of 
encouraging informed citizens to participate in the community and social life of the 
city in which they lived’.20 The Leicester Branch continued its campaigning on 
educational issues, joining forces with the local branch of the National Association of 
Teachers (NUT) in 1958 to protest against government plans to reduce funding for 
adult education and substitute block grants for percentage allowances. This meeting 
attracted an attendance of over 400, but ‘the intention of the Government has now 
become the fact and it behoves us to exercise vigilance in our efforts to mitigate as 
far as possible its effects’. Overall, however, it approached its 50th anniversary in the 
knowledge that 1957-58 had been one of its most successful years for some 
considerable time: 

In all departments there has been progress and improvement, and much pioneering 
and preliminary work has resulted in achievement. Our membership remains reliable 
and constant and our various activities have, in the main, been well patronized. But 
we cannot afford to rest on our laurels, 
not dwell too much on what we have 
done. “The success of the WEA 
depends on what it does, not what it 
says”…21 

 
 Edgar Tyler (centre) with other 

members of the East Midland 
District Committee in 1970  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
19 Annual Reports, 1948-49; 1949-50; 1951-52 
20 Executive Committee Minutes, 15 September 1960 
21 Annual Report, 1957-58 
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6. Ramblers, dancers and players 
 
There was a close association between the WEA in Leicester and many of the clubs 
and societies based at the Vaughan Working Men’s College. From its beginning, the 
Branch understood the value of social activities in complementing its work in the 
classroom, not least in keeping students engaged with the organisation over the 
summer when there were no formal classes. A Rambling Club Committee was 
elected as early as May 1909, with ‘matters left entirely in their hands’, and in June 
1910 a local newspaper reported that a party of WEA Ramblers had spent ‘a very 
enjoyable time in and around Lutterworth, where the Rector gave a short historical 
description of the church…’.1  
 Rambling was a popular activity from the later 19th century, both in terms of 
promoting comradeship and in encouraging greater knowledge and enjoyment of the 
countryside as the shift of population to urban areas continued. A rambling club had 
been formed at the Working Men’s College in 1885, and had led in turn to a Cyclists’ 
Association, formed by members who ‘enjoyed a faster means of travel than that 
provided by walking on two feet’.2 Members of the WEA Rambling Club paid 6d. a 

year subscription, and secretary Miss Lottie Stone, 
sent out reminders by post to its 41 members in 
advance of each excursion. Seven rambles were 
organised that year, with an average attendance of 
27, and by 1913 their educational character had 
been strengthened ‘by appointing leaders to give 
short addresses in the open air’. Some were tutors 
like E. A. Smith who taught a class on Mind, 
Thought, Conduct and ‘came over from Nottingham 
to meet his students and spoke on the geology of 
Charnwood Forest’.3 Under the leadership of Frank 
Kelly, the rambles continued throughout the First 
World War, with ‘some exceedingly jolly outings’ 
promoting ‘fellowship and the strengthening of our 
physical and mental powers’.4  
 Rambling clubs also played a crucial role in 
preserving or restoring public rights of way, and as 
early as 1913 the WEA club had affiliated to the 
local body dedicated to this, the Leicestershire 
Footpaths Association.5 The Ramblers’ activities 

ceased for a period during the 1920s, probably due to the absence of anyone willing 
to take on the responsibility of organising them: it was reported in 1924 that the post 
of secretary to the Rambling Club would ‘be filled later’.6 Rambles resumed in May 
1929 when Mr A. Silverwood organised one to Launde Abbey in east Leicestershire. 
‘As an “all-the-year-round” club’, it was reported in 1930 that: 

… a promising start has been made, full day tramps on Sundays and week-ends 
having been undertaken with success, as well as half-day Saturday ones. The 
fellowship, the interchange of experiences, the appreciation of the beauties of our 
country, together with the determination of members to turn up to rambles – wet or 
fine – is emphasising the fact that the Rambling Club is meeting an important need.7 

                                                 
1 Executive Committee Minutes, 14 May 1909; Leicester Daily Mercury, 27 June 1910 
2 Allaway, (1962), p23 
3 Annual Reports, 1911- 14  
4 Annual Report, 1917-18 
5 Annual Reports, 1911-12 – 1917-18 
6 Executive Committee Minutes, 29 May 1924 
7 Annual Report, 1929-30 
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In December 1930 the club became known as the ‘Vaughan College Rambling Club 
(in conjunction with the Workers’ Educational Association)’, with the aim of providing 
facilities for its members ‘to cultivate a better knowledge and love of the countryside, 
particularly by the use of footpaths and byways’.8 The change in name was seen as 
‘advisable by the new relationship entered into by the Leicester Branch and the 
Vaughan College’.9 Under the chairmanship of A. E. Ball, and with G. E. Morley as 
secretary, the reconstituted club grew in numbers and in 1931 reported ‘a very 
successful year’, with 60 paying members (the annual subscription was now one 
shilling) and an average attendance of 20 on rambles.10  
 The routes and destinations were many and varied. The 1931-32 programme 
included a ‘blackberry ramble’ to Peckleton Common, a joint ramble with the West 
End Adult School to Nanpantan, near Loughborough, and a ‘moonlight ramble’ to 
Owston in the east of Leicestershire - ‘Meet at Humberstone Road train terminus at 
12 midnight’ - with breakfast scheduled 
for 6.30 am. Boxing Day rambles were a 
regular feature, along with trips further 
afield, such as that to Thor’s Cave, 360 
feet above the River Manifold in the 
Derbyshire Peak District in July 1933. A 
‘Boating, Bathing, Basking’ ramble from 
the Loughborough Road tram terminus 
also featured in the programme for 1934.   
 

A WEEKEND RAMBLE 
A number of weekend rambles were also 
held. Ethel Garner (later Mrs Reeve) kept 
a log of one such weekend trip to 
Braunston in Rutland on 3-4 September 
1932. This gives a real sense of the fellowship of the ramblers, as well as the physical 
exertion of such a lengthy outing. The party of 12 ramblers assembled at 3 pm at the 
Humberstone tram terminus around two miles east of Leicester, where: 

A ramble to Frolesworth in August 1935 

… the lateness of the men was remarked upon by the ladies…[but] soon a definite 
start was made through Humberstone village and then over the footpath to 
Scraptoft… It was sunny with a fresh wind. There were clouds about and often they 
massed together but at the worst only one brief shower came. No better day could 
have been chosen for walking… 

The route took them through Ingarsby to Billesdon Coplow and Tilton, and on to 
Halstead, where they stopped about 6 pm for tea at the White Lodge. Continuing 
along the fields towards Marefield, they came to Owston, where: 

Harold brought out a book of songs, ancient and modern, and with several of the 
girls sang in the rear… The leader continued along a grassy road through the 
woods; it was full of hard uneven ruts, very tiring to the feet… Slow progress was 
made… [and] it was now growing quite dark…  

The party eventually arrived at the Old Plough Inn at Braunston, where they were to 
stay for the night. Supper ‘soon appeared. Cottage pie or meat and potato mash was 
the first course. Many of the girls turned up their noses at this fare, some ate a little to 
show they did not wish to quarrel with it, while a few left it altogether’. The girls ‘kept 
the rooms in a state of merriment until after midnight’ and awoke next day to ‘a 
morning of brilliant sunshine …’. After cleaning boots, taking photographs and visiting 
                                                 
8 Vaughan College Rambling Club Programme, July-Dec 1933. 
9 Executive Committee Minutes, 5 Dec 1930 
10 Annual Report, 1930-31. Mr Morley is listed in local directories as a joiner. 
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the village shop for sticks of rock, they left Braunston around 10.30 am ‘along a dirty 
cart track bounded by hedges full of ripe blackberries. So progress was slow while 
ramblers in ones and twos dived here and there to taste the luscious fruit’.  By way 
of Langham – where two men ‘by the roadside talking stood goggle eyed at such an 
array of shorts’ – they made their way to Whissendine for a lunch of ‘minced ham 
sandwiches, cheese and biscuits and chunks of cake’, then on to Cold Overton and 
Knossington, where ‘… the party were greeted by the shouts and laughter of the 
village children whose sense of propriety was shaken by the sight of the girls in 
shorts… With great glee they followed the party for a little way along the road…’. After 
tea and some ‘table games’ at Belton, ‘the bus was caught in time… [and] there 
remained the satisfaction that 
comes from something 
attempted and something 
done mingled with a day and a 
half’s happy memories of new 
scenes and faces’.11  

 29

 
A TOKEN OF ESTEEM 
Ethel Garner was one of the 
most active members of the 
Club and leader of rambles, 
and members presented her 
with a clock as ‘a small token 
of esteem’ following her marriage in 1933. The accompanying letter expressed the 
hope that ‘your new life will not separate you from us entirely… don’t let domestic 
duties get you down every week-end, but come even if only for part of a ramble. And 
why not bring HIM too?’.12 Her name continues to appear as a leader in programmes 
from the 1930s, so this hope proved justified. The Club continued its activities during 

World War II, with Miss Florence 
Pole acting as secretary from July 
1940. Fortnightly rambles were held 
on Sundays, and numbers were 
sometimes augmented by members 
of HM forces stationed in Leicester. 
In 1954, members of the club also 
assisted in surveying paths and 
attending enquiries in connection 
with the National Parks and Access 
to the Countryside Act.13 However, 
its ‘active’ members were reported to 
be declining, hence the plea in the 
1954-55 winter programme for ‘old 

members of the Club who no longer ramble, but who receive the programme each 
time it is issued, to continue their subscription’.  

After breakfast on the ramble to Braunston 

A ramble to Derbyshire in the 1950s 

 There are no reports of Rambling Club activities in the Branch Annual Reports 
after 1957. Its established membership was growing older, and in common with other 
WEA societies, which at various times also included an Art Group, Literature Society 
and Music Society, it is likely that the wider availability and falling cost of commercial 
and home-based leisure activities, including television, made it increasingly difficult to 
attract new members. As a footnote to its activities, however, it is interesting to note 
                                                 
11 Loaned by Hilary Payne 
12 Letter loaned by Hilary Payne 
13 Annual Report, 1953-54 
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the footpath walking class tutored by Heather MacDermid in the 1980s/90s, which 
met with many of the tribulations familiar to ramblers while playing their own part in 
preserving access:  

… yes, there was a bull, and yes, there was barbed wire. And a ditch and a field of 
rape and a river we couldn’t get across… But the bull didn’t charge and we 
negotiated the wire without ruining our trousers. We reported the missing footbridge 
(and found it replaced four weeks later!) and we trespassed along the old railway 
line when we couldn’t get through the barley… Walking footpaths, learning the law, 
and staging mock public enquiries are all part and parcel of preserving our common 
ways through the delightful Leicestershire landscape.14 

 

THE VAUGHAN PLAYERS 
The Vaughan College Dramatic Society, better known as the Vaughan Players, was 
also had close associations with the WEA Branch. It was formed in 1930-31 when a 
ban on ‘play acting’ at the College was lifted, and the Staff Tutor, H.J.R. Lane, was 
excused teaching duties on one evening a week to engage in ‘organising and 
conducting a Dramatic Society’.15 A few years later the Players staged the first 
production in England of Masses and Men by the German communist playwright 
Ernst Toller. He was present at the performance, and ‘appealed in a passionate 

mixture of German and English… for 
justice for the Jews and artists in 
Germany to a packed and feverish 
audience’. 16 A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream was performed in September 
1936, when the WEA Branch Cash 
Book included a rather cryptic entry 
for ‘Cellophane’ alongside the hire of 
costumes and the printing of 
programmes. Shakespeare featured 
in the repertoire on other occasions, 
and a newspaper report in 1950 

noted that: 
The Vaughan Players’ production 
of The Tempest last night was too 
well balanced to be dominated 

even by an original and brilliant Caliban – but Phillip Collins’ monster was its most 
valuable feature… Nora Mason tempered Ariel’s ethereal eagerness with restraint, 
and Jack Findley’s Prospero was sincere. Generally the standard of acting was high 
and production capable, but the scenery not bold enough.17  

The Vaughan Players’ performance of  ‘The Tempest’  
in June 1950, with Jack Findley (left) as Prospero 

 and Pamela Brooks (right) as Ceres 

30

                                                

Early members of the Vaughan Players included Hans Freutel, who later performed 
professionally under the name of Paul Hansard, and Sidney Atkins, their Chairman for 
many years. They soon gained a reputation as one of the foremost amateur dramatic 
societies in the Midlands, winning first place in an area competition in 1938-39. 
Despite the loss of a number of male members to the armed forces, they continued to 
present plays at Vaughan College and other venues throughout the Second World 
War. In 1942-43, these included Ghosts by Henrik Ibsen, Fumed Oak by Noel 
Coward, and Man of Destiny by George Bernard Shaw, the latter at ‘a nearby R.A.F. 
station’. Leicester-born playwright Joe Orton also performed with the Vaughan 

 
14 WEA East Midland District, Newsletter, No.3, Spring 1990 
15 Allaway (1962), p91; p71 
16 Dr Roger Manvell, Midland Memories, quoted in Allaway (1962), p80 
17 Leicester Mercury, 8 June 1950. Philip Collins was Staff Tutor in Adult Education from 1947-62, and Warden of 
Vaughan College from 1954-62. 
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Players before moving to London to study at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts 
(RADA) in 1951.18 The autumn production in 1948 was George Bernard Shaw’s 
Pygmalion, which was also performed at the Borstal institutions at Lowdham Grange 
and Sherwood. From the late 1940s the Vaughan Players also took part in annual 
events hosted by University College Leicester for overseas students on vacation 
courses. At a reception for French teachers in July 1947 they presented The Dark 
Lady of the Sonnets by George Bernard Shaw, with Wendy Wright playing the Dark 
Lady, Emmie Bent as Queen Elizabeth, Alan Bryan as Shakespeare, and Andre 
Hopkins as the Beefeater. At a similar event in 1958 they performed The Laboratory, 
written and produced by David Campton, at that time a student at Vaughan College. 
The Laboratory had already won first prize in a competition organised by the 
Tavistock Repertory Company and second place in the British Drama League’s 
Original One-Act Play Award. In the same year David Campton was awarded an Arts 
Council bursary and went on to write over 120 plays for stage, radio and screen.19  
 Some of the lighter moments of the Vaughan Players in the 1950s were 
recalled by one of their members, Beryl Richardson, including a performance of 
MacBeth when beekeepers’ smoke was used in the witches’ cauldron. Unfortunately, 
this pervaded the whole stage, causing much coughing and spluttering among the 
cast. The set of another play required 
large wrought-iron gates which were 
made elsewhere from wood and 
cardboard, painted black and then 
transported, much to the amusement 
of onlookers, in the back of a two-
seater Morris.20   
 
FOLK DANCING SOCIETY 
When the Vaughan College Dramatic 
Society was wound up in 1967 it 
donated £10 to the WEA Branch from 
its proceeds. As the Committee 
noted, the Players ‘had had a long 
and distinguished career, and its 
plays had been very much enjoyed 
particularly by the older members of the Branch’.21 Beryl Richardson was also a 
leading member of the Vaughan College Folk Dancing Society, which evolved from 
WEA classes held there by Eric Swift. Mildred Phillips, who represented the club on 
the WEA Executive Committee in the 1950s, remembered attending a lecture by Eric 
Swift: 

The Vaughan Folk Dance Society, with  
Eric Swift (left Centre) 

on folk tales, folk poetry and of course folk dancing. We were so interested that, with 
the help of the caretaker, we went up into the hall, and with Mr Swift at the piano, we 
did some folk dancing. This was allowed after the classes had all stopped for the 
night. It soon developed into a proper folk dance club, and we joined up with the 
other folk dance clubs in Leicester and had some Saturday night dances. For myself, 
this culminated in going as part of the team to dance at the Albert Hall.22  

The Branch Annual Report for 1947-48 recorded ‘an influx of new members’ and 
noted that ‘several new dances have been learnt, including Morris and sword 
                                                 
18 Leicester Mercury, 2 October 2008 
19 Leicester Bach Choir archive, University College reception programme, July 1958; http://www.samuelfrench-
london.co.uk/sf/Pages/feature/campton.html, 13 July 2008. David Campton was awarded an Honorary Degree of 
Doctor of Letters from the University of Leicester in 2006, shortly before he died.  
20 Telephone conversation with Alison Coates, Beryl Richardson’s daughter, March 2008 
21 Executive Committee Minutes, 4 December 1967 
22 Letter from Mildred Phillips 
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dances… Lately the members have shown an interest in American Square 
Dancing’. In July 1953 the society hosted an evening of folk dancing at Vaughan 
College for overseas students studying English language and literature at 
University College Leicester.23 There is no further reference to it after 1956-57, 
when there appears to be a general decline in extra-curricular activities linked to 
the WEA Branch.  
 
SOCIALS AND OUTINGS 
Branch Accounts and Annual Reports also indicate a range of social activities beyond 
the clubs and societies themselves, including dances, socials, garden parties, annual 
outings, whist drives and film shows, many of them with fund-raising in mind. On 25 
January 1930, for instance, at the Friends’ Adult School, ‘our members and friends 
had a very enjoyable evening. Community singing, games and dancing were entered 
into by all’.24 A Social Committee was established in 1930, and socials were regularly 
held at the beginning of each new autumn term and at other points in the year. In 
1929-30, a dance at Lancaster Hall made a profit of £5. 8s. 11d., while an overall loss 
of £1. 6s. 10d was reported in 1931 on the first of several joint garden parties 
organised with University College Leicester, despite a profit of 18s. 6d. from the sale 
of ices and lemonade. Expenses for the annual social in February 1932 included 10s. 
for a pianist, while 1s. 3d. was spent on balloons for the same event in 1934, and 6d. 
on a new gramophone needle for the autumn social in the following year. There are 
other entries in 1936 for the hire of films, a projector and one or more ‘operators’.25   
 Annual outings usually had an educational as well as social objective, and 
were often hosted by WEA branches elsewhere. In June 1930, members and friends 
spent ‘a pleasant afternoon in Cambridge. In the hall of Trinity College we were 
welcomed by Dr Parry and addressed by Mr Tawney, the President of the National 
WEA’. A payment for 243 railway tickets for an outing to Oxford in June 1932 gives an 
idea of the scale of these visits, while a further visit to Cambridge is reported in 1933-
34 ‘for nearly 350 people…’.26 A visit to Rampton high security mental hospital in 
1937 sits oddly among the lists of social activities, although it was said to be ‘an 
extremely interesting afternoon’.27  
 Such outings were inevitably curtailed during the Second World War and for 
some years afterwards. In 1950-51, an outing was organised to the Fenlands where 
‘the value of the visit was much enhanced by the efforts of Mr R. B. Davis who kindly 
prepared a guide to the places visited and also conducted the party round the Abbey 
at Crowland and the Cathedral at Ely’. Five visits to the theatre at Stratford–upon-
Avon were also reported, but from 1951 these were organised by the Adult Education 
Department of University College without WEA. involvement. The Branch Social Sub-
Committee continued to meet, and to organise events; but for reasons similar to those 
that account for the decline of the organised clubs and societies, by the 1960s these 
activities appear to be largely confined to an occasional outing and the annual Branch 
dinner. 28  
 
 

 
23 Leicester Bach Choir Archive, University College Leicester programme 1953 
24 Annual Report, 1929-30 
25 Leicester Branch Cash Book, 1917-1937 
26 Annual Reports, 1929-30 & 1933-34; Leicester Branch Cash Book, 1917-1937  
27 Annual Report, 1936-37 
28 Annual Reports, 1936-37; 1950-1974 
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7. Fifty years on 
 
The 50th anniversary of the Leicester and District WEA Branch was celebrated with a 
dinner and a lecture by Professor Allaway, and the publication in 1959 of his history of 
the Branch, The First Fifty Years of the WEA in Leicester. Summarising its position at 
that time, he wrote that: 

Taking into account the fact that during the past seven years the Branch has had to 
adjust itself to the idea of a limited instead of an unlimited partnership with the 
University’s Department of Adult Education and to a smaller field of interest than 
hitherto, and that at the same time it has had to assume a more direct responsibility 
for programme planning and recruitment to classes and courses within this more 
restricted field, and that it has had to do this at a time when weekly wage-earners 
are apparently less willing than once they were to undertake lengthy courses of 
study, and when fewer people seem to be animated by social purpose, the Branch 
has come through the ordeal with credit.1  

In 1962 the Joint Committee classes, along with the WEA office, moved to the new 
Vaughan College above the Jewry Wall Museum in Leicester. This was necessitated 
by the demolition of the existing College in Great Central Street as part of the work on 
the city’s inner ring road, but it was ‘with sincere feelings of regret that we must 
shortly vacate the Vaughan College which for us has so many memories of pleasant 
association…’.2 Appropriately enough, in 1964-65 a Saturday School on Leicester’s 

Traffic Plan was given there by the 
author of the plan, Konrad 
Smigielski, the Chief Planning 
Officer of the City Council.  
 The Branch’s finances were 
under constant pressure during the 
1950s and 1960s. Many concerns 
were expressed about the rising 
costs of printing, postage and other 
expenses, and increasing liabilities 
to the WEA District and Head 
Office, which ‘must continue to be 
so if the work of the Association is 
to prosper’. The proportion of fees 
paid to the District from courses in 
1967-68 increased to 70%, ‘and it 

is interesting to note that had we continued to pay on the old basis we should have 
paid £189 less’.3 It was ‘not easy to arrange any profitable activity to assist income. In 
former years it has been possible to hold social functions which did help to increase 
revenue but in view of the prevailing competition this can no longer be looked upon 
with any degree of optimism’.4 Annual Reports also refer to the difficulties of recruiting 
‘new enthusiasts in the cause of Adult Education’, and the decline in individual 
subscribing membership, which was ‘in the main an ageing one’.  

The new Vaughan College building close to the  
Jewry Wall and St. Nicholas Church
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 In 1956-57 only 14 of the 126 members of the Branch paying a subscription 
actually attended any classes, and time inevitably took its toll on their number. By 
1961-62 this number had fallen to 83, and to 41 in 1970-71. In 1954-55 the Branch 
had decided to admit students in WEA classes as members free of charge. This was 
adopted throughout the District in the following year, and on a national basis in 1968.5 

 
1 Allaway (1959), p36 
2 Annual Report, 1961-62 
3 Annual Report, 1968-69 
4 Annual Report, 1955-56 
5 H.C. Wiltshire, ‘Student democracy & automatic membership’, WEA News, No. 18, March 1968 
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However, while this led to an overall increase in aggregate membership - important in 
terms of  the WEA’s credibility as a provider and advocate for adult education - it 
actually added to the costs of administration and did little to alter the fact that the 
majority of students maintained no further connection with the WEA once their 
classes finished. However, the Joint Committee programme was boosted by the 
admission of students to the class units on the Adult Education Department’s 
Certificate Courses in Sociology, Social Sciences and Trade Union Studies where 
there were available places, without an obligation to complete the full course.  
 From the early 1960s the Branch began to organize afternoon classes of six 
meetings, mainly in an attempt to attract women with children - possibly reflecting the 
fact that 50% of the Executive Committee in 1961-62 were themselves female. As Vic 
Feather, General Secretary of the Trades Union Congress (TUC) noted in his speech 
to the Branch annual dinner at Leicester University in September 1970:  

… the discouragement and disappointments of their earlier educational experiences 
mean that considerable personal encouragement is needed to interest working men 
in adult education and even more so in the case of their wives and other working 
women. Only a body such as the WEA with its local branches and large numbers of 
voluntary enthusiasts can provide personal encouragement of this kind.6  

New partnerships were pursued in the 1960s. From 1965-66, the Branch began to 
organize classes in co-operation with LEA Further Education Centres, such as the 
Spencefield Centre in Evington. When Radio Leicester became the first local radio 
station to be established by the BBC in November 1967, Fred Watson also became 
the Branch representative on its educational advisory committee. 7  
 University College Leicester became a university in its own right in 1957 by 
Royal Charter, and many of the Joint Committee classes in the 1950s and 1960s 
were taught by lecturers outside the Department of Adult Education itself. Among 
them were Elias Norbert, the German-born sociologist who had previously taught for 
the WEA and University Extension in Cambridge; Professor J.W. Tibble, Head of the 
School of Education; and H.J. Dyos, later the first Professor of Urban History at the 
University. Among those appearing as tutors for the WEA 
programme during this period were Eric Swift, who taught 
courses on literature and folklore and had been instrumental 
in setting up the Vaughan Folk Dancing Society, and Jack 
Otter, who taught natural history courses for many years.  
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ALL TOO FEW STALWARTS 
The Annual Report for 1952-53 referred to the ‘all too few a 
number of stalwarts who have always given good service to 
the cause for which we exist’. There were some new 
additions to the Committee by the early 1970s, including 
Councillor D.A. Keene, Miss Dora Valentine, and Miss Joan 
Watson, daughter of Fred, but the number of older members 
of the Branch was inevitably dwindling. Samuel E. George, a 
founder member with a long connection to the West End Adult School, died in 1965. 
As Secretary of the Leicestershire Agricultural Workers Union he had campaigned on 
behalf of ex-Alderman Rowland T. Hill’s (unsuccessful) campaign for election as MP 
for Harborough, and together ‘they used to organize meetings on village greens 
throughout the division in an effort to raise wages for agricultural workers’.8 Desmond 
O’Donoghue, another long-serving member of the Executive Committee, Chairman of 

 
6 Leicester Mercury, 26 September 1970 
7 Annual Report, 1967-68 
8 Leicester Mercury, 27 March 1965 
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the Classes Sub-Committee and representative on the East Midland District Council, 
died in 1971, and James Gilbert Cooke in 1973.  

James Cooke joined the Branch Committee in 1927-28 as a representative of 
the Post Office Union, having started as a clerk at the age of 14 and worked his way 
up to the rank of supervisor. He also served on the District Council, and devoted 
much of his spare time to working on the ruins of the church at Knaptoft, a deserted 
village in the south of Leicestershire, and helped to organise the summer outdoor 
services there. Mr Cooke left a legacy to the Branch of 5% of the income from his 
estate ‘for the general purpose of the said organisation’. The Committee was ‘very 
appreciative of this gesture’ when the first payment of £80 arrived in 1975-76, noting 
that he ‘always had a great love for the Leicester Branch’.9  
 In 1969, its Jubilee year, Edgar Tyler retired from the East Midland District 
after 20 years of service, the last ten as its Chairman, having first being elected as 
Vice-Chairman in 1944. In the same year Leicester University conferred on him the 
honorary degree of Master of Arts in recognition of his services to adult education: 

… one who in high measure represents the adult 
educational virtues… The WEA remains his ideal 
because by its means men and women – to echo 
a phrase of Yeats – “makes greatness their 
companion”… His humanity and integrity have 
made him widely and warmly liked by friends 
young and old. “If you love and serve men”, 
Emerson remarked, “you cannot by any hiding or 
stratagem escape the remuneration”; and our 
remuneration to him is to join him to ourselves, 
grateful that local life produces men so right-
minded for their fellows’ good.10   

 The East Midland District Jubilee was 
celebrated by assemblies of students and 
members at the Universities of Nottingham and 
Leicester. The latter was addressed by Professor 
Arthur Jones, the former Principal of the City 
Literary Institute in London who succeeded 
Professor Allaway in 1968 as the Head of the 
Department of Adult Education. The Leicester 
Branch itself organized a meeting addressed by 

the Rt. Hon. Richard Crossman MP, Secretary of State for Health and Social Security 
on the theme of Democracy under Attack. ‘All the valuable ideas he could think of’, he 
said:  

Edgar Tyler 

… had come from groups of cranks or conscientious objectors. These minorities, 
providing ideas for the large parties to use, were one of the most important aspects 
of our democracy… It was no new thing for democracy to be under attack. The 
difference between the revolt against the democratic system now and in the 1930s 
was that then it was a result of mass poverty, and today it is a result of mass 
affluence…for most of the time nine-tenths of the people in this country were 
indifferent – unless their interests were directly affected…11  

 
 
                                                 
9 Annual Reports, 1972-73; 1975-76; Leicester Mercury, 5 March 1973; Executive Committee Minutes, 21 June 1976. 
Both the 1972-73 report and the Leicester Mercury item refer to him as a founder member of the Branch, but as he 
was born in 1900 this is not possible.  
10 Leicester University Gazette, 1969, p321 
11 Leicester Mercury, 30 May 1969 
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EXAGGERATED PUBLICITY 
The reaction to a class on Revolutionary Movements in Contemporary Britain in the 
autumn of 1971 was very far from indifferent. This aimed to examine the history and 
ideology of ‘a number of groups ‘whose avowed aim is to overthrow the Capitalist 
system, by violent means if necessary’, with representatives of each group invited to 
‘speak on aspects of their ideas and activities’.12 An item on the course appeared in 
the Leicester Mercury under the headline ‘Black Panthers to talk about revolution’: 

Anarchist and Black Power leaders are to be invited to a Leicester Workers’ 
Educational Association course on revolutionary methods and ideals. They will be 
among a number of extremists defending their activities aimed at overthrowing the 
capitalist system… Speakers from local groups would talk for 20 minutes and 
answer questions on their ideas and activities, said Mr Malcolm Hornsby, tutor 
organiser... 13    

This ‘exaggerated press publicity’, as the Branch described it, sparked off a chain of 
protest, starting with letters from two of its largest affiliated trade unions, the 
Transport and General Workers (TGWU) and the Amalgamated Engineering Union 
(AEU), and the Pakistan Association. Branch Secretary, Fred Watson ‘had personally 
conducted the correspondence with a view to playing it down and the Branch not 
being drawn into futile arguments and discussions’. Denis Rice, Warden of Vaughan 
College, also received a letter from the local MP Tom Boardman, and: 

‘the Prime Minister had received a protest which he was passing to the DES for 
attention by an HMI… The Secretary had spoken to the tutor and had given clear 
instructions that at the slightest sign of trouble, which he did not anticipate, the class 
would be terminated… In the event, there were ‘no untoward incidents regarding this 
class and the fears of those who had criticised it had proved unfounded’. 14  

This episode was unusual, however, in that some of the main objections came from 
within the ranks of the labour movement itself. It was much more common for the 
WEA to be suspected of bias towards the trade unions and Labour Party, however 
unfounded. Reporting on ‘an outburst of criticism from partisan zealots against its 
alleged Labour bias’ in 1924, one newspaper declared that:  

both in practice and programme the WEA has scrupulously avoided party politics… 
Indeed, so marked has its impartiality been in this matter that from the opposite side 
it has also provoked criticism. While the Tories suspect it of Labour proclivities, 
Labour itself suspects it of being anti-Labour. A body that can draw the fire of two 
diametrically opposed parties has a strong claim to be exonerated of partisanship.15  

 This ‘scrupulous avoidance’ was essential in terms of its public funding as well 
as being part of its founding ethos of ‘definitely non-sectarian and non-party-political’ 
activity. As the WEA General Secretary Ernest Green argued in 1938 in response to 
allegations of ‘strong political left-wing bias’, this is often a view based simply on the 
subjects that the WEA has or continues to teach: but ‘the most important subject the 
WEA can get men and women to study is the subject of politics… If there is one 
contribution which an educational body can make to democratic progress and sanity 
in these days, it is the idea of toleration…’.16 As an article in WEA News put it in 
1982: ‘Let us not be afraid of controversy. The WEA is non-party, not non-politic 17

 
 

12 Programme of Classes, Autumn Term 1971 
13 Leicester Mercury, 17 September 1971 
14 Annual Report, 1971-72; Executive Committee Minutes, 14 October 1971; Executive Committee Minutes, 31 
January 1972 
15 South Wales News, 12 July 1924 
16 Kent Herald, 26 January 1938 
17 WEA News, No. 23, Autumn 1982 



Our thanks to the ladies 

8. Our thanks to the ladies 
The frequent votes of thanks recorded to ‘the ladies’ in the Branch Minutes may give 
the impression that their main contribution to its activities consisted in making the tea 
for meetings, socials and other events. This certainly fell to the ladies rather than the 
gentlemen, though it was not unknown for the latter to give a hand with the washing 
up. This parody of a John Masefield poem, written by one student and entitled ‘The 
Second Saturday’, seems to refer to a poetry Saturday School.1 
 

I must go down to the Vaughan again,  
To brew poetic tea, 
For I have a friend, a staunch friend, 
Who will hand out the cups with me… 
The meeting ends, the poets go, 
Still we are not forsaken, 
For the Chairman helps with washing-up 
When the last cup’s taken. 

 
Any such impression would be greatly misleading, however. Female tutors were 
employed at an early stage, the first identified from the Branch archives being Miss 
Mabel Atkinson, who in May 1910 offered to give a series of lectures on The Making 
of Modern England. Her gender prompted a lengthy discussion in the Executive 
Committee, but given the aim of attracting women as well as men to the WEA, it 
concluded that this could prove an advantage rather than an obstacle. Enrolment for 
this class was ‘strictly limited to 70’.2 In 1912-13, Helen Stocks taught a Preparatory 
class on Modern European Literature, with an enrolment of 72 students. It was, she 
said, ‘a delightful one to work with. Its members had the courage of their opinions 
and stuck to them with good humour and persistence’.3 A Preparatory class on The 
History of Revolutions in 1917-18 was taught by Miss G.M. Colman MA; and Maude 
Royden, lecturer in English literature, later an eminent preacher and the first woman 
in Britain to become a Doctor of Divinity, was also involved with the Leicester Branch 
through her work for University Extension.  
 The Branch’s first Executive Committee was composed entirely of men, but 
women also began to make an appearance here in its early years. The 1911-12 
Committee included Mrs Jane Leadbeater, representing the Women’s Co-operative 
Guild. By 1916-17 she was one of the Branch Vice-Presidents, and remained closely 
involved until her death in January 1930. The WEA ‘lost a good friend and earnest 
worker…’, the Annual Report for that year said of her: 

[She] made it her special work to keep before the Association the educational needs 
of women. The successful courses given by Dr. Firth and Mr. Blount in the Co-
operative Society’s rooms on “Hygiene and Chemistry in the Home” were mainly the 
result of her efforts. All who had the good fortune to work with her will miss her quiet 
enthusiasm and encouragement.   

 

THE SEARCH FOR FLORENCE 
Florence Elizabeth Pole was another of the women who played a prominent role in 
the Branch. Daniela Sommefeldt, one of the Hands on History students, describes the 
search for information about the ‘Miss Pole’ who first appears in the Executive 
Committee Minutes 1940-41 as Secretary of the Vaughan College Rambling Club. 
‘She remained as the only female Committee officer until 1951, after which this post 
no longer appeared as part of the Executive. No other information about Miss Pole 
could be found in the archives. She became our mystery woman, and the Hands on 

                                                 
1 Provided by Mildred Phillips. This was signed B.L.B. and probably dates from the 1950s. 
2 Leicester Pioneer, 13 August 1910 
3 Annual Report, 1912-13 
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History class decided to try and track her down. We had found a website for the local 
Branch of the Ramblers’ Association giving details of the Florence Pole Memorial 
Library, but the Ramblers did not know what had happened to the books and could 
not find anyone who remembered her. ‘Our first breakthrough came when one of the 

group did a trawl of the national register of deaths and 
obtained a copy of her death certificate. A visit to the 
local Record Office located an obituary and death 
notice in the Leicester Mercury, and further research 
in the Births, Marriages and Deaths registers and 
Electoral Rolls identified some living relatives. A 
search through the current telephone directory gave 
us a contact number, and at last we were on our way! 
By the time we reached this point, Miss Pole had 
become a firm favourite within our group, and 
everyone joined in the search for more details of her 
life and work. This was made a little easier once we 
knew her full name, and written references and 

contacts who remembered her started to emerge. When I managed to speak to 
Roger, her nephew, we had started to build a picture in our minds, but this was 
modified when we learnt that her family knew her as Flo and her friends as Florence – 
clearly ‘our’ Miss Pole had many facets to her character. It made such a difference to 
the way we now started to picture her. 
 ‘Roger pointed the way to his cousins Ian, living on the outskirts of Leicester, 
and Janette (Jan), now living in Cumbria. Jan was able to provide a wealth of detail 
and photographs of Miss Pole and suggested contacting Jenny, a friend now living in 
Wiltshire who also knew her. Using the WEA archive documentation and piecing 
together the information provided by our contacts, we were able to build a picture of 
her life. Florence Pole was a dedicated career woman at a time when this was still 
unusual, but found time to be an active and committed rambler. At various points in 
her career she was a Leicester Home Help Organiser, Leicester City Transport 
catering and welfare superintendent, President in 
1954 of the Leicester branch of the National and 
Local Government Officers’ Association, and 
Chairman of the national Transport Service 
Conditions Committee. She was also Secretary of 
the East Midlands Ramblers’ Association, and 
Chairman of the Leicester Museums Association.  
 ‘She had very close family ties and a wide 
circle of friends and acquaintances. Her nephew 
Ian remembers that she was very clever, but the 
family could not afford to let her attend grammar 
school or continue her education beyond 
secondary school. She had a great love of 
classical music, which she discovered for herself, 
and took Ian ‘church crawling’, incidentally 
teaching him such useful facts as how to 
photograph sunlight streaming through windows 
(you have to bang the kneelers to raise the dust 
motes which are then visible in the rays of the 
sun).  
 Both Jan and Jenny remember the many 
walks and outings they made with Florence and 
the Rambling Club. Not only did she walk the many 
footpaths of Leicestershire, but she also organised 
monthly coach rambles further afield (never more 
than a two-hour journey away from Leicester) and 
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some trips at a greater distance which lasted a few days. She became very fond of 
the Lakes and, in later years when travel became cheaper, went on trips abroad.  
 Perhaps the most unexpected piece of the jigsaw was Florence Pole’s long-
standing relationship with Edgar Tyler, Chairman of the Rambling Club and for many 
years President of the Leicester Branch of the WEA. According to her niece Jan, 
Florence and Edgar were a very quiet couple, with a close circle of friends. They 
used to enjoy going to concerts and Florence loved gardening, especially at her 

bungalow, which she shared with Edgar 
after his wife’s death. Jan remembered that 
she attended WEA classes with them (even 
when she was not officially old enough). 
“Although I didn't realise until I was older”, 
she recalled, “she was an activist for 
women's rights and was very left wing. The 
many books I have which belonged to her 
(from second hand book shops) confirm 
this. Reading was one of her interests… 
she also did some beautiful crochet work, 
which I rescued and treasure”. Florence and 
Edgar were two of Jenny’s earliest friends in 
Leicester, and she was impressed by “their 
attitude and involvement, the 
encouragement they gave to others and 
their commitment to walking everywhere”...’. 
 Florence Pole’s death at the age of 
67 was a great sadness to many. The 
Ramblers’ Association wrote that she ‘will be 
sadly missed by numerous friends in 
Leicestershire, Rutland, Northamptonshire 

and Peterborough as well as many in London and all over Britain who shared her love 
of the countryside’. The WEA Branch Annual Report for 1975-76 also carried this 
tribute to her: 

During the year, the Association has suffered a great loss by the death of Florence 
Pole. She was one of the earlier members of the Leicester Branch and has rendered 
valuable service over the years. Always willing and eager to share in the active work 
of the branch, she served on most of its committees and was also a member of the 
District Council… She will be greatly missed by all who knew her and all members of 
the WEA. 
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9. A unique opportunity 
In 1969 the Department of Education and Science set up a Committee under the 
chairmanship of Sir Leonard Russell CBE, to ‘assess the need for and to review the 
provision of non-vocational adult education in England and Wales’.1 This gave ‘strong 
support’ to the WEA’s wish to extend its work with people who might otherwise have 
little or no contact with adult education’ and identified four specific areas of work as 
priorities: education for the ‘socially and culturally deprived’ living in urban areas; work 
in an industrial context; political and social education; and liberal and academic study 
below the level of university work. It concluded that the ‘importance of these tasks can 
hardly be overstated… and we see the WEA as having a unique opportunity to 
undertake them…’.  Much of this work would be done by professional Tutor-
Organisers, as distinct from the ‘traditional’ work of the WEA for its which voluntary 
members remained largely responsible.  
 Despite cutbacks in public spending in the 1970s, the Russell Report had a 
major impact on the direction of the WEA, and was influential in attracting new staff to 
the organisation. They included Russell Gent, who started as Tutor-Organiser for 
East Leicestershire in 1974, and Terry Mahoney, who became Tutor-Organiser for 
Leicester in January 1977. ‘As a convert to adult education’, Terry recalled: 

and one from the poor working classes, I wanted to make a difference and I saw a 
national body like the WEA as best placed to innovate. I didn’t see myself as a LEA 
provider of cake icing, flower arranging etc. (although the best multicultural 
education I saw took place within a flower arranging group as part of its hidden 
curriculum). I was attracted to the liberal education ethos, liked the working 
conditions of a WEA tutor with a larger brief than school-based stuff, the freedom to 
roam and experiment. It appealed to my radical and maverick side.2 

In 1979 the Branch Annual Report noted ‘the very full programme of priority classes 
which are of great benefit to numbers of people who would not be able to attend the 
traditional classes’. They included work initiated in 1976 by Terry Mahoney with the 
Royal Leicester, Leicestershire and Rutland Society for the Blind (now known as 
Vista). He recalled this as ‘one of the most pleasing developments of my work in 
Leicester’.3  Alongside evening classes in creative writing and archaeology, regular 
afternoon classes on local history, natural history, world religions and other subjects 
were held in the Society’s Day Centre in North Evington. Students paid a nominal fee 
of 10p, and courses were also held in later years at the Town Hall in Leicester. 4 
 Several tutors also recall this as some of their most challenging but rewarding 
work for the WEA. Their customary style of teaching was often dependent on visual 
materials that had to be adapted by using objects or audio materials to engage 
students and promote discussion. Leicester Tutor Organiser, Cherry Heinrich, drew 
on this body of knowledge and good practice to commission and produce, firstly, a 
national survey of WEA Districts’ work with blind and partially sighted students which 
was published by the RNIB and subsequently a guide for tutors and trainers on 
working with visually impaired adults which was intended to support tutors and 
promote further provision.5 Shirley Aucott taught a variety of classes at the Gedding 
Road centre, including Exploring Living Memory which was based on oral histories. 
This teaching, she wrote, was one of her strongest and fulfilling memories:  

                                                 
1 Department of Education & Science, Adult Education: a Plan for Development, HMSO, 1973, v. Professor Arthur 
Jones, Head of the Department of Adult Education at Leicester University, was a member of the Russell Committee. 
2 Correspondence with T. Mahoney 
3 WEA East Midland District, Annual Report, 1981 
4 WEA Leicester archive, correspondence and course leaflets 
5 R. Payne, C.P. Heinrich & Z. Munby, Visually Impaired Students & the Workers’ Educational Association, RNIB, 
1997;  C. Heinrich, B. Hunter & R. Payne, Working With Visually Impaired Adults: a guide for tutors & trainers, 
WEA,1999; second edition, 2007 

 40



A unique opportunity 

It was often challenging work, because it tested my ability to create resources that 
were accessible and understandable to people with little or no sight. I always came 
out of a class feeling that learning had really taken place, not just for the learners, 
but for me as well. They were very happy times in my teaching career’.6  

Terry Mahoney also pioneered the development of Saturday schools on drama for 
visually impaired people, ranging in age from mid-teens to late 70s. The results were: 

… most satisfying. I have seen blind students stiff and anxious at the beginning of a 
meeting and within an hour they are moving around, smiling, and saying things like “I 
never thought I’d dance again”… The WEA’s part in this is modest: we organise and 
sponsor the work. The merit goes to two most skilful and dedicated tutors who 
enthuse not only their students but also others who work in a voluntary capacity. It 
has given [the students] the confidence to try all kinds of other activities of a social 
and educational nature. This is education for “social purpose”…7  

 
SCHOOL GOVERNOR TRAINING 
An area of work that attracted national attention was the training for School 
Governors that Terry Mahoney pioneered in Leicestershire in co-operation with the 
Open University. Changes were introduced in the composition of school governing 
bodies following the Taylor Report in 1977 to make them more representative of the 
population as a whole. Many of these new governors were unfamiliar with the school 
environment and the range of duties that this role now imposed on them, and were 
potentially a fruitful target for new WEA work. As Terry also noted, in its early years 
the WEA was ‘a campaigning force, along with the teaching unions, for a number of 
the most exciting educational initiatives this century’, with the aims of furthering 
educational opportunities for children and adolescents as well as adults, but over the 
years had tended ‘to forget the children and adolescent components’.8  
 His initial approach to Leicestershire LEA was unproductive. In 1982, however, 
recognising ‘the value of working with an experienced independent adult education 
provider ‘with no axe to grind where this subject was concerned’, the LEA itself 
approached the WEA East Midland District to develop a scheme of training for its 
governors.9 He was thus able to respond quickly, with a proposal for six pilot courses 
of eight weekly meetings at 
venues around the county, 
offered during the day, in 
the evening or at weekends, 
and based on the use of 
materials produced by the 
Open University. At a total 
cost of £3,000 a year, these 
covered such subjects as 
the legal responsibilities of 
governors, how to become  
more effective in governors’  
meetings, making visits to 
their schools, selecting new 
staff, and developing the 
curriculum.  

School governors on a Leicester Branch WEA training course 
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8 WEA East Midlands District, Newsletter, No. 1, Autumn 1987 
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 When they first ran in April 1982 they attracted 300 applications for 104 
places, prompting one local governor to write: ‘A seat for the finals at Wimbledon – a 
ticket for the last night of the Proms – a £250,000 win on the Premium Bonds – all 
these things are as probable as getting a place, at the first attempt, on the WEA 
course for the ‘Training of School Governors’…’.10 Many governors found the full 
revelation of their responsibilities somewhat alarming, but feedback from the courses 
suggested that they emerged with more confidence. As one put it, ‘the tutor has 
transformed me from a struggling amateur to a more knowledgeable, confident and 
determined school governor. I no longer feel that I am walking through a minefield’.11 
‘Extension’ courses were offered to enable governors to explore some issues such as 
finance, sexism and racism in more depth than was possible in the introductory 
courses. Around 1,600 governors had been trained in Leicestershire by 1987, and 
new legislation in 1986 increased both the range of their powers and responsibilities, 
and the consequent need for training.  
 Terry Mahoney recalled that ‘I became a bit of an expert on the upcoming 
1986 Education Act, and went around giving talks on this work from Cornwall to 
Newcastle on Tyne. So it was all high profile stuff and the new legislation gave a steer 
to training’.12 He was also invited to contribute to a number of publications, including 
the ‘How Schools Work’ section of the Times Educational Supplement. However, 
although it was ‘repaid handsomely by the grant income we attract’, the success of 
this work imposed unanticipated burdens on him in terms of workload. ‘School 
governors have taken over my life…’, he wrote in 1988: ‘There came a time in early 
spring when I thought I was going to burst, but the District recognised the difficulties 
attached to my workload, and were quick to offer an acceptable solution’.13  This 
consisted in transferring his responsibility for some WEA branches to other staff, 
enabling him to focus on school governor work across the District.  
 By providing education support grants to fund this and other activities under 
the Education Act 1986, central government removed some of the incentive for LEAs 
to contract with the WEA for governor training, and encouraged them to appoint their 
own governor training co-ordinators. Terry Mahoney himself moved to Hertfordshire 
LEA in 1989, where he became responsible for over 7000 governors in 555 schools, 
as well as training senior staff how to work with governors once the management of 
budgets and other LEA functions were devolved to schools under the Education 
Reform Act 1988. However, WEA involvement in governor training in Leicestershire 
continued for another eight years, and several WEA regions including the East 
Midlands also collaborated on the development of training materials with funding from 
the DES. Eventually, however, the devolution of budgets and reductions in the LEA’s 
resources led to reduced demand and work being increasingly carried out ‘in house’. 
In 1997 the decision was taken to withdraw from school governor training because it 
was no longer cost effective in terms of the resources necessary to maintain the 
quality of the work.  
 
101 HINCKLEY ROAD 
A further expansion in priority work was made possible in 1979 through the Leicester 
Inner Area Programme, funded jointly by the Department of the Environment (DoE) 
and Leicestershire LEA. This was part of a national scheme to regenerate urban 
areas, including provision for educational developments, and resulted in the opening 
of a new WEA centre in Leicester at 101 Hinckley Road, in the West End of the city. 
Terry Mahoney was instrumental in securing this funding, inspired in part by the work 

                                                 
10 Jan Gaskell, ‘Awake, awake’, Leicestershire Education Journal, Leicestershire LEA, c.1987 
11 T. Mahoney, p214 
12 Correspondence with Terry Mahoney, 2008 
13 T. Mahoney, Annual Report, 1987-88 
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done in Liverpool by WEA Tutor-Organiser Tom Lovett on the Liverpool Educational 
Priority Area (EPA) project, and his view of working class adult education as ‘a 
process of helping people to reflect on the beliefs and value which underlie their 
actions in the world… ‘.14 Terry recalled that: 

I developed contacts with two keen local planners, went to various local and national 
meetings, got the involvement of two students from the School of Social Work whose 
brief was to find a location that would benefit from an ‘education house’… without 
treading on LEA toes. A dilapidated 101 became available (a former brothel and we 
had to turn out some anarchist squatters). Although not ideal – too many stairs, and 
we’d have liked next door as well – we got funding, designed the premises, 
furnished it with redundant school furniture, and off we went. Its symbol, a key, was 
my front door key, and symbolised easy access…15    

Funding was secured from the Inner Area Programme of £20,000 a year for three 
years, later extended to five, to purchase and convert the house, cover the running 
costs, and employ a full-time development officer and part-time teaching, clerical and 

cleaning staff. The building itself cost £8,000 
and was unique as a teaching centre, both in 
being owned directly by the WEA and in the 
responsibility taken for it by volunteers. It was 
opened on 7 January 1980 by the Rt. Hon. 
Greville Janner QC, then MP for Leicester 
West and now Lord Janner of Braunstone, 
whose active support for 101 has continued 
throughout its existence.  
 It was Keith Fraser, first Development 
Officer at 101, who initially faced  the ‘exacting 
but exciting challenge of attracting adults in the 
area to the educational opportunities which will 
be provided. In doing so, the WEA’s ideal of 
voluntarism will not be forgotten and it is 
hoped to build a flourishing branch at Hinckley 
Road’.16 This hope was realised in 1980-81, 
thanks to the involvement of people like Jenny 
Marriott, who also became very active in the 
work of the District, and Frances Pollard, an 
early user of 101 with a particular talent, Terry 
Mahoney recalled, for marketing and tapping 
into grants. As well as planning courses and 

social events, volunteers also helped to decorate the building and make the front 
garden ‘presentable’. Pre-school children, the young unemployed, the elderly, and 
minority ethnic groups in the West End were among those targeted by 101, as 
reflected in the programme for the first year of operation with courses on Play and the 
Under-5s, Welfare Rights, Unemployment, and English as a Second Language 
alongside Trace Your Family Tree and Women’s Studies.17      

The interior of 101 Hinckley Road when it 
was purchased by the WEA  

 Any concerns that 101 would compete with the traditional Vaughan College 
programme were quickly dispelled. The funding from the DoE enabled 101 to ‘try 
things the WEA normally cannot do’, such as courses in 1983-84 in Indian Cookery 
and Wholefood Cookery. A cookery booklet evolved from the former, while the latter 
led to the formation of a wholefood co-operative. Work with tenants’ and residents’ 
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associations identified a demand for specialised courses covering such subjects as 
organising and campaigning, managing committees, and establishing community 
newspapers.18 Another ‘major breakthrough’ was reported with the Bal Vikas courses 
developed by Prafulla Modi to help Asian parents teach their children their mother 
tongue. Twelve of these courses ran in 1985-86 with a total recruitment of 350, and 
the same tutor also established four discussion groups for Asian women across a 
varied age range.  
 
OPEN EVERY DAY 
As envisaged from the outset, 101 served as a base for community organisations and 
initiatives in the West End with no direct link to the WEA, both to improve existing 
provision of community facilities, and to encourage users to take up the educational 
opportunities it offered. ‘We boasted that it 
was open every day of the year’, Terry 
Mahoney recalled, ‘since an elderly Asian 
men’s group used it on Sundays and even 
Christmas Day to meet and play cards’.19 
The majority of those attending daytime 
classes at 101 in its early years were 
young women with children, thanks in 
great part to crèches provided by the Pre-
Schools Playgroups Association (PPA). 
The PPA itself had a resource centre in the 
basement, and the playroom was used 
twice a week as a drop-in mother and 
toddler club. This required very little WEA 
involvement other than some occasional 
publicity, but provided compelling evidence 
of the value of such informal activities in terms of the educational ‘highway’. It had 
provided ‘an extremely fertile recruiting ground for our day-time courses and 
sometimes our evening classes’, it was reported in 1984:  

Keith Fraser, first Development Officer,  
at the front door of 101 Hinckley Road 

Our model student in this respect has been one woman who came to the mother and 
toddler class in the first instance, was persuaded by other mothers to join a day-time 
class, moved on to others (including evening classes) and as well as still coming to 
classes is currently taking an Open University degree. As someone who left school 
at fifteen with no formal qualifications, and who has no previous history of 
involvement with adult education, she finds the realisation of her own potential richly 
rewarding.20    

One particularly fruitful venture was the West End Remembered course, aimed in 
particular at elderly people as the area was being redeveloped, and run jointly with 
Leicestershire Libraries and Information Service in 1985 at Fosse Library on Mantle 
Road. Good working relationships were also established with the local police, 
particularly Inspector Gordon Clarke, his successor Inspector Ivan Moody, and 
Sergeant Nigel Smith. This partnership resulted in a number of very successful safety 
events for parents and children as well as being ‘a marvellous support in dealing with 
all the little aggravations that arise from running a building’.21  
 The initial funding for 101 Hinckley Road expired in March 1984, and although 
Leicestershire LEA agreed to continue funding at its previous level of activity, this was 
based on outdated estimates and proved ‘insufficient for today’s needs… Without the 
                                                 
18 101 Hinckley Road, Annual Report, 1984 
19 Correspondence with Terry Mahoney 
20 101 Hinckley Road, Annual Report 1983-84 
21 101 Hinckley Road, Annual Report 1985-86 
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additional funding we risk having a properly administered centre with no educational 
activities, or an adequate programme in a centre incapable of supporting it 

administratively’.22 However, while the District 
was wary of committing itself to ‘long-term and 
extensive funding from its normal budget’ in 
order to bridge the gap, the ‘educational and 
social value of the project was never in 
doubt… [and] it was decided to continue…’.23 
This was a view echoed by many of those who 
taught at 101. It was ‘a lovely place to work…’, 
said one: ‘The Centre’s staff are very friendly, 
encouraging and supportive. My admiration for 
the whole concept of adult education has been 
given a nice charge and my flagging faith in 
human nature given a pleasant boost’.24 
 In 1986-87 funding was secured from 
the Inner Area Programme to clear the back 
yard and provide additional teaching 
accommodation with disabled access. The 
extension to the building was opened in 1990 
by Greville Janner, and also included a 
purpose-built crèche facility. The range of 

classes has changed and developed over the years in line with changing priorities 
and demand, and competition from new adult education centres in the area. There 
have also been changes in the makeup of the population in the area served by 101, 
and a recent class in English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) included 
people from India, Eastern Europe, Iraq, Tanzania and Poland. Other recent 
initiatives include work with people with learning disabilities, and a digital photography 
course for students with a learning difficulty was joint winner of the East Midlands 
Regional Learner Awards scheme in 2007.  
 101 Hinckley Road also provided one member of the Hands on History class 
with an opportunity to combine personal knowledge and experience with research 
into the archives. Elaine Richardson took up her post as Area Librarian at Westcotes 
Library a few months after 101 was opened, and had a particular interest in 
researching this aspect of the history of the WEA in Leicester. Her familiarity with the 
Inner Area Programme was a great help in understanding references in the archive 
materials to people and places, official organisations and other groups operating in 
the area, including 101 itself. At the same time, the research itself added a new 
dimension to her understanding of what was happening at the time. ‘I have learnt 
much about the work at 101 and gained insights into the work of the WEA and the 
specific aims, objectives and scope of the project’, as she said, ‘and I have derived 
great benefits from re-living many of the events that 101 was involved with where I 
was also present, and remembering people mentioned in the archive material’.25   
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10. Work in an industrial context 
 
The Russell Report identified the WEA’s ‘work in an industrial context’ as one of its 
priorities for the future. This was not a new area of work, of course, either nationally 
or in Leicester. Detailed records of the organisations affiliated to the Leicester Branch 
do not exist for the post-World War II period, but it is clear from references in Annual 
Reports that trade unions still constituted a significant proportion of them. In 1947,  
under a national WEA initiative, the Branch had established a Trade Union Advisory 
Committee, chaired by its Vice-Chairman J.W. Stiles of the TGWU and consisting of 
representatives from affiliated trade unions. One of its first ventures was a class ‘to 
help trade unionists in their positions in the movement’, attended by 15 students ‘with 
varying degrees of regularity’. In 1950-51 a special class for trade unionists on The 
Worker, his Trade Union and the Future was held at Vaughan College in co-operation 
with the Leicester Trades Council. The Trade Union Advisory Committee also served 
‘as a valuable means of keeping contact with the organized workers’. 1  
 In the 1950s and 1960s there was a considerable increase in Day Release 
courses provided by the WEA for trade unionists. These were pioneered in the East 
Midlands as early as 1922, when courses for miners were provided in conjunction 
with University College Nottingham. In 1959 a day 
release course in Co-operative Studies was set up in 
Leicester through the Joint Committee for the staff of 
Co-operative Societies in the area. Other courses 
introduced from 1962-63 appear to have been well-
supported by local employers, including British Rail, 
Marconi Radar Systems, the Corah hosiery 
company, Bentley Engineering, and Fox’s Glacier 
Mints; and ‘this would be added to if we could 
achieve more interest from the employees… we are 
always ready to organize two such courses if we can 
recruit the additional number of students required’.2  
 Day release courses for miners were set up at 
Vaughan College later in the decade in a partnership 
between the East and West Midlands WEA Districts, 
the Universities of Leicester, Nottingham and 
Birmingham, the National Coal Board, mining 
industry trade unions and the Coal Industry Social 
Welfare Organisation.3 The syllabus for the course 
covered Communication (using information, presenting oral and written statements, 
and the conduct of meetings) along with Industrial Relations and Labour Law, Social 
and Economic History, and Economic Problems and Policies. It thus tended to bear 
out the arguments of Ellen McCullough of the TGWU in 1956 that trade union studies 
and liberal education did not have to be mutually exclusive: 

We want an informed and enlightened membership. We believe that the only way to 
secure it is for members to know how their Union works and what problems it faces. 
We believe these things can only be understood by those who know something of 
the world in which their union operates… the two things – knowledge of the Union 
and an understanding of the background – can, and ought to be, treated as a unity.4    

Alongside this one-year day release course ran a number of 10 week courses in co-
operation with the TUC on Health and Safety and Rights at Work, and a Basic Course 
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for Shop Stewards. A better informed and more articulate trade union presence, more 
open to negotiation and considering different viewpoints, were seen as the main 
benefits to employers who supported their workers to attend courses in the industrial 
programme.5 As G.D.H. Cole had observed in 1954, the increased power of trade 
unions after World War II required ‘those who are concerned with the administration 

of industry to admit that workers 
have to be led as well as driven’.6 
The value of this work for the 
unions themselves was underlined 
by correspondence in the Leicester 
WEA archives, including a letter 
from the Midlands Division of 
USDAW in 1977 expressing 
‘appreciation of the WEA. A 
number of our shop stewards have 
benefited greatly from attending 
the Vaughan College courses’.7  
 A new development in 1979 
was the formation of the Leicester 
WEA Industrial Group.8 This was 
composed of WEA representatives 
and ‘rank and file’ trade unionists 

working in factories, offices and health services, and aimed to  encourage further 
growth in trade union education. ‘For many years’, in the words of a publicity leaflet in 
February 1980, ‘workers have campaigned for better pay and working conditions, but 
have paid scant attention to their own continued education’. From 1975 trade union 
officials had a statutory right to reasonable paid time off to undertake trade union 
training, but despite the growth in day release classes, access to such courses 
remained limited. The Industrial Group hoped to encourage greater involvement 
through short courses, day schools and other activities, some organised solely by the 
Branch and others with the Department of Adult Education at Leicester University. 
Several courses were based on the BBC TV series On Union Business and Working 
for Safety, on a ‘viewing and discussion’ basis, with students’ fees paid by the TUC. 
Single lectures such as The Use and Application of Robots in Industry and Nuclear 
Power: an Alternative Guide for Trade Unionists reflected concern about the 
implications of technological change, while others like Trade Unions and the 
Economy, and Industrial Relations in the EEC addressed some wider economic 
issues of the early 1980s.  
 
GETTING BACK TO WORK 
Unemployment was foremost among these issues. In 1982 it reached its highest level 
in Britain for 50 years at over 3 million, or 1 in 8 of the working population. In the East 
Midlands it increased by 187% between May 1979 and February 1983, mainly in 
traditional manufacturing industries including coal, iron and steel and construction.9 A 
government announcement in July 1981 suggested that funding for courses for the 
unemployed would become available through the Manpower Services Commission, 
and in anticipation of this several WEA branches in the East Midlands set up around 
30 courses in 1981-83 with over 500 enrolments. These were free of charge to 

                                                 
5 Interview with Russell Gent, 19 February 2008 
6 G.D.H. Cole, ‘Industrial Relations’, The Highway, Vol. 46, 1954 
7 WEA Leicester Branch archives, correspondence  
8 The formation of the WEA Leicester Industrial Group preceded the Conservative election victory in May 1979 and 
does not appear to have any direct link with this. 
9 Hansard, HC Deb 09 February 1983 vol 36 cc1012-51 
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students, and covered such topics as legal and welfare rights, the causes of 
unemployment, and how to set up small businesses or co-operatives.10 In the event, 
much of the funding for this work came from local authorities, and this inevitably 
limited its scope. An application from the District in 1983-84 for government funding to 
extend a successful Nottingham-based course to other areas of the East Midlands 
was turned down on the grounds that it was simply an extension of existing provision. 
‘Such is the price one pays’, said the District Annual Report for that year with some 
exasperation, ‘for initiating useful work long before the government of the day gets 
around to thinking about it!’.  
 In the autumn of 1982 the Recreation and Arts Department of Leicester City 
Council approached Terry Mahoney with a view to providing WEA classes at the 
Leicester Unemployed Workers’ Centre (LUWC) that it was then setting up. This 
opened in May 1983 in Charles Street, and he became a member of its management 
committee. The main focus of the courses that the WEA provided was on helping 
people to get back into employment by developing their skills, confidence and 
understanding of the wider context of work.  
 The initial programme included Getting a Job, Help with Spelling and Writing, 
and Trade Unions and You. Behind the News and yoga classes also featured in the 
summer programme. One very successful  venture was a joint LUWC/WEA 
discussion group, Free Discussion for Women, set up on the Northfields Estate in 
Leicester. The WEA received a fee from the Council for each class, and they were 
free to unemployed workers themselves. However, as early as the autumn of 1983 
the programme at Charles Street was experiencing ‘problems of attendance, 
philosophy and purpose’ due to a preference for the social activities provided by the 
centre.11  
 
A PROBLEM OF LEISURE 
The Leicester Branch ran pre-retirement courses for almost 30 years from 1975, but 
WEA involvement nationally began in the late 1950s in response to what it saw as 
‘the problem of leisure’. There were around seven million retired people in Britain in 
1958, and their number was increasing by an estimated 1000 every day. Improved life 
expectancy meant that on average men retiring at 65 could expect to live another 12 
years, and women retiring at 60 over 18 years. While some people found this 
unaccustomed leisure enjoyable and rewarding, others found it difficult to adjust to 
such a radical change in lifestyle. In the circumstances, ‘there is a place for proper 
education towards retirement [and] the WEA can play an important part in this field’.12  
 This began in 1959 with the formation of the Glasgow Retirement Council, on 
which the WEA worked alongside employers, educationalists, elderly people’s 
organisations and representatives of the local authority. As well as the promotion of 
education for retirement, it aimed to provide facilities for hobbies and handicrafts, 
information and advice services on such subjects as benefits, physical and mental 
health, and opportunities for voluntary work. The educational approach was two-fold, 
involving courses for personnel and welfare officers as well as pre-retirement day-
release courses for people within a year or two of retirement.13 To ensure that the 
courses were ‘an exercise in education and not benevolence’, tutors were employed 
to co-ordinate contributions from visiting lecturers and develop the general themes.14  

                                                 
10 WEA East Midlands, Annual Report, 1982 
11 WEA Leicester Branch Archives, Work with the Unemployed files 
12 Roy Wilkie, ‘The morale & health of retired workers’, The Highway, Vol. 49, January 1958, p73-77 
13 W. Ferguson Anderson, ‘Preparation for retirement’, Transactions of the Society of Occupational Medicine’ 19, 124-
127 (1969) 
14 WEA News, No. 19, November 1968, p3 
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 The first pre-retirement course organised by the Leicester Branch was held in 
1975 at St. Matthew’s Community Centre, in co-operation with Leicestershire LEA 
and the Civil Service Council for Further Education. This consisted of three full day 
sessions over a three week period, on a day release basis, for a fee of £4. It was 
intended primarily for civil servants, and included Introducing retirement, growing old, 
keeping young; Finance for the future; and Your new life: what to do with retirement. 
By the autumn of 1978 these courses were based solely at Vaughan College. Rising 
unemployment and an increase in redundancies and early retirement gave them an 
added impetus in the 1980s, and the content and format were adapted over time.  
 In 1979 a post-retirement course, Living to the Full, was also introduced to 
offer recently retired people an opportunity to consider ‘some of the emotional, 
psychological and physical problems which growing old produces… [and] how to live 
life to the full by encouraging personal development and by examining the valuable 
contribution which older people themselves can make to society’. In the following 
year, a four day course over four weeks was offered to local authority workers as well 
as civil servants between the ages of 50 and 70, ‘plus any who may have met with 
change to their lives which they find difficult to handle. Such change may be caused 
by retirement from work, bereavement, change of location or of marriage partner, or 
by children leaving home’. 15  
 A more positive tone was evident by 1982, when the course was entitled 
Retirement – an Exploration and retirement itself was described as a ‘Gateway to 
Opportunity’. Spouses were also welcomed at a fee of £10. Students on this course 
came from a range of local and national government bodies including Leicestershire 
County Council, the Ministries of Defence and Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, HM 
Customs and Excise, and the Leicester Family Housing Association. In 1988 it was 
opened to people other 
than local authority staff 
and civil servants, and 
the subject matter was 
progressively expanded 
to cover such topics as 
home security, learning,  
travel and relationships. 
Rather than presenting  
retirement as a problem 
that had to be solved,  
the Ten Commandments 
devised for students by 
tutor Ken Webb in 2001 
pointed out that those 
who live longest are 
contented fun lovers – 
and that’s official!’. 
Students were advised to ‘Make sure you have regular contact with people of all 
ages’; ‘Don’t worry about money but do ask for concessions everywhere’; ‘Don’t moan 
about your health, young people, your neighbours, television, anything new, the 
nation going to rack and ruin’; and ‘Aim to be happy rather than respectable’. By then, 
however, a growing number of employers were running their own in-house pre-
retirement courses, and the Branch ceased to offer them when Ken Webb himself 
retired in the following year.   

A pre-retirement group at Vaughan College 
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ARBEIT UND LEBEN 
A programme of exchange visits in the East Midland District was established in 1952 
by District Secretary John Rhodes and his German colleague Horst Modell at the 
organization Arbeit und Leben [Work and Life] in Hamburg. This initially focused on 
exchanges for trade unionists, with factory visits, meetings with trade unions and 
management, and visits to local places of interest. By the 1980s there were also 
Nottingham-based exchanges with nurses and other health professionals, where 
there was an existing connection with one of the hospitals.  
 In the later 1980s a programme for school governors was also developed, 
prompted by interest in recent reforms by which budgets were devolved to individual 
schools, which was also being considered in Germany. Cherry Heinrich, who took 
over responsibility for the Arbeit und Leben programme in the 1990s from Deputy 
East Midland District Secretary, David Neal, recalls that she and Mike Attwell, who 
was responsible for school governor training in the Derby area, ran an initial session 
with German parents at a residential conference in Hamburg in 1994.  In the following 
year she organised a week long programme for a group of parent representatives, 
including visits to schools, and separate outdoor activities for the children, most of 
them teenagers, with other events in the evenings.  
 ‘That sort of experience is quite transformative’, as Cherry said, ‘because you 
can really immerse yourself in a totally different culture and different way of thinking 
about things’. However, the programme was always hampered by a lack of funding 
from the British side. The preliminary visit was financed by the Central Bureau for 
Educational Visits and Exchanges and NIACE but to take a group to Hamburg proved 
impossible. Cherry recalls that, ‘The British Council were very keen - they loved it and 
would have liked to have funded it but it didn’t fit any of their criteria. I did get funding 
from a German bank but it wasn’t enough. I had to send the cheque back as we 
couldn’t get matched funding’. 16 Several exchange visits of nurses and other health 
professionals both to Hamburg and to Nottingham were arranged in the late 90s with 
staff following week long programmes in hospitals. Whilst beneficial for participants in 
both countries such exchanges are time-consuming to arrange, and alongside 
changing priorities for the District, these and difficulties with funding led to a gradual 
falling off in the programme until it ceased altogether.  
 

 
16 Interview with Cherry Heinrich, 10 June 2008 
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11. The young tree bears fruit 
 
Women always constituted a high proportion of WEA students. In a national analysis 
of occupations in 1924, ‘Housewives, Domestics etc’. were the third largest category, 
after teachers, and engineers, mechanics and metal-workers. As Arthur Greenwood 
MP, Vice-President of the WEA, concluded: ‘The WEA is not a men’s movement. 
Women are remarkably keen to learn – and not only single women, by any means’.1 
Nevertheless, there was still much debate about what they might learn, how to recruit 
them, and how to overcome the obstacles that domestic duties placed in their way.  A 
national WEA Women’s Advisory Committee established in 1907 recommended that 
Branches establish special Women’s Committees’. The Leicester Branch did not do 
so, but in 1912-13 it did establish a fortnightly ‘Women’s Class’ in Literature.   
 As the WEA acknowledged in 1928, while many working women ‘feel the need 
for further education, both to widen their own lives and to make them better fitted to 
take part in the work of the various organisations to which they belong… [many] 
cannot attend evening classes, and cannot pledge themselves to regular attendance 
at classes running over one or more winter sessions’. This publication was prompted 
by the extension of the parliamentary vote to women over the age of 21 in 1928, and 
the need for them ‘to look at all sides to a question and form their own opinions’.2 
However, an article in The Highway in 1951 argued that adult education could 
perhaps do women ‘more harm than good’: 

An exhilarated mind may meet discouragements and set-backs sufficient to make an 
eager student relapse into a discontented housewife… [but] the woman of today is 
paving the way for expanding opportunities for her daughters. The situation must be 
approached in the spirit of the old man who plants a young tree.3 

In 1955 the Women’s Voluntary Service (WVS) offered to provide baby-sitters for 
students attending a WEA course at Stocking Farm Community Centre in Leicester.4 
Otherwise, the ‘self-help’ approach to crèches, with students taking it in turn to 
provide childcare, was fairly typical until the 1970s, when the Sex Discrimination Act 
1975 and the development of Women’s Studies as a curriculum area prompted the 
WEA to look again at the barriers to access faced by women. A Women’s Education 
Advisory Committee (WEAC) was formed for this purpose in 1979, but it also 
reflected the priorities identified in the Russell Report and the need to attract people 
who did not traditionally attend adult education classes: ‘A major task still before us is 
that of meeting the needs of those in the community who, as parents of young 
children without childcare support, are precluded from attending classes’.5 In 
Leicester, however, there was already an example of what could be achieved by a 
combination of self-help and WEA support. 
 
LYTTON ROAD UNDER FIVES GROUP 
The Lytton Road Under Fives Group opened on 10 April 1978 at the Baptist Church 
on the corner of Lytton Road in Clarendon Park. It was initially conceived as a 
neighbourhood playgroup but evolved over time to include a club for new parents to 
meet each other for mutual support and a range of activities. It was initiated and 
maintained by a group of seven or eight like-minded mothers who saw a need for 
somewhere that would benefit both themselves and their children. In due course one 
of the weekly activities organised in addition to the playgroup sessions was a 
discussion/study group for women with an interest in feminism. 
                                                 
1 ‘A university for everybody’, Pearson’s Weekly, 19 July 1924 
2 Opportunities for Women in the Workers’ Educational Association, WEA, 1928  
3 Barbara Lupini, ‘The housewife in the classroom, The Highway, November 1951, p47- 48 
4 Executive Committee Minutes, 29 September 1955 
5 WEA, Classes with Childcare, WEA, 1982, p4. The WEA Conference in York in 1985 provided crèche facilities for 
delegates and visitors at a charge of £4 per family.  
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 The first publicity leaflet, pushed through letterboxes in the area, offered ‘a 
SAFE & CREATIVE environment for parents, childminders & their children’. The 
group ran on two mornings a week, with an additional group for childminders and their 
children every Tuesday. The initial admission fee was 15p per family, although this 
increased slightly over the years. There was a democratic structure from the 
beginning. Members contributed second-hand and homemade equipment and the 
subscriptions paid the rent and maintained a small fund for equipment. A five year 
anniversary video was made in 1983 with support from Leicester City Council and 
Fosse Audio Visual Resource. The video starts with a sequence contrasting the 
different experiences of a couple without children and their counterparts with young 
children as they start their day. All the ‘actors’, except the real-life childless couple, 
were parents and children involved in the group. You can imagine which couple were 
having the easier time! It also shows the range of activities organised by the Group, 
including painting and imaginative play during the playgroup sessions and of the 
playgroup ‘shop’ which enabled parents to buy play dough, paints, paper and other 
items at a reduced price for use at home. Weekly sessions on other days included 
movement to music (led by a mother), a dance/exercise class for the mothers and 
swimming sessions for parents and children at the local pool. There is footage of the 
discussion group in progress, a session from a course on Town Planning. A number 
of the original committee members also talk about the group’s origins and successes.  
 Women (and a few men 
who came to the playgroup with 
their children) joined the group 
for a number of reasons, among 
them meeting new people; for 
the benefit of their children; to 
improve or maintain their own 
well-being and health; for 
companionship; and to learn 
about a subject. Gloria Raven, 
who had three children and was 
involved in the group for eight 
years, wrote that: 

Lytton Road must have 
been one of the first 
playgroups in Leicester to 
operate in the way that it 
did – all parents had a 
say in the way it was run. Parent participation may seem obvious nowadays, but in 
the late 70s most playgroups were children playing in the middle of the room and 
parents sitting in a circle around the outside watching them. Lytton Road made a 
very conscious decision to be different. The structure of the group and the range of 
‘spin off’ activities (for both parents & children) were incredibly innovative at the time. 
It was all about being with/alongside your children as opposed to just watching them 
doing activities. There was also a focus on supporting each other and encouraging 
parents to access other opportunities for themselves.6 

The former Lytton Road Baptist Church, now a Sikh gurdwara 

The discussion group began in the autumn of 1981 as a way of providing intellectual 
stimulation and learning about topics of interest during the time members spent at 
home with their children. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the general expectation 
was that women would be full-time parents until their children started school. This 
could be an isolating experience, especially for women who lived far away from 
parents and family networks. Terry Mahoney, Leicester WEA Branch Tutor Organiser 
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6 Response to Hands on History questionnaire, 2008 
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at the time, helped get the discussion group off the ground by providing funding for 
tutors, professional advice and encouragement. Additional funding to cover the rent of 
the room came from the local community education office, through its Area Officer, 
Bob Blanch, and the group’s members raised around £100 themselves.7  

The first topics to be pursued were The Mass Media, Marriage, and Education 
in our Society. Others included Crime and Punishment (with guest speakers), 
Children and Books and The Real Stories Behind the News. The Lytton Road 
members themselves ran one course on feminism entitled Women Today, which 
covered Sex Roles, The Family, Divorce, Mental Health, Work and Language over 
only six sessions! Cherry Heinrich, the current Tutor-Organiser for the Leicester 
Branch, led the sessions on Mental Health and Language, while Rosie Colls led that 
on family and gender roles, based in part on the work of sociologist Ann Oakley on 
women and housework.  
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 Beryl Whitehead, one of the group’s founders and a committee member, 
recalled that a number of people found careers linked to their experiences in the 
Lytton Road Group’. Rosie Colls, who had two children and was involved for four 

years, remembered that the playgroup was ‘very 
welcoming and friendly – a quick way to make 
friends with others in the same position as me. I 
had just moved to Leicester and this was a 
lifeline. There were loads of interesting play 
opportunities provided for the children; they could 
try out lots of activities in a relaxed environment 
and also start to interact with other children. The 
discussion group gave me the opportunity to learn 
about subjects women were interested in at the 
time. We discussed what we wanted, and then 
requested help from WEA to find a tutor. It was 
also fun to use our own knowledge and skills by 
agreeing to take some sessions ourselves. ‘There 
was never any worry about childcare/babycare 
arrangements as we just took them along. If they 
didn’t settle next door in the playgroup, we 
brought them into the session and this was totally 
the norm. Over about two years, I must have 
attended five or six courses, one each term. I also 

acted as secretary for the discussion group – requesting courses and liaising with 
tutors. The most significant thing to come out of the Lytton Road initiative from my 
point of view was the opportunity to enjoy my time as a full time mother through 
making lasting friendships and having some intellectual stimulation, as well as 
becoming more relaxed about the whole child-rearing thing.  Through preparing my 
own session for the discussion group and attending other sessions, I became much 
better informed and switched on to feminism. The all female discussion group gave 
me confidence to say my piece – it helped me to overcome my shyness about doing 
this (which had been a problem to me before when studying Sociology at University). 
All these experiences have had lasting benefits, in both my life an

The crèche at 101 Hinckley Road. By the 
1980s it was generally accepted that 
crèche provision was essential if the 

WEA was to attract parents with young 

 

 
7 Lytton Road Under Fives Group, Minutes of AGM, 20 May 1982 
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12. New challenges 
 
There were some significant changes in the Leicester Branch Committee in the 
1980s. Branch President Edgar Tyler, who had been involved with it for over 60 
years, died in 1982 at the age of 88, having given ‘devoted service to many causes, 
not least of which was the cause of Adult Education. He will be greatly missed for his 
wise and sound judgement.1 Fred Watson, Branch Treasurer since 1931 and also 
Secretary since 1951, died in 1989 at the age of 97. He became a member of the 
District Executive Committee in 1950 and of the National WEA Committee from 1967 
– 1975. He retired from the District Council two years earlier, and his service was 
recognised at a reception at Vaughan College at which he was presented with an 

engraved decanter and a number of cricket 
books. He continued to serve the Branch and 
as the Leicester Mercury noted, ‘still travelled to 
Vaughan College, Leicester, to help out when 
needed, until the week before his death’.2  
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 In the early 1980s several WEA events 
were held at Vaughan College in association 
with the Leicester Child Poverty Action Group 
(CPAG). One of these, a day school in 1985 
entitled Breadline Britain: has Labour an 
Answer?, featured Gordon Brown, at that time 
MP for Dunfermline East, later to become 
Chancellor of the Exchequer and then Prime 
Minister. Some areas of its work, however, 
came under considerable pressure at this time. 
Work with industry and the trade unions still 
constituted almost 30% of the classes provided 
from East Midland District funds in 1980-81, but 
there were ‘serious setbacks’ in day release 
work in the aftermath of the miner’s strike in 
1984-85 and the split in the National Union of 
Mineworkers that led to the formation of the 

Union of Democratic Mineworkers.3 In 1984 the DES reduced the grants it paid direct 
to WEA Districts, while cuts in funding to LEAs and university departments also 
caused them to reduce their own grants to WEA Districts.  
 There were further changes in the funding system after the abolition of 
Responsible Bodies in 1988.4 Prior to this, Russell Gent recalled, the East Midland 
District had possibly the largest grant of any District, mainly due to the effectiveness 
of the District Secretaries, John Rhodes and his successor Bill Toynbee, in tapping 
into local resources and securing matched funding to secure additional government 
money.5 Government funding now went direct to the national WEA, which distributed 
it to regions according to national priorities, tying it more closely to specific activities. 
 A longer-term reduction in Joint Committee provision was accelerated by the 
creation of separate funding bodies for higher and further education in 1992, which 
led soon afterwards to a separation of WEA classes from those provided by the 
Department of Adult Education at Leicester University. Specialist subject posts within 

 
1 Leicester Mercury, 26 March 1982. Patrick Boylan, the former Director of Leicestershire Museums, who had worked 
closely with Edgar Tyler both through the Friends of Museums and the Leicester Literary and Philosophical Society, 
recalled that the Warden of Vaughan College, Denis Rice, ‘a very active Roman Catholic, conducted a memorable 
Humanist funeral for Edgar at Gilroes [Cemetery and Crematorium] at Edgar’s express request as he was dying’.1 
2 Leicester Mercury, 19 October 1989.  
3 WEA East Midlands, Annual Reports, 1986-87. The TUC now runs many courses itself, but the WEA continues to 
work with trade unions through the national Return to Learn programme.   
4 The WEA now holds the status of a Specialist Designated Institution and enjoys a degree of protected funding.   
5 Interview with Russell Gent, 19 February 2008 
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the Department also disappeared when it was reorganised into an Institute of Lifelong 
Learning in 2000—01, but: 

… the goodwill remains – the fact that we still have an office here [at Vaughan 
College] and still use rooms… When I came into post I knew that there were certain 
“gentlemen’s agreements’ about us being here, because we predate University 
classes, and I used to say we’re here due to a gentlemen’s agreement and all the 
gentlemen are dead! There was nothing in writing at all. It is much better to have the 
formal agreement that we have now.6  

In the case of provision with the LEA, the WEA had a number of classes in the 
evenings at local community colleges including Crown Hills and John Ellis. Cherry 
recalls that: ‘We had classes in art appreciation and local history, counselling – we 
ran quite a lot of counselling 
courses at that time – and 
wildlife, birdwatching, so we 
had a good range of subjects 
that complemented their adult 
education programmes.7  

A Helping in Schools class with tutor Paula Drage (centre front) 

 This area of work also 
declined with changing LEA 
priorities after the City Council 
took over responsibility for 
education in Leicester from 
Leicestershire County Council  
in 1997. However, some very 
successful links were made 
with local primary schools 
through the Helping in Schools 
course for parents working as 
voluntary helpers in the classroom. This was pioneered in Calderdale in 1994 and first 
ran in Leicester in 1997 at Sparkenhoe Community Primary School in Highfields and 
at Shaftesbury Junior School for one day a week over 10 weeks, plus two hours a 
week helping in school. These courses were aimed at people with no history of adult 
learning or who ‘perhaps did not have the best experience when they were at 
school… ‘It aimed to increase confidence ‘so they are happy to be in a primary school 

and so they can help their children more… we are amazed 
at the difference’.8 A collaboration by one group of schools 
on the Pathways into the Classroom programme also made 
it possible for parents to progress from supporting their own 
children’s learning through to a Foundation Degree in 
Education Studies for Classroom Assistants.  
 Another very successful innovation in 1991-92 was 
Multicultural Mosaic: an Introduction to the Communities of 
Leicester which was prompted in part by the 1991 Census 
which asked people for the first time to identify the ethnic 
group to which they belonged, and aimed to ‘inform, 
increase awareness and encourage reflection’ on Leicester’s 
diverse communities. The course, which has continued to 
run several times a year, is taught by Asaf Hussain, and 
includes visits to places of worship, with opportunities to talk 
face to face with faith and community leaders. It has been 

                                                 
6 Interview with C. Heinrich, 10 June 2008 
7 Interview with C. Heinrich, 10 June 2008 
8 Tutor Paula Drage, quoted in Leicester Mercury, 19 December 2000 
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particularly popular with a wide range of public and community services including 
teachers, NHS employees, staff from the probation services, and local magistrates, 
for whom an understanding of the cultural norms of different communities is vitally 
important.  
    
A NEW BRANCH 
Cherry Heinrich had succeeded Terry Mahoney as Tutor-Organiser in 1989. She first 
came to Leicester as an undergraduate in 1971 and worked in both secondary and 
adult education before joining the WEA. Voluntary members were still central to the 
organisation, however, both in terms of distinguishing it from other adult education 
providers, and in the work that members of the Branch committees carried out on its 
behalf. This encompassed decisions on the programmes of classes, preparation and 
distribution of publicity, fund-raising ‘when necessary or desirable’, the organisation of 
the Annual General Meeting, and representation of the Branch on national, regional 
and other relevant bodies. In 1991 the WEA in England and Scotland became a 
single organisation with an integrated constitution. In common with other branches, 
however, the Leicester Branch experienced difficulties in recruiting and retaining new 
members to replace losses through ill health or death, or simply to bring new 
experience and perspectives. By the mid-1990s the 
situation was such that the District felt obliged to 
step in and temporarily close the Branch ‘due to a 
lack of active student participation and an 
unmanageably small committee’.9  
 A full programme of courses, both at Vaughan 
College and elsewhere in the city, was maintained by 
the professional staff while work went on to re-
establish the Branch. In the autumn term of 1996 
each of the 28 classes was visited either by Cherry 
Heinrich or regional or local colleagues to provide an 
overview of the WEA, explain the need for a new 
Branch and establish an acting Committee. This 
approach was successful, and the Branch was 
formally re-launched at the AGM in November 1997. 
The District Annual Report for 1999 was able to 
report that the Leicester Branch was now ‘firmly re-
establishing itself with a large and energetic 
committee that has risen to the challenge of the 
collapse in joint courses by expanding its own 
programme and increasing class average 
enrolments’. The early 21st century has of course 
continued to pose new challenges for the WEA. Most 
targeted funding now comes to it through the Learning and Skills Council, with a 
greater emphasis on basic skills and vocational training. Partly as a result of this, the 
WEA has recently revised its curriculum strands, moving in 2007-08 from its previous 
three strands of work in the community, workplace learning and its general education 
programme to focus on Second Chance to Learn, Community Involvement, and 
Cultural Studies, the latter encompassing much of the existing offer to adults who 
want to study a subject ‘for its own sake’, but with a focus ‘which is more academic 
than leisure’.10  

Leicester Branch Chairman John 
Swinfield-Wells cuts the cake at 

Vaughan College to celebrate the 
centenary of the National Association 

of the WEA in 2003  
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9 WEA East Midland District, Annual Report, 1995-96; interview with Janet Racklyeft, 27 November 2007 
10 WEA, ‘The introduction of WEA Strands: some questions and some answers’, 2007. Community Involvement aims 
to enable students to ‘achieve a wider range of learning outcomes through purposeful education’, including improved 
health, confidence and communication skills, while Second Chance to Learn will enable adults with few or no 
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 On a very positive note, the Ofsted inspection of the WEA in England in 2008 
found its overall effectiveness to be good, and identified one of its key strengths as 
the role and contribution of volunteers across the organisation. This was particularly 
welcomed ‘given that it is our voluntary movement which makes the WEA unique’.11 
The Ofsted report also disproved, to some extent at least, the view expressed by 
Albert Mansbridge in 1920 that the work of the WEA is ‘often intangible and elusive. It 
may be of great moment to the nation to set people’s minds in the direction of things 
that are pure and true, but such work cannot be estimated, statisticised, visited, 
seen’.12 But is it still the case, as Ernest Green, then WEA Assistant General 
Secretary, argued in 1931, that people ‘can understand an education system that 
offers them a living, but they do not appreciate the need for an education system that 
offers them life… complete individual and social development’?13  
 
TAKING OUR BEARINGS 

Tai Chi in the Park during Adult Learners’ Week, with Leicester 
Tutor-Organiser Cherry Heinrich (centre right) 

As a conclusion to this history of the Leicester Branch the Hands on History class 
asked some of its current learners and past and present tutors what they felt about 
the organisation one hundred years after its formation. This survey, conducted in April 
– May 2008, identified more than twice as many female learners as male (68% 
female; 27% male). While the age group boasting the highest number of learners is 
60-69 years, the range extends from 18 to 80+. Some have been attending WEA 
classes for up to 55 years, but it 
was also encouraging to find that 
there were high numbers of first 
time learners. There was good 
evidence that learners continued 
to return to WEA classes over 
succeeding years. WEA classes, 
rather than those of other adult 
education providers were chosen 
for many reasons, the main ones 
being convenience of time and 
location, with local venues much 
appreciated; value for money in 
terms of fees and high quality 
provision; loyalty to the WEA, 
which has a good reputation and 
is seen as reliable in terms of 
quality; and subjects offered which often cannot be found elsewhere. ‘[Other 
providers] …no longer provide anything I want to do!’ were typical responses. Another 
felt that the WEA is ‘the only adult education organisation that respects individuals 
and responds to their needs and requirements’. ‘I enjoy learning’ was a common 
response to the question of why they attend WEA classes.  
 The majority, not surprisingly, wanted to study a particular subject (74%), 
followed by a wish to improve or maintain health and well-being (52%); meet new 
people (40%); develop a skill (38%); return to learning (20%); make a contribution 
(14%) or for vocational reasons (8%). It ‘has widened my perspective on how I see 
myself, others and society’, one learner said; while for another it ‘has given me the 
confidence to go on to other activities’. In another instance, a WEA course ‘led to a 
regular group being formed from students throughout the area’. We also asked about 

                                                                                                                                            
educational qualifications to gain nationally recognised qualifications 
11 WEA News, Issue 17, April – June 2008 
12 Mansbridge (1920), p36 
13 The Commonwealth, April 1931, p81-2 
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the most memorable WEA course they had attended, and one learner spoke for many 
with this comment: ‘I can’t pick out just one – every one I have attended has been 
excellent without exception – content, tutors, outings, materials, locations’. 14 
 We also asked some past and present tutors about their own involvement with 
the WEA.15 Several first became involved through School Governor training, or had 
answered an advertisement for tutors without knowing much about the organisation. 
In some cases there was a family tradition of teaching or learning with the WEA, while 
others were attracted by the belief that the WEA is now ‘one of the few providers to 
allow learning for pleasure… I feel there is too much emphasis on courses leading to 
a qualification’.  The main changes they identified were a greater emphasis on 
attracting learners from more diverse backgrounds, and an increase in the volume 
and complexity of paperwork to record learners’ progress more fully to meet national 
requirements. Tutors appointed since 2007 who do not have a teaching qualification 
are now required to acquire one within five years, but in this and other respects, one 
tutor remarked, ‘the WEA provides great support for tutors, including free or 
subsidised training which is certainly not provided by local authorities’. Terry Mahoney 
and Russell Gent helped to establish a programme of tutor training and development 
introduced by the East Midland District in 1980-81, and this has continued to develop 
and grow ever since. ‘We must have recruited many untrained adult educators’, Terry 
recalled, ‘although the famous Jack Otter [tutor in natural history] spent his working 
life selling nails and bolts and was brilliant’.16  

 The WEA is also seen by 
tutors as giving them a greater 
opportunity to teach topics which 
interest them rather than being 
restricted to a formal curriculum; 
more accessible for adults 
returning to education; and 
strongly committed to consulting 
learners about future courses and 
accommodating their interests. 
The ethos of the WEA as an 
‘independent and independently-
minded organisation, committed 
to the education and certain social 
ideals’ is an important factor in 
attracting and retaining tutors, and 
one that continues to distinguish it 
from other providers of adult 

education. ‘Eager and enthusiastic learners’ and the ‘joy of sharing knowledge’ rather 
than simply imparting it were also cited as distinguishing characteristics of the WEA. 
One tutor recalled twice having a class of 30 students, with a waiting list, for courses 
on the Victorian era. ‘It is very hard to think of one thing’, wrote another in response to 
a question about memorable experiences of teaching for the WEA in Leicester: 

A presentation at Crown Hills Community College in 1994 to 
mark the retirement of WEA Natural History tutor Jack Otter 

(centre). Jack Otter taught at Crown Hills for 27 of his 60 years 
as a WEA tutor, his final course being ‘Flowering Britain’.    

… every session the group shares wonderful insights into the poems we read, but 
one thing which was very special was the visit I organised to De Montfort Hall where 
eight of us were able to attend ‘Poetry Live!’. This is an annual event aimed at GCSE 
school pupils with six leading poets reading and discussing their work. It was us and 
a hall full of 16 year olds! [We] had a marvellous time’.  

                                                 
14 Hands on History survey, April-May 2008. A total of 189 responses were received. 
15 Tutor Questionnaire, April – June 2008.  
16 Correspondence with T. Mahoney 
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The role of Tutor-Organiser has changed significantly over time. When Russell Gent 
started in post for East Leicestershire it was split into three fairly equal parts: 
recruiting and supporting part-time tutors, preparing and teaching classes, and 
support for Branches in his particular geographical 
area. Cherry Heinrich found a similar three-way split 
on her appointment in Leicester in 1989, but now 
consisting of one third teaching, one third Branch 
organisation, and the School Governor programme 
accounting for another third. One of the main recent 
changes has been in the teaching element of a 
Tutor-Organiser’s  role. Although ‘everyone who 
comes into education tends to do it because they 
love teaching’, there is ‘no longer any time to teach’, 
but neither is there any lack of variety: ‘the job and 
the focus keep changing. No day is the same, nor 
week is the same, no year is the same, and that’s 
what makes it so interesting’.17  
 Overall, the comments of both students and 
tutors suggest that, however else it has changed 
over the past 100 and more years, the WEA still 
fulfils the purpose of providing ‘for men and women who want to take their bearings 
on the world, opportunities of co-operative study, in congenial company, with a 
teacher who knows enough of his business to be, not only a teacher, but a fellow-
student’.18 As Albert Mansbridge himself said in 1920: ‘The association makes 
possible enduring friendship arising out of mutual respect, and a perception that all 
sorts of ideas and types are necessary to make a world’.19 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

Leicester WEA Branch Tutor-Organisers 

 

Mr N.H. Cuthbert    1952 - 53 
Mr J. Hall      1953 - 55 
Mr P. Brodetsky    1955 - 63 
Mr O. O’Brian     1963 - 64                                                             
Mr C.S. Woodruff    1964 – 65 
Mr D.A. Jones     1968 - 70  
Mr M.T. Hornsby BA (Econ)   1970 - 76                                      
Mr T.F. Mahoney, BA Cert. Ed     1977 - 89       
Ms C. Heinrich BA MA    1989 -    
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17 Interviews with Russell Gent, 19 February 2008; Cherry Heinrich, 10 June 2008 
18 The Highway, Jubilee 1903-1953 Issue, April 1953 
19 Mansbridge (1920), p54 
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Poole, H.E. 

Pre-retirement courses 

Purnell, Christopher 

Ramblers Club 

Rattray, Dr R.F. 

Responsible Bodies 

Rhodes, John 

Russell Report 

Salter, Frank 

School governor training 

Silverman, H. A. 

Smith, A.J. 

Social activities 

Tawney, R.H 

Temple, William 

Tookey, F. W.  

Toynbee W. 

Trade Unions 

Tutor-Organisers 

Tyler, Edgar 

Unemployed, work with 

University College Nottingham 

University Extension  

Vaughan College 

Vaughan, Rev. David James 

Vaughan Working Men’s College 

Watson, Fred 

WEA East Midland District 

WEA Midland District 

WETUC 

World War I 

World War II 
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