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District Report

It has been another busy and eventful year with a wide range of District and age-group activities being organised.  Spring camp at Beauchamp Roding was small and relaxed, with about 50 campers, and summer camp at Ringstead Bay, Dorset, was greatly enjoyed by all, with its magnificent sea view and opportunities for fossil-hunting, camp fires and bivvies on the beach as well as plenty of swimming. We’d love to go there again, even though it was a long journey.  The District had a presence at the Oxfam Walk, the Peace Picnic, Darsham open day, Darsham working weekends, Annual Gathering and the Eastern Region conference, and many Woodcraft families went to the anti-war demonstration in London in the autumn, and met up with other Woodcraft groups. Venturers attended the national Venturer camp at Lurgashall in the summer, and had an October weekend at Lockerbrook, Pioneers visited Cudham in February and went to the regional Pioneer camp at Thorpe Woodland in July, and for the Elfins there was a fun day in February, and a weekend at Darsham in April. To round off the year, all age groups – including adults – celebrated with Christmas parties.

As can be seen from the group reports which follow, the fortunes of different groups have been varied, with some flourishing while others have struggled. One group, the Foxglove Elfin group in Bar Hill, has closed, and there have been two amalgamations of Pioneer groups, leaving us with two Pioneer groups, one in north and one in south Cambridge. At the beginning of the year the Acorn Elfins didn’t have enough members to meet, but were able to build up numbers enough to get under way again, thanks to hard work from the adults involved. The same thing happened last year with the Evergreen Elfins. All the Elfin groups except the Wood Elfins in Trumpington are small, and very few Elfins have attended camps and other district activities (the competent washers-up featured on the front page photo were two of the three Elfins at Summer camp). As a district we need to continue to think about ways of attracting younger children and their parents, and developing our work with them. We know from more than 20 years experience that the Elfins of today are the committed, creative and reliable Venturers and DFs of tomorrow, and if we want the District to continue to have a vigorous life we need to sow the seeds for the future. Maybe it’s no accident that our largest Elfin group spend so much time on their allotment!

We would also like to encourage more new - and younger - adults to play a part in group and district activities, and especially camping. To quote from the minutes of June’s District meeting, “If we don’t widen the pool of committed campers, our District may end up organising SAGA camps!”. OK, it can be hard work, but the more there are to share it the easier it is, and all of us who have camped with the Woodcraft Folk will have our stock of moments which are as magic for adults as for children – the brilliant starry sky glimpsed on that nocturnal trip to the loo that results from  the beer consumed during a convivial evening in the marquee; the campfire on the beach, with the singing, the leaping flames and the sound of the waves; the final circle at the end of the camp when all the tents are packed away, but the shared memories are taken home. As your children get older, it’s also a brilliant way of sharing a holiday with them, but giving each other a bit of space as well. So if you haven’t camped with us before, why not give it a try in 2003?
Hilary Taylor

Elfin groups

Wood Elfins – Trumpington

The group is flourishing, with about 24 Elfins, and 18 – 20 attending each group night. There are plenty or 6 –7 year olds, and new members are recruited through connections with the school, and families and friends of existing members. There are two regular leaders who are adult members, and parents help on a regular basis. The group has enjoyed outdoor and art and craft activities this year. Pond-dipping in Hobsons Brook was popular in the summer, catching sticklebacks and pond skaters (before everyone got into the brook and scared the fish away!). The group has half an allotment, and all the Elfins have been able to take home some of the vegetables they have grown, so now they know that carrots don’t come from Sainsburys in a plastic bag. To end the year, the group performed a very successful puppet show for parents with puppets they had made themselves.

Chriss How
Badger Elfins – South Cambridge 
This has been a mixed year for Badger Elfins. The year began with around 20 on the register and about 15 regular attenders. There were 6 regular parent helpers who were members, supported by other parents on a rota basis. By the end summer term, 3 of the most experienced parent helpers had left. The reasons were varied. One moved on to assist with Pioneers when her child moved up, one left as her child did not wish to attend and one long standing helper retired after many years assisting with Badger Elfins. Numbers also began to fall as older children moved up or left.  The group was faced with a crisis as there were only 3 parents who were members left to co-ordinate and run the group. A meeting for all parents was held and this produced one extra willing but inexperienced helper.

Since the autumn the group has been running with 4 parent members and support from members in the district to meet minimum insurance requirements. Another parent has volunteered to become a member and it is hoped that others can be persuaded to become more actively involved. 

The group consists of 10 on the register with about 6 attending at each group night. The group is a young one with the majority of children who regularly attend in the 6-7 year age range. There is also a gender imbalance of more boys than girls which may be impacting on the less regular attendance of the girls. Recruitment of more girls is therefore a priority in order to build a balanced group and retain the existing girls who attend.

The group is lively and enthusiastic. They have benefited from more structure and clear boundary setting in recent months, whilst continuing to give the children choice and a say in the term’s programme.

We have reintroduced badges and the children have enjoyed working towards a goal, with a badge award ceremony at the end of the term. Activities have included drama, music, crafts based around a theme, planting at an allotment and taking home the crop a few months later, and walks in the summer including being chased by grumpy Grantchester cows!

The priority for the group in the coming year is to build up membership and a reliable parent co-operative.

Kate Steere
Evergreen Elfins – Arbury

Although small, we have a loyal and committed group with parental help when requested. We also have some new and very enthusiastic members and parents.

Sue Smith
Acorn Elfins – St Matthews

The group was very shaky at the beginning of the year and has made some progress in re-establishing itself. It meets alongside the Panther Pioneers (which has advantages when there are siblings in the two groups) and during 2002 shared some activities with the older children. Efforts to increase the numbers have been partially successful and in the autumn the group had its own programme of activities. 

Indoors the children enjoyed crafts, cooking, games and music while trips outdoors included pond dipping (Milton), a scavenger hunt (Wandlebury) and a night-line and camp fire (Beech Woods). We need to introduce the Elfins to camping and weekend trips so that they have a fuller experience of what Woodcraft Folk have to offer. So far the group have not done a much with Elfins from other groups. We will also be trying to do more recruiting of children and involvement of parents. 

Richard Robertson

Pioneers 

Although we started the year with four Pioneer groups in the city, by the autumn these had merged into two groups. In the south of the city Jungle Pioneers (Trumpington) joined the White Eagles (Morley). In the north, Oaktree (Arbury) went to join Panther Pioneers (St Matthew’s). In recent year’s we have often had joint Pioneer activities so the children generally know each other anyway.

In 2002 the first joint event was a trip to the Woodcraft Folk centre at Cudham on the North Downs in Kent. Here we joined in with some Oxford Pioneers met at international camp 2001. Unfortunately the February half term holidays were different weeks in Cambridge and Oxford so we only overlapped for part of the four days which meant we had less time to jell together than would be ideal but the trip was generally enjoyed – especially meeting the animals and woods of Cudham.

The camp at Thorpe Woodlands (Thetford forest) in early July brought us together with other Pioneers in our region from Lowestoft, Brightlingsea and Waveney Valley. This camp involved putting the Pioneers from the different areas into mixed groups each of which then planned their meals for the weekend within a tight budget. Then we went to the shops bought the food and the groups cooked for themselves. The variety of menus was striking! We also made good use of the challenge activities at the site and played some great wide games in the forest across the river (over a floating pontoon bridge). 

Our links with the Beech Woods enabled us to have evening camp fires and games several times. An overnight bivvie (sleeping out with no tent, just a large plastic bag) on midsummer’s night was greatly enjoyed by the Pioneers though they did not sleep much until travelling home by car! And in the autumn we repaid the warden with a day’s work clearing beech masts and leaves to encourage the wild flowers to thrive in the woods. 

Finally the White Eagle’s hosted a party at Christmas with an interesting selection of games and a wide variety of foods. A winning combination.

Richard Robertson

Panther Pioneers – St Matthews
The group has been very active throughout 2002 with weekly meetings always attended by between 12 and 20 children. For the first time since the group formed in October 1999 they covered the full range of ages from 9 to 13 and in the summer three of the founder members, Rebecca, Francesca and Charlie moved on to be Venturers. In the autumn we welcomed some of the Pioneers from Arbury (Oaktree) as their group was not able to continue independently. The influx of their parents with experience of Woodcraft was also welcome. This led us to add construction challenges and a nightline at the Beechwoods to the programme which also included two drama nights in the autumn term.

In the Spring term we had worked on parts of the Community programme of activities. This resource we downloaded from the Woodcraft Folk national website and drew on to explore different elements of the society in which we live. We found that mixing games and discussion works well. We always have craft and cooking activities as well and in the light evenings of the year try to be out every other week. So the summer term included visits to Burwell castle (games), Wandlebury (orienteering) , Milton country park (pond dipping and wide games) and Magog Down (kite flying).  We also go swimming once a term at nearby Parkside Pool.

Many of the Pioneers went on camping activities of the District during the year and/or on the trips to Woodcraft centres. Some have been less involved in this way and we will try to encourage them into these activities in the new year.

Richard Robertson

Jungle Pioneers - Trumpington

Jungle Pioneers have had a fairly quiet year, with declining numbers.
There were so few Pioneers, and parents to help, that after the summer
holidays we held meetings jointly with the Elfins. We have also had
several visits to and from White Eagle Pioneers, and at the end of the
year we decided to merge the two groups. There are now eight Pioneers
from Trumpington in the joint group - this is more than we had last
year, and they form about half the total! It has been very pleasant
having enough people to play games, and having more parents to help.
If numbers go up again, we could consider separating the groups once
more. That would provide some continuity for the Elfins in Trumpington,
and enable us to make more use of the allotment. This is a wonderful
resource, both for planting and growing things and for bonfires.
Peter Westlake

White Eagle Pioneers – South Cambridge

White Eagle Pioneers started off the year with about 10 children and a smallish number of committed adults. During the year the number of Pioneers stayed low, but we continued to have a sufficient number of committed adults, particularly as Maggie moved up from Badger Elfins to join us. We have now merged with Trumpington Pioneers which has got the numbers of Pioneers up to a satisfactory 20ish along with a large and enthusiastic group of core adults and parent helpers.

High points of this year’s program included making musical instruments, orienteering at Wandlebury, night walks and the almost traditional bivvy at the Beechwoods. The autumn term saw us making use of the Grasp the Nettle activities pack; looking at wants and needs with an eye upon sustainability. We had another successful working party at the Beechwoods with a good deal of hard work done in shifting wood and planting trees. In the summer, many of our Pioneers were able to attend Spring camp (with another bivvy) and Anglia Pioneer camp. Somewhat fewer Pioneers attended Summer camp at Ringstead bay in Dorset, but all who did had a great time.

Tim Bergel, Maggie Bending and Heather Sales
Venturers

This is the third part of a trilogy. Three years is the expected lifespan of a Venturer, I mean until you become a DF and what a three years they have been.  A delegation to Austria, an International camp, a Venturer camp and a steady growth in numbers from the point where the group closed due to lack of support to a current membership of more than 20.  The room we use at St Philips scarcely seems big enough sometimes.

The job I started in Spring 2002 meant that I would have to miss every other Monday group night.  Hey presto other members of the leaders co-operative stepped up and three terms later I don’t miss it that much.  Besides, they tell me that some of the best nights are when I’m not there.

Thanks especially to the adults who enabled us to take 17 Venturers to their own International Venturer camp at Lurgashall in July.  For a first experience of camping it must have been very civilised.  It was the high water mark of another busy summer for our young people with many enjoying Spring camp and District Summer camp too.

Other activities throughout the year have included a Beechwoods bivvy, a trip to the Party for the Planet in Birmingham, a successful Elfin Party, representation at the Gathering, a visit to Duxford and an absolutely fabulous weekend at Lockerbrook.  Many thanks to the organisers of each of these.  

Here’s to part four!

Josh Taylor

…..and the Venturers said….. 

This year we have enjoyed:

· Venturer Camp

· Lockerbrook 

· Playing ping pong at Lockerbrook

· Climbing the wall at Lockerbrook 

· Tools for self-reliance

· Walking in the hills with scenery and wildlife (including sheep)

· Bonfire at Josh’s dad’s allotment

· Making capes (because we all worked together cos it was hard)

· Tea and biscuits

· Food

· Elfin party

· Spring camp

· Beechwoods bivi

· Peace march

· Summer camp by the sea

· Annual Gathering

· Meeting people

· The freedom of being a Venturer

· Everything
District Fellowship (DFs)

DFs have not been able to meet many times this year, although a good number came to summer camp, and played an important part. Several have departed for university, leaving only a few permanently in Cambridge. Hopefully the monthly 15 – 18 group recently started will help to support and develop DF activity in 2003.

Bronwen Richards
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