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ANNUAL REPORT 2002/3

This year there has been a fantastic continued response from the people of Cwmtillery to the work of The Friends of Saint Paul’s Churchyard. Great progress has been made in meeting the aims of the Friends to restore, make safe, encourage community participation, and enhance wildlife in the churchyard. 

The Friends have the full and enthusiastic backing of the Parochial Church Council who have written a letter to express their gratitude for all you have done for St Paul’s. Thanks to your dedication and commitment, the future of the churchyard looks very bright. We will achieve our hopes and objectives by continuing to forge close partnerships between the Friends, St Paul’s Church, the community, the borough council, voluntary groups, and funding bodies. This is a pioneering organisation; the first Friends group of its kind locally; and the first group in Wales to be affiliated to the National Federation of Cemetery Friends. Their AGM is in Wells at the Mendip Hospital Cemetery on June 7th and it would be good to send some representatives. I have broken down highlights of a very busy year into several categories for this report:

Restoration and safety works

Thanks are due to Phil Watkins for building an excellent post and rail fence and charging nothing for his time. J.S. Lee were the appointed contractors for the new concrete steps with which the Diocesan Advisory Committee and everyone else was delighted. This was part funded by our first grant from Communities First. Young people from the Prince’s Trust built woodland steps. I am delighted to report that practical support is still being given by the Ebbw Fach Development Trust environmental team. Special thanks to Keith and the boys. The team was involved with clearing laurel, planting shrubs, painting benches, clearing overgrown areas and much more. Tony Bradley and Roy Woodward volunteered to restore the church doors. Bill Thay and Ivor Bessant worked tirelessly on all aspects of management and maintenance. Safety notices have just been issued and will appear as soon as they are laminated.

Community Participation and partnerships with other organisations

Working parties were held during the summer months. It is felt that many more visitors have tended graves since the restoration project commenced. A flower festival in which Liz played an important role was a great success. 250 people came to the service with Archbishop Rowan Williams in St Paul’s where he was presented with a petition of over three hundred signatures in support of the work of the Friends. The Church, and several of the Friends appeared in a television documentary, ‘An archbishop like this,’ and St Paul’s even appeared briefly on News at Ten after the Archbishop was translated to Canterbury. The Christmas Community Carol Concert attracted 170 people. Midnight Mass was busy, and Phyllis and her team made and sold over 200 memory candles. The Christmas tree, apart from crashing through the new fence, was quite impressive. Children created an Easter Garden, and are asking for donations of flowering plants for this year’s garden. The Firework party and bonfire drew the whole community together. Links have been strengthened with the Ebbw Fach Development Trust, the Prince’s Trust and the borough. School visits and a logo competition for children at Blaentillery School were organised. Benches have been rescued from the demolished Tillery Court. Faculty, the church’s equivalent to planning permission, has been granted. We received further support from Peter Law AM, and a visit from Rhodri Morgan and Edwina Hart of the Welsh Assembly. Negotiations are taking place with Cywaith Cymru [Artworks Wales], the borough Arts Development officer, Coed Cymru, and the Heritage Lottery Fund. We have had great support from the Blaentillery Club.

Wildlife 

A highlight of the year was undoubtedly the accolade of being named runners up in the environmental category of the GAVO volunteer awards. Bird boxes [owl, woodpecker, tit boxes] were erected free of charge by Rodney Morris. Sheep out signs have led to fewer problems this year. Laurel and bramble has been cut back. Daffodils have been planted, together with hebes and asters. Just a week ago a corner of the churchyard down by the lakes that had been overgrown for years was cleared so that wildflowers could thrive.

Membership and Publicity

Minimum £1 per annum, is open to all interested people who share the aims and objectives of the Friends stated in the written constitution:

· The restoration of Saint Paul’s churchyard

· To enhance and improve the environment of St Paul’s churchyard

· To promote the benefits of restoration of St Paul’s Churchyard to the inhabitants of Cwmtillery
Since our constitution was agreed at last AGM the membership has grown steadily. Two newsletters have been produced and distributed and special thanks are due to Sue and Vicky. St Paul’s appeared in a government report, in the latest newsletter of the National federation of Cemetery Friends, in the Church Times, and on television. Four full-page articles in the local press have appeared in recent weeks. We seem to be the only graveyard attracting positive coverage, especially in Cheryl’s column!

Fundraising

I will not steal the thunder of our ace fundraising team by reporting on their events but will simply thank them all, especially Tim for his fantastic ideas and enthusiasm. Thanks also to Rhiannon for her careful management of finances. Donations have made a difference this year, and on one or two occasions the Friends have received a retiring collection from a funeral. I will mention the duckrace just to say it was perishing cold. Thanks Tim. Emma and Lacey worked so hard on the bonus ball. Which brings me to mentioning a very special day for the Friends when Emma and Paul married. I am delighted to announce that I have appointed a parish coordinator, Viv Adams, with the brief to put together funding applications on behalf of organisations linked to the church. 

Work in Progress

Three teak benches are being lovingly restored in the vicarage garage and should reappear in the sunshine soon. Bramble is to be cleared from the top of the site. Plans for a new entrance gateway, lychgate, cremated remains plots and seating area are being prepared by Sheila Guha-Morris of the County Borough Council. Coed Cymru [Vaughan Davis] has agreed to plan a woodland trail. Funding has been sought from Communities First for a colour copier, display boards for permanent exhibition of the work of the Friends in the Church, community and church noticeboard, laminator and digital camera. If successful this funding will revolutionise the capacity of the Friends to keep the public informed about progress and events whilst equipping us to produce professional quality funding bids to lottery and other charity trusts. On the church front a scheme to provide lighting to the drive, meeting room and toilet facilities within the church is being developed with an architect. A disability access audit is presently being carried out on the Church and church hall.

Future Plans

A safety audit will be carried out to include a simple ‘push’ test to all grave stones. It is our intention to keep the churchyard safe by encouraging people to maintain their family graves. It is the responsibility of families, rather than the church [unless families can not be traced], to ensure stones are safe. We do not want to cause the distress of lying stones flat, as happened in Gilwern, and therefore appeal for your support in two ways. Please report dangerous stones immediately at the vicarage so that families can be contacted and the stone repositioned safely. Encourage others to take steps to prevent headstones coming loose. It is now possible to pin stones with a stainless steel rod [stonemasons will advise] and this is most appropriate on a sloping site. 

More steps will follow as soon as funds are raised. We plan to mount heritage displays in Church and appeal for old photographs or historic mementoes of Cwmtillery life to create a permanent exhibition of our mining heritage. We hope to raise funds to host another flower festival in June, and aim to improve light in church by replacing tarnished window protectors with galvanised guards. 

All are welcome to a special Service of Thanksgiving at 3.30pm on Sunday 13th April [Flowering Sunday] with a retiring collection on behalf of the Friends. This will be especially for all who have lost a loved one. Monthly working parties will recommence on the first Sunday of the month at 2pm. This Sunday April 6th will give an opportunity to tidy up for Easter. Please join us at St Paul’s for Easter services this year. Maundy Thursday 10am; Good Friday, childrens’ activities at 11am, Veneration of the Cross at 2pm; Easter Sunday family service and Easter Egg Hunt at 11.15am. Everyone is welcome.

Longer term, funding is sought by the parish for the construction of a multi- purpose community building, adjacent to the lakes, within the site. This could provide a visitor centre and tourist pavilion/education resource for schools/ youth centre/ wildlife and history information point/ lunch clubs for the elderly. 

People power

Nothing could have been achieved without each one of you, and the many others who are not here this evening. Fundraisers: well done on a huge success. Well over £6000 has been raised since we began, and we have only just begun… Many volunteers have again been involved in so very many ways. If I have not mentioned your name tonight, please forgive me and be assured that I, and more importantly everyone who has a loved one in Saint Paul’s churchyard, appreciates all that you do. Special thanks to our secretary Sue, and treasurer, Rhiannon and to all on the executive committee.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

I feel really proud to be involved with this group because I know that the achievements of the last twelve months have been greatly appreciated locally. Several hundred people visit every week and access is gradually being be improved for all. This will be especially beneficial to the elderly, the disabled, and the very young. Through partnership with local people and professional organisations this project will encourage volunteering and achieve lasting benefit to all the people of Cwmtillery. 

Saint Paul’s churchyard, situated as it is in one of the most stunning of the Welsh Valleys, needs significant investment to reach its true potential. Much has already been achieved. With care, with vision, and with commitment it will be possible to transform the churchyard into a haven for wildlife, a teaching resource for local schools, a beautiful and peaceful place to mourn loved ones; it will be the pride of its community.

