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The Painswick insTiTuTe and working Men’s club oPening cereMony
21st September 1907

frances sarah williaMs 1827 – 1918
The generous benefactor who gave the land and funds to build the 

Institute

The original PaTTern of The foundaTion sTone
Laid by Frances Sarah Williams in 1906, and still visible on the outside of the building though much weathered. Underneath the stone 

is a glass tube containing a letter detailing her regard for Painswick and the benefits she hoped the Institute would bring to it

oPening of The bowling club, May 1912  

Locals watching on at the bowling of the first wood, showing the Beacon Hall in the background

The building now known as The Painswick cenTre was given to the town in 1907 thanks to the generosity of 

Frances Sarah Williams, a widow with great wealth that came from the Lea & Perrins Worcestershire Sauce business. 

As the mother-in-law of Painswick’s vicar she had previously donated sums to restore the organ at St Mary’s Church 

and to build its lychgate. Frances Sarah was well aware that the town had long lamented not having an indoor 

space where large gatherings and entertainments could be held and where Painswickians from all walks of life 

could socialise together, and so she bought land at the bottom of Bisley Street and appointed an architect, William 

Curtis Green. He was only 29 when he designed it, but he went on to design some very well-known buildings, mainly 

in London, including New Scotland Yard, the Dorchester Hotel, and Wolseley House.

The Painswick insTiTuTe & working Men’s club  was opened to great fanfare in September 1907, comprising a large 

concert hall complete with grand piano, a stage, Green Room, dressing rooms and a platform for public meetings, as well 

as a library, games room, kitchen, bar, and billiard and meeting rooms. Shortly after the building works were started, Franc-

es Sarah also managed to purchase the land behind the Centre, which she gifted to Painswick as its Recreation Ground. In 

1908 her son paid for a rifle range to be added (now the Skittle Alley), and in 1912 the Bowling Club was finished and formal-

ly opened, providing a place for the working men to play (who traditionally had not been allowed entry to Painswick’s origi-

nal bowling club behind the Falcon public house).

The Institute is ‘for 
the general benefit, 

improvement, 
education, & 
advantage of 

the inhabitants’ 
of Painswick and 
the surrounding 

villages, and ‘the 
Trustees shall not 

pay any regard to 
race, religion, sect 

or creed.’
From the original 

Deed of Trust, 1907

The building ProjecT 
was overseen by Mr Leon-
ard Bicknell, and delivered 
on time and on budget by 
local building company 
Burdock & Son. The part of 
the Institute seen from the 
road was designed by ar-
chitect Curtis Green to fit 
in with the vernacular of 
the heart of Painswick, us-
ing a traditional style and 
materials like Cotswold 
stone blocks and roof tiles. 
However, the large main 
hall was built in a modern 
style using concrete blocks 
made from locally quar-
ried gravel by Burdock & 
Son, one of the very first ex-
amples of concrete being 
used as a building material 
since Roman times. 

“The materialism of English 
town and city life is bad 
enough: the materialism 
of the country-side yet 
more sordid. Happily, there 
an increasing number of 
counteracting influences, 
and one of the pleasures 
which a sympathetic 
visitor may now receive 
in many a large village 
or village-town like Pains-
wick is to see a substantial 
building, usually the gift 
of some generous neigh-
bour, wherein books and 
papers may be read, and 
concerts and lectures giv-
en. The Painswick Institute 
is a splendid benefaction 
of this kind, with a hall of 
almost noble proportions 
and exceptionally good 
lighting.”
Cheltenham Examiner, 
July 1911

The Painswick Players was established by Lucy Hyett in 1923 and per-
formed their first play on the Hall stage in 1926. They went on to put on annual in-
door performances in the Hall each Winter, to complement their Summer outdoor 
plays in the grounds of Painswick House (now the Rococo Garden). This continued 
until Lucy’s death in 1962, raising money for local causes with their performances 

as well as to maintain the stage and buy new lighting and backstage equipment. 
After the death of their matriarch, the Players decided to part ways but were resur-
rected shortly afterwards as the Country Players, later becoming  the Painswick 
Dramatic Society before finally reverting to the original Painswick Players in 2000. 
as well as the Painswick Amateur Operatic Society.

Julian Slade, most famous for his hit 1954 musical Salad Days, lived in Painswick as 
a child and was a young member of the Painswick Players, as well as an honorary 
president of Painswick Players. His last appearance for the troupe was at their 80th 
anniversary production of Living Legends in 2003. Julian is commemorated by a 
plaque to one side of the stage in the Beacon Hall.

VarIous Performance PosTers
Some of the many posters advertising dramatic performances  

in the Hall over the years.

Painswick  
centre

firsT world war   
The Institute was an impor-
tant hub for the town dur-
ing the Great War. It housed 
the Painswick War Hospital 
Supply Depot, which en-
couraged locals to donate 
goods to be sent to hospitals 
on the front line; and the 
Young Men’s Rifle Brigade 
practised weekly in the rifle 
range. The Hall hosted con-
certs, whist drives and teas 
to raise money for Prison-
ers of War and the Belgian 
refugees who had come to 
Painswick in 1914, and also 
lectures to give locals first-
hand accounts of the front 
line: from one of the Belgian 
refugees, and from a French 
nurse who had worked in a 
military hospital. 

in 1919 afTer Peace 
was declared a Victory 
Dance was held for locals 
in the Hall which was gate-
crashed by more than 30 
ex-servicemen and their 
families who were outraged 
they had not been invit-
ed. Somewhat belatedly, a 
sumptuous dinner was then 
held for 150 ex-servicemen 
a few months later. 

for soMe years afTer 
The war a German gun 
presented to the town as a 
war trophy sat outside the 
Institute (at some point the 
gun was removed but its 
eventual whereabouts are 
a mystery).

the beginning

community

drama

one of The MosT important roles 
of the Institute was that it provided the 
community a place to come together 
and socialise in large numbers. The 
Hall was booked by many groups for 
celebrations, dances and annual din-
ners, and it also provided the perfect 

venue for large community events 
such as the Painswick Horticultural 
Show. Clubs and societies used it for 
regular meetings and lectures, and 
the smaller rooms were perfect for 
holding community clinics such as 
Infant Welfare. 

in The 1930s a space behind the 
Institute was walled off to create a 
children’s playground with seesaw 
and sandpit, as the advent of motor 
cars meant that the town’s narrow 
streets were becoming dangerous for 
children to play on.

acP fesTival  

A participant in Art Couture Painswick wearable art festival, 

getting ready in the Cotswold Room

guild exhibiTion 1937
The first annual exhibition of the Guild of Gloucestershire 

Craftsmen in the Beacon Hall

hrh Princess of wales ouTside The beacon hall, augusT 1985
Princess Diana greeting a welcome party at the Guild of Gloucestershire Craftsmen annual summer exhibition, which was held here for over 70 years

froM iTs very beginning the 
Centre had strong associations with 
the Arts, and that has always been 
a core part of its identity. There 
were fairly regular exhibitions of 
Cotswold artists held in the Beacon 
Hall from the off, and in 1937 the 
Guild of Gloucestershire Craftsmen 
held its first Summer Exhibition here 
which attracted over 3,000 peo-
ple, an annual tradition that contin-
ued for over 70 years. In 1985 Prin-
cess Diana attended the exhibition 
and signed the visitor book which 
showed that people came from as 
far afield as Canada, Japan, the 
US, Australia and New Zealand. The 
Guild also had a permanent gal-
lery here for some years.

In 2013 Art Couture Painswick (ACP) 
moved into The Painswick Centre 
with a gallery and shop, after the 
huge success of its festivals. ACP 
was an incredibly vibrant festival 
which took place in the town every 
two years in the 2010s, showcasing 
wearable art and promoting young 
talent.

The Painswick branch of the Arts So-
ciety (formerly known as the Pains-
wick Area Decorative & Fine Arts 
Society, or PADFAS), has met for its 
lectures in the Beacon Hall since it 
was founded in 1984. In 2008 what 
had been the bar and lounge of 
the Painswick Club was transformed 
into light and bright working art stu-
dios for five artists-in-residence.

Painswick Fete 1936

Old Folks Tea 1959

Dance advert 1946

arts

The arTs & crafTs MoveMenT was thriving in the cotswolds at the time the Institute was built, and many notable figures contributed to its 
design. The oak doors were made by charles ashbee, ernest Gimson created some lamps (which are sadly no longer here), charles Gere and 
Joseph southall promised to paint tempera murals on the walls, and the inscribed tablet seen above the Gardiner room door was carved by 
the now-infamous sculptor eric Gill.]

The naming ceremony of the Gardiner Room, 1973, after Bob Gardiner, 
Secretary for the Club from 1929 until 1960, showing his grandson James & 
granddaughter-in-law Linda. Bob was a valued member of the community, 
working as a Cotswold stone tile roofer for Burdock & Son (which had built 
the Institute in 1907) and as sub-officer heading up Painswick’s Fire Service

the club
froM The day iT was oPened and 
for over 90 years, as well as being 
a place local people could gather, 
socialise and stage events in, the 
Institute was home to the Working 
Men’s Club, presided over by Sir 
Francis Hyett. 

The Institute “had made for good 
fellowship, and what made for good 
fellowship made also for social 
harmony and happiness.”

Mr Francis Hyett’s speech at the 
annual dinner, October 1913, as
reported in the Gloucestershire Echo

Originally the Club only accepted men as members, but in the first decades of 
the Institute’s existence women’s place in society changed significantly thanks 
in part to the First World War and the fight for universal suffrage. The Painswick 
Women’s Institute was formed at the Institute Hall in 1920, and the first part of the 
charity’s original title of ‘The Working Men’s Club and Institute’ was dropped ‘after 
it was evident the Women’s Institutes had come to stay’, after which it became 
known simply as The Institute or ‘Stute.

“There is no doubt but that the winning of the vote is effecting great changes in the 
position of women… The Institute at Painswick furnishes a case in point. It was built by 
a generous donor, and bequeathed by her to the inhabitants of Painswick. For some 
time the men of Painswick regarded themselves as the sole beneficiaries under the 
will. Recently, however, the women challenged this interpretation. They said, very 
truly, that an inhabitant might be a man or a woman… So now a fair proportion of 
the Institute is being set aside for the use of the women, and at the end of this month 
those who so desire will be at liberty to take up their membership.”

Kate Eyre, ‘A Woman’s Point of View’, Cheltenham Chronicle, September 1925

The Working Men’s Club became known over time as the Painswick Club, and 
it was a much loved part of the village, providing somewhere for local residents 
to gather and enjoy drinks and each other’s company, as well as a game of 
billiards or two. Although two separately managed entities, the Institute and the 
Club were completely synonymous until the 1990s saw mounting disagreements 
between the Club’s committee and the Trustees of the Institute, eventually 
leading to the acrimonious closure of the Club in 1997.

The building  has seen plenty of 
changes over the course of its life. 
As early as the 1920s those entrusted 
with running it were lamenting the 
Institute’s running costs, and as it has 
aged the building’s demands have 
only increased. The first major fund-
raising drive was in the 1930s when the 
building needed to be reroofed, and 
since then the community has contin-
ued to help maintain and update the 
Centre. A Millennium appeal raised 
large amounts of money to redeco-
rate and rewire some tired parts of 
the building, with donors being hon-
oured on brass plaques in the Hall, 

and a few years later extra funding 
was needed to make the Centre more 
accessible, with ramps, a stairlift and 
adapted bathrooms.

In 1977 the stone arch that was over 
the steps onto the pavement was 
removed as it was beyond repair, and 
in the 1980s the cottages that used to 
stand at the back of the car park were 
demolished. In the 1990s the Bowling 
Club built a pavilion next to the Green, 
which blocked off the three tall win-
dows in the end wall of the Hall oppo-
site the stage.

There have been bigger changes too. 
The closure of the Painswick Club in 
resulted in something of an existential 
crisis for the Institute as for the first time 
it had to find its place in the commu-
nity without the Club. A working party 
was set up to look at what its role 
could be, and on its recommendation 
the Institute became The Painswick 
Centre in 2002. Since then the Centre 
has worked to secure its position as a 
community asset in the heart of Pains-
wick. It has hosted the annual Village 
Quiz, sports from badminton and table 
tennis to Tai Chi and dance, clubs 
such as bridge and the Arts Society, 

changes
sT Mary’s sTreeT  

Looking up St Mary’s Street through the 

arch that used to stand at the entrance 

to The Institute, 1940s (before the bomb 

damage of 1942).

Carnival party 1931

 Painswick canTeen 
 Residents enjoying lunch 

.in the Canteen, 1944

the canteen

in The second world 
war funds were raised to 
build a kitchen and trans-
form the large hall into the 
‘Painswick Canteen’, where 

school children and the 
large number of evacuees 
who had come to the town 
were fed lunch during the 
week, as well as offering 

food to the community gen-
erally. When the war ended 
school children continued to 
come here for their school 
lunches until the 1960s.

sources: Institutes in Painswick by Carol Maxwell, Painswick Chronicle no. 20; Painswick 1935-1945: profile of a rural community in wartime by Carol Maxwell, Painswick Chronicle no.12; Drama in Painswick…an incomplete history by Andrew Leach, 

Painswick Chronicle no. 9; Cotswold Arts & Crafts Architecture by Catherine Gordon; The Painswick Beacon; British Newspaper Archives; Gloucestershire Archives; Painswick Community Archives; The Wilson Museum & Cheltenham Collection

entrant into the Painswick horticultural 

show standing outside the beacon 

hall, 1966

infant welfare christmas party in the green room, 1964. in the background is 

seen the framed portrait of frances sarah williams, given to the institute by her 

descendants in 1957 to mark its golden jubilee


