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Bicester in World War Two 
As this year marks the 80th anniversary of the end of the Second World 

War, it is interesting to look back at what life was like in Bicester during the 
conflict. This talk aims to do just that, covering many aspects of wartime life 
from ARP wardens and blackout regulations to Home Guard battalions, 
rationing, and innumerable fundraising campaigns.  

This meeting will be held in the Clifton Centre on Monday 17th 
November at 7:30pm. 

St Edburg’s Church Christmas Tree Festival 
St Edburg’s Church is holding its Christmas Tree Festival once again this 

year. BLHS will be decorating one of the trees, this time inspired by wartime 
Christmases in the 1940s. 

It will be open on Friday 12th and Saturday 13th December from 10am to 
7pm, and on Sunday 14th from 12:30 to 5:30pm. 

Christmas Social 
Our December meeting will be a social event rather than a talk. Bob East 

will be entertaining us with a sing-along of old favourites on his accordion, 
which will be followed by festive refreshments and a local history quiz. 

This meeting will be held in the Clifton Centre on Monday 15th December 
at 7:30pm. 

So that we know how many to cater for, please can you let Sally James 
know in advance if you will be attending. 

BLHS 2025 AGM - Minutes 
Monday 15 September 2025, 7.30pm 
The Clifton Centre, Ashdene Road, Bicester 
Present: 27 members 

Sally James (SJ) welcomed members to the meeting and explained that 
in the absence of the Chairman, Bob Hessian, she would be conducting the 
AGM. She then outlined the format of the meeting, which included a 
separate presentation from Pat Snelson, who would summarise the results 
of the BLHS members’ questionnaire. The AGM would also include the 
Committee’s response to the findings of the questionnaire.  

 SJ reported that the Committee had decided to streamline this AGM by 
providing members with written reports and accounts, prior to the actual 
meeting. These items (Chairman’s Report, Treasurer’s Report, 2024/25 End 
of Year accounts, Minutes from 2024 AGM) had been circulated to all 
members with the September newsletter, one week prior to the AGM.  

Dates For Your Diary 

Bicester in World War Two talk 
17th November @ 7:30pm 

December newsletter 
submission deadline 

30th November 

Christmas Tree Festival 
12th-14th December 

Christmas Social 
15th December @ 7:30pm 



1.  Apologies 
Apologies had been received from: Bob Hessian, Patrick & Denise Moles, Peter Fenn & Gill Shillingford. 

2.  Minutes from 2024 AGM 
SJ asked members to approve these minutes. The minutes were then approved and there were no questions.  

3.  Items for the AGM agenda 
SJ reported that Mark Lewandowski had put forward several questions for the AGM (these were displayed on a 

slide). SJ commented that all but two of these questions had already been answered/addressed in either the pre-
circulated reports, or in the forthcoming presentation by Pat Snelson. The two questions to be addressed at the 
AGM were questions relating to work on the BLHS website and the BLHS Facebook page. 

Website 
SJ commented that the Committee does undertake to carry out as much work as possible regarding the 

website: ongoing proof reading of pages, checking facts and links etc. However, alongside everything else 
required to run the Society successfully, and with only a very small Committee, several time-consuming tasks 
such as adding hundreds of photographs, had not been possible. As much as the Committee want to carry out 
more work on the website, regrettably there simply wasn’t enough Committee resource available to do so, at 
present. 

Facebook 
SJ said that as above, strengthening the Society’s Facebook presence was something the Committee currently 

didn’t have the resource to undertake. Mark Lewandowski then commented that the BLHS Facebook page hadn’t 
been updated for quite a considerable time. SJ said that the forthcoming market stall event (on Friday 12 
September 2025) had in fact been posted on the page, but re-iterated the situation regarding resource. 

SJ commented that the Committee was committed to ensuring that members received value for their 
subscription in terms of talks, outings, newsletters, magazines and projects. This was an on-going priority. 

4.  Subscriptions 
SJ reported that there would be no increase in subscriptions in 2025/26:  £22 Single membership & £33 Joint 

membership. 
SJ then asked members to vote on the subscription rates for 2025/26:  all members agreed to both the Joint 

and Single membership amounts, and there were no objections. 
Roberta Underwood commented that the Committee could think about increasing the Single membership 

amount, to gain more revenue. 

5.  Voting of the Committee for 2025/25 
SJ said that all the members of the 2024/25 Committee had agreed to stand again on the 2025/26 Committee. 

The Committee members are:  Bob Hessian (Chairman), Sally James (Treasurer), Matthew Hathaway, John 
Roberts, Peter Crook & Sally Dexter. 

SJ asked members if they were willing to vote for the Committee members ‘en bloc’ for 2025/26. Members 
were willing to do so, and all 2024/25 Committee members were then re-elected for 2025/26: all members in 
favour, with no objections.  

SJ pointed out that under the BLHS constitution, members could put forward names for new Committee 
members. Mark Lewandowski had requested to join the Committee, and SJ asked members to vote on this: all 
were in favour, and there were no objections. SJ then welcomed Mark onto the Committee.  

6.  Questions from members 
John Bentley said that he was worried about the deficit in the accounts. 
SJ replied that as Treasurer, she was not as worried as she had been last year. Her mid-term projection was 

£200 worse than the actual figure. This improvement was due in part to £270 worth of Bicester Historian sales to 
the public at Coles bookshop, and four new members joining. SJ said the Committee were now actively looking at 
alternative revenue streams, and Nigel French at Coles has been asked to help with advertising. SJ went on to say 
that in February 2026, BLHS may well seek grants from Bicester Town Council (to help with actual things to be 
‘produced’). However, SJ stressed that she will be keeping a very close eye on the Society’s accounts moving 
forward, but noted we are heading in the right direction. 



Mark Lewandowski said that he would be happy to undertake the task of adding new photos onto the ‘Gallery’ 
on the website. He had worked as a volunteer at the Oxford History Centre, where 90% of his work was adding 
and researching photos, so he has the experience and skills to do this. In addition, he has the time to devote to 
this task. In addition, he would be willing to help with strengthening the Facebook presence. SJ thanked Mark for 
his offers to assist the Committee. 

Pat Snelson said that she didn’t realise the Society’s archive had “gone up in smoke” as a result of the fire at 
Weston-on-the-Green. SJ said this had been mentioned in the Chairman’s Report, and that the situation is not 
resolvable at the moment. 

The main business of the AGM was then brought to a close and was followed by a 20-minute presentation from 
Pat Snelson on the results of the questionnaire to BLHS members. After the presentation there was a 20-minute 
break for refreshments. After the break, SJ summarised what the Committee planned to do in the coming year, as 
a result of the findings of the questionnaire. 

There had been several suggestions for members to share work they had undertaken. Other Societies do run 
‘members’ evenings’ to share work and to ask for help, if needed. This is something BLHS would like to try out, to 
see whether members are interested. These evenings would follow a different meeting format and wouldn’t 
necessarily involve a member talking to a large group. 

BLHS is doing its very best to book good speakers and satisfy members’ preferences. We are quite reliant on 
speakers advertised in the Oxfordshire Local History Association (OLHA) newsletters. Where at all possible, we 
always try to obtain feedback from other Societies prior to booking speakers, in order to ensure quality talks. We 
always welcome suggestions and recommendations from members, so please do take the time to tell us if you’ve 
been to a good talk. 

We cut the number of talks this year, but introduced a new, second outing. This year we went to Bicester 
Heritage and Rousham House. Members have provided us with an impressively long list of potential future 
outings, which we will go through carefully when deciding on outings for 2025/26.  

There has been an overall good reaction to not increasing subscriptions this year, despite the suggestion this 
evening to slightly increase the single rate. Our priority will be to push for alternative revenue streams, focusing 
particularly on local business advertising in the Bicester Historian. 

We want to maintain our engagement with young people. This year, we’ve been out walking around the town 
with groups of brownies and classes from Brookside School. In fact, Brookside School has booked us again for 
next year. If we take 90 children out and give them each a town trail leaflet that they take home to their families – 
this generates excellent publicity – and is something we want to keep up. 

Our ‘Call for help’ has already proved very effective in getting members a little more involved with the Society. 
One example of this is the latest issue of the Bicester Historian – currently out for proof-reading with members 
who volunteered to help with this task. Other initiatives include volunteering to help with refreshments at talks, 
helping with library displays, and several other tasks yet to begin. We want to ensure these initiatives are fully 
supported by the Committee. 

These are some of the key points the Committee would like to focus on in the coming year. 

There were no further questions from members. The monthly raffle was then held, and the AGM meeting 
ended at 9.01pm. 

- Sally Dexter 

House Arrest in Woodstock - Pete Seaward (20/10/2025) 
Pete Seaward introduced his work with a wide selection of captivating photographs taken around the world as 

part of his role as a commercial photographer for advertising campaigns. He regards photography as ‘drawing 
with light’. 

He identified Robert Doisneau (1912-1994), a French street photographer, as his hero. However, it was the 
pioneering work of Henry Fox Talbot (1800-1877) that inspired him to become a photographer. In 1835, Fox Talbot 
produced the first paper negative of a lattice window in Lacock, where he was based. 
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Pete stated that, at the outset of his career, working with large, cumbersome cameras, using expensive film, 
encouraged him to carefully consider each photograph. Current college students are trained to use non-digital 
cameras to develop this discipline. 

Elliott Erwitt (1928-2023), a French-born American advertising and documentary photographer, influenced 
Pete with his use of photos of absurd situations within everyday settings. 

Pete has a long-standing association with Blenheim 
Palace, working to capture the palace, its grounds and 
wildlife as part of a campaign to market it as a destination. 

The palace, Britain’s only non-royal palace, was 
designed by Sir John Vanbrugh and built between 1705 & 
1722. It was a reward to  the 1st Duke of Marlborough  for 
his military triumphs in the War of the Spanish Succession, 
culminating in the Battle of Blenheim. 

The dredging of the lake was fully documented in 
photos and drone footage. The works ensured the depth of 
the lake was increased whilst the eco-system was 
improved for the local flora and fauna.  Pete had the 
opportunity to inspect and record the interior of the Grand Bridge: a reed-cutting boat was discovered, together 
with the remains of the original building on the site. 

The estate of 2000 acres includes ancient woodland and was used as a hunting ground, often attracting 
royalty. A veteran oak tree from 970AD exists. 

In 2018, a heatwave exposed the remains of an 18th century garden, and this has been captured on aerial 
photographs. 

The manor house at Woodstock was originally built by Henry I. The park around the house was enclosed by a 
stone wall, which confined his menagerie. Hunting and 
jousting were popular pursuits and the location had the 
advantage of avoiding plague-ridden London. It became a 
favourite of Henry VIII. 
In May 1554, 20-year-old Princess Elizabeth was placed 
under house arrest at Woodstock Manor for allegedly 
plotting against her half-sister, Queen Mary I. She 
remained there for nearly a year, guarded by 100-200 
soldiers, whose principal task was to protect her from 
assassination. Lidar has revealed the extent of their 
barracks. On her release, she travelled to her childhood 
home at Hatfield. 

- Sally James
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