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is the village shop doomed in the modern 

world? Sarah Baker meets the residents who 

have taken control of their local shop and 

brought their community together.

Keeping it

 Local
Words: S a r a h Ba k er 

Photos: Jon ath a n r a ple y (gr eenfieldphotogr a ph y.co.uk )
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A  
few miles outside Bristol, nestled in 
the mouth of the River Severn, is a 
small village. It’s the village I grew 
up in and one that’s seen a huge 

amount of change. First they lost the local Post 
Office (scene of many a childhood pick ‘n’ mix 
splurge) then they lost a pub (scene of my first 
half of cider). Soon bus services were reduced 
to almost zero, and if you didn’t drive, it was a 
four-mile walk to get your paper and a pint of 
milk.

That all changed in 2012 when the Parish Plan 
Committee sent out a questionnaire asking 
what residents most wanted.  An overwhelming 
number of respondents voted for a village shop, 
with over 60 villagers offering to volunteer. 

Spring forward to February 8th 2014 and little 
did they know that when the Oldbury-on-
Severn Community Shop opened its doors it 
would offer so much more than a place to buy 
your daily bread.

So how did they do it? Early on they got a 
grant from the Big Lottery Fund, which, with 
a few other small grants, paid for the building, 
but they funded the fixtures and stock through 
a Community Share offer. Over 150 local 
residents bought a total of just under £15,000 
worth of shares in the shop and are now 
members of what is essentially a kind of co-
operative. Each member has a vote at the AGM 
and a say in how the shop is run, making it a 
true community shop in every way.

That’s not all. The shop has a current 
total of 21 suppliers, 16 of which are small 
local operations and 7 are from within the 
village itself; there are eggs from Naite Farm, 
meat from Gerald Yates, my mum’s famous 
millionaire’s shortbread (a shop bestseller!) and 
Ivor’s Ice Cream. 

Within 5 miles of the village, Clayton House 
Meat supply venison from the Berkeley Estate, 
alongside sausages, ham and pies. Keith Goverd 
sells variety specific apple juice, Tim Baggs 
drops off the tastiest purple sprouting broccoli 
you’ll ever eat and then there’s Hill Honey, 
Patsy’s Cakes, Grey’s Potatoes and Snowdrop 
Cottage, who provide delicious preserves and 
award-winning chutneys. A little further afield 

(but no further than 25 miles from the shop 
itself) there’s Somerset cheese and butter from 
Lyecross Farm and top quality veg from A. 
David. 

The suppliers feel they have a special 
connection with the shop. Sharing local focus 
values, they ensure the village gets the very best 
of produce and in turn, the suppliers know their 
products are really valued. “It’s not necessarily 
just about the bottom line,” says Louise 
Keedwell-Wirtz of Snowdrop Cottage, “they’re 
interested in how our products are made and 
how well our business is doing.“

But the suppliers don’t simply drop off their 
goods and leave it at that. Being part of the 
shop is about working together. My mum, for 

example, makes the honeycomb for 
Ivor’s Honeycomb Ice-Cream, local 
Oldbury artist Lorna Page makes the 
notelets sold in the shop, but also 
designed the shop signage and Mark 
Sorrell, landlord of The Anchor Inn, 
not only supplies the shop with fresh 
Hobbs House Bakery bread, but his team at the 
pub bake and deliver it every morning in time 
for opening. 

Many suppliers are also shop volunteers, 
taking at least one shift a week where they’re 
responsible for various duties that range 
from opening the shop, ordering stock, 
bookkeeping, stacking shelves, managing the 
café, and keeping the grounds tidy. Indeed the 

volunteers have become like a 
family with many making new friends and 
seeing their confidence and enjoyment in 
village life grow. “It’s the volunteers that give 
the shop its friendly atmosphere,” says Marie 
Stephens, Volunteer Coordinator and Duty 
Manager, “and with over 50 of them, it simply 
comes naturally as each one feels it’s their 
shop!”

Karen’s (pictured) husband Chris Awde 

says: “When we have dinner parties 

there has to be a rule that we can’t talk 

shop… but this soon gets broken!”
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The biggest benefits seem to have been 
the social ones. “We always wanted the shop 
to be a social hub for the village and it has 
certainly become that,” Sarah Hayden of 
the Parish Plan Committee says; “the café 
is a popular place to meet up and some 
volunteers say that they’re meeting and 
talking to people they live really close to, but 
have never spoken to before.”

The café is seen as an essential part of the 
shop where residents come to meet and chat 
over homemade cakes or tea and coffee and 
with the summer approaching, hikers, horse 
riders and cyclists drop by for cold drinks 
and ice creams. With often a long wait for 
one of the two picnic tables outside and 

visitors asking to reserve them, plans are afoot 
to expand.

Other benefits reach across the village and 
the different age groups. Local children spend 
their pocket money (yes, they sell pick ‘n’ mix!) 
or do the shopping for Mum and Dad, both 
opportunities they didn’t have till now and 
ones that increase their independence and 
teach them basic money skills. At the other end 
of the scale, Oldbury’s older residents enjoy 
a warm welcome, a friendly face and a chat, 
and for those who can’t or are unable to drive, 
it’s essential. Chris Awde, Vice Chairman says, 
“It’s particularly rewarding to hear some of the 
older generation saying they feel they’ve got 
somewhere to go, especially those who find it 

difficult to get to the nearest town.”
Building a community shop takes a lot of 

work though. When Chris Awde took on the 
task of managing the build he didn’t know what 
an expert he’d soon become on fire protection, 
sewage plants, building regulations, trees, 
lighting, tarmac car parks and phone lines. Now 
he’s looking to share his experiences with others 
thinking of setting up a shop in their community.

The shop is the talk of the Parish and every 
single member of the committee feels very 
proud of what they’ve achieved in Oldbury. Most 
people who walk into the shop are wowed and 
I’m no different. I’m inordinately proud of what 
the village has achieved and I always stop by 
on a visit back home… not just to support the 

shop, (though that’s important) and not just 
so I can see people I haven’t seen for months 
and catch up on the latest gossip over a cake 
and a cup of tea, but also because it’s a better 
local shop than any I have in my part of 
London.

It’s gratifying to learn that across the 
UK there are over 300 community-owned 
shops. As co-operative businesses they 
are responding directly to local needs and 
helping to reduce social isolation at the same 
time. They’re sustainable, local and as I’ve 
learnt, essential in fostering and building a 
community. The residents of Oldbury-on-
Severn may have built a village shop, but 
they’ve created something much bigger.

Mark & James Sorrell (The Anchor Inn) 
show us their loaves of bread.

chris & Karen awde, Marie Baker, Mike & shirley collins, arthur & diana david, caroline davies, 
Jasmine & Jo greenwood, sarah hayden, Patsy hole, louise Keedwell-Wirtz, Karen Porter, ian 
& Mandy rankin, Joy riley, charmaine shenton, James sorrell, Mark sorrell, Kate stead, Marie 
Stephens, Lucy, Millie & Tristan Watkins, Agnese, Emma, Fred & Isabella Winfield.

Than
ks

Marie Stephens, Volunteer Coordinator and Duty Manager: “The shop has 

become the hub of the village, with its café area. It’s a great meeting place to 

chat. Children of a young age are able to walk to the shop and experience a 

really friendly and safe environment. It makes you feel part of a community.

Louise Keedwell-Wirtz, Snowdrop Cottage: “From idea to reality such a venture takes time, dedication and vision. To be part of something so magical really was an honour.  Snowdrop Cottage is a small concern, we want to keep it that way so we know who we sell to and what our customers want, Oldbury on Severn community shop really fitted with our ethos as well.”

Marie Baker, The Oldbury Tart Co: “I like working and had 
just retired.  I meet so many more people now and really 
feel part of the village. I love the people I work with and 
helping the community is an added bonus.”

Arthur David (A. David& Co): “One of the most popular items 

we have sold in the shop lately are strawberries, which are 

grown locally in Cheddar. This helps to support the greater 

local farming community which is very important to us, and I 

can imagine it is important to the shop too.”


