
PHOTOS THE MECHANICS’ INSTITUTION 
 

 

TEACHERS’ NOTES 

The Mechanics’ Institute movement began at the end of the 18th century as Britain experienced rapid industrialisation and urban growth. By 1851 there 

were more than 700 institutions with the word ‘mechanic’ or similar in the title, including Swindon’s Mechanics’ Institution established in 1843.  

These institutions played a key educational role, improving literacy, numeracy and technical skills among working people, as well as providing leisure and 

entertainment. Many were the forerunners of adult education institutions. 

The ideal behind the movement was that workers organised their own institutes and this was the case in Swindon where the GWR Mechanics’ Institution 

was established shortly after the first workshops went into operation in 1843. Through membership and fundraising the Mechanics’ Institution was able to 

build its own venue which was opened in 1855. It housed a theatre, lecture hall and a lending library, and also gave space for the health services provided by 

the GWR Medical Fund. The institute later added an octagonal, covered market.  
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The GWR Mechanics’ Institution celebrated its centenary in 1943 and produced a souvenir magazine, recounting the institutions’ history and facilities 

available to members. One of the events highlighted in the history was the Juvenile Fete, an annual summer fete organised by the institution and held in the 

GWR park. Children under the age of  14 were admitted free but for a small fee they could receive a generous helping of fruitcake and a ticket for a ride on 

the roundabout. Tea was served to all comers. The children’s fete was held annually up until 1939. The souvenir programme gives a short but vivid 

description of the event and photos of the fete can be seen in the stories section on the Sharing Swindon’s Story website. 

This resource also includes the image of a membership card and the cost of joining the Mechanics’ Institution. 

https://swindonstory.uk/stories/the-childrens-fete/















