
The Reading Room 
 
As we download books onto our Kindles or read the news online spare a thought 
for ‘The Reading Room’. Did you know that for 50 years Felsham had a reading 
room?  
 
It was situated in the grounds of the Rectory on Church Road and was built 
between 1900 and 1914 by Willie Brewer’s father who was a local builder/ 
carpenter. It has been described as a galvanised tin structure, with an apex roof 
and having 4 steps leading to a central door with a porch providing some shelter. 
It had 2 windows, one on either side of the door. The back wall was brick and 
there was a coal shed outside at the back. Inside there was one large room with 
a coke stove on the rear wall in the centre. It was half the size of a badminton 
court. After the Second World War Willie said that it was ‘sold and transported’ 
and there is certainly no evidence of it on the site now.  
 
It was set up as a reading room for use by villagers. It is believed that Sir John 
Tilley of Felsham House may have donated some funds towards setting it up. 
Willie Brewer said that it was built specifically as a reading room with ‘strict rules  
...  quiet use in the evening ... like a library in the town’. Newspapers were 
provided and dominoes were also available, and accounts of its use indicate that 
it was mainly used by men. We do not know if it was restricted to men or 
whether it ended up by default as a male reserve.  
 
During its lifespan it did not remain as a reading room but had other uses, 
mainly as a source of temporary accommodation for local families in need. The 
first family to use it was the Barrett’s. They lived at Valley Farm on Brettenham 
Road, but in 1926 a fire destroyed the house and they lived in the Reading Room 
whilst their home was rebuilt. In the 1930s Esther Brewer lived there. The vicar, 
Canon Hind, was concerned that Esther was homeless and made arrangements 
for her to move in. Villagers donated furniture and she remained there until her 
death. For a time before 1946 school dinners were served in the Reading Room 
(the school closed in 1946) and then in 1946 Lewis Hubbard and his wife moved 
in as they could not find any other accommodation locally – they had been living 
in a caravan at Hubbard’s Corner. Lewis asked Sir John Tilley for permission to 
move in. He said that the school chairs and trestle table were still there from its 
use as a dining area. They rigged up a curtain to screen off a sleeping area. He 
cannot remember if or to whom they paid any rent.  Whenever it was used as 
accommodation water had to be collected from the well on Lower Green. 
 
The Reading Room was not the only source of support and activity in the village. 
The Six Bells, as now, provided drinks and a warm fire. It was also the base of a 
sickness benefit club in the 1930s. People paid fees weekly to ensure that there 
was some support if they were unable to work through poor health. There was 



also an alternative venue for younger boys. This was a scout hut on Cockfield 
Road and was nicknamed ‘The Coker’. It was used by boys over 16 for 6 
evenings a week. They could play cards, darts, and dominoes, or read the 
newspapers. The Coker seems to have had a more relaxed atmosphere than the 
Reading Room which by this time was also being used a home for Esther Brewer. 
Canon Hind supported the Coker as a ‘better’ alternative to the pub for the 
young boys of the village and it can be seen as an early form of Youth Club. 
 
Information for this article has been gathered over time by talking to members of 
the village community: Claude Barrett, Willie Brewer and Lewis Hubbard. It 
proves the value of oral testimony as we have very little written evidence of this 
much used and valued feature of Felsham’s past. If anyone has any further 
information please pass it on to one of the members of the History Group. 
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