The Sargeant Memorial Hall, Brafield on the Green

The Sargeant Memorial Hall, Brafield on the Green, was officially opened on  Friday 21 October 1955.

But, of course, it all started long before then. When Mr Charles Henry Sargeant died in 1951, his sister Miss Eveline Grace Sargeant decided to do something for Brafield in his memory. The Vicar, the Reverend Nathaniel Phillips, had long wanted a hall for meetings and social events; it was becoming increasingly disruptive to use the School, and in any case the County Council were starting to bring in more and more regulations and restrictions. So the plan was hatched. Miss Sargeant gathered around her a formidable team; she had the land (having inherited it from her brother) and the wherewithal; Parson Philips, who had a clear vision as to what Brafield needed and the enthusiasm to act as overseer for the project; and Squire Davidge with the legal experience and the patience to deal with the tedious task of conveying the land and setting-up a Charitable Trust.

It was not easy and progress was painfully slow. The planning regulations caused difficulties at every stage; regulations still in force after the War limited what one could do and how one could do it, building materials were controlled and in scarce supply and the correspondence with the Charity Commission took a long time. But eventually the building was complete and the legal documents were signed just in time - on the morning of the official opening.

The first Trustees were named as:- Nathaniel Gilbert Philips, Clerk in Holy Orders; Ernest Henry Shortland, wheelwright retired; Lionel Henry Taylor, schoolmaster; Cecil Vere Davidge, Barrister-at-law; Arthur Boyes, poultry farmer; Raymond George Care, farmer; Cyril Arthur Longland, market gardener. 

The Hall was really a barn of a place - a corrugated asbestos roof on an iron frame, iron-framed windows (which quickly encouraged condensation), no curtains, a high stage occupying almost all of the far end, a kitchen fitted out in the pre​-War style and up-to-the-minute electric tubular heaters which burned the legs but did little more, the whole being surmounted by brown (or it may have been green, I don’t remember) and cream paint. The floor however was good wood-block; what it would cost to do that today is a frightening thought.

And so the new Hall received its visitors. It was a clammy autumn night, with a first fog of winter gently making its way up from the river. But Brafield had come in force and the Hall was filled as perhaps it has seldom been since.

For the formal opening, Mr Davidge presided and Parson Phillips gave a brief history of how the building had come about and, perhaps more to the point, how he intended to run it. So far as I know, Brafield never subsequently argued with him; they had their Hall, he did it his way, and it worked.

The lord Bishop of the Diocese, Dr Spencer Leeson, then murmured a prayer of blessing, Mrs Elsie Banyard sang ‘Bless this House’ accompanied at the piano by Miss Cissie Collier; my father sang ‘The Holy City’ for which I played (I was only there out of what I hoped was loyalty to him, and pretty fed-up that I couldn’t do something more interesting on a Friday night), and Miss Fanny Care did a little play or dance with the children of the School (or more likely the Sunday School) with Miss Weston on the piano. I don’t remember what that was about but there must still be some people in Brafield who were in the cast.

That concluded the formal part of the evening. I suppose my abiding memory is of the Bishop; I doubt whether there was a man, woman or child in this Hall on that night with whom he did not have a word, and I can see him now, bidding us farewell at the door as he was escorted by the Vicar to his car to face the long journey, as it was in those days, back to Peterborough. What I did not appreciate at the time was that his hand, raised in farewell, was really his Episcopal blessing upon us, upon Brafield.

What few of us also realized was that he was a very sick man; although he did one or two early services in the Cathedral afterwards, this was almost certainly one of his last official engagements; he died soon after Christmas.

The evening then proceeded to the entertainment (for which Parson Phillips was naturally MC) - music for dancing from a modern fifties-style gramophone worked by electricity; competitions such as pass-the-parcel, and of course refreshments; tea (coffee had not become fashionable in those days), egg and Linnell’s potted-meat sandwiches, fairy cakes with a home-made cornflower substance called ‘cream’.

I didn’t appreciate it at the time, but it was undoubtedly a good and successful evening. The shutters were put up at ten o’clock, and a motley little group of us caught the 10.13 bus back to Houghton.

Since those distant days, much has been done to improve the Hall. A low, suspended ceiling has been installed with new lighting; the old windows have been replaced and the kitchen modernized, the heating has been upgraded and the stage, seldom used, has been removed. Much of this work has been paid for with interest from a legacy from Miss Sargeant and from Heritage Lottery grants. It has largely come about through the single-minded forethought and enthusiasm of one man: Ray Henman. I know that, because it has been my privilege to work with him on one or two of his little schemes. He will not approve, but I have wanted to say that, at Brafield, for a long time. Ray - thank you.

For the future, there are plans to refurbish the toilets and create a proper storage area, but this will be a long job and may take time. Never mind, the object of any group of Trustees or Committee members must be continually to look forward; to be alive to the need to keep abreast of regulations and to improve existing facilities for future generations. In Brafield, you are doing that and in congratulating you all on what you have achieved I also wish you well and every success in your future endeavours.

May I end with a word about two people. It will not have escaped you that our friend George Care was appointed a founding Trustee, fifty years ago. At the time, it was at best unusual for a body of village worthies to choose someone to join them who was little more than a boy in his twenties; sadly these days we would have difficulty in finding a young person to accept such responsibility and commitment. Times change. But that George was chosen says much about him; he had already proved himself in various ways and that he has now given a near lifetime of service to his village community is something for which we are deeply grateful. George -  thank you from us all.

The other person is Miss Sargeant herself. She loved this village and did much for it in her lifetime. One such act was to establish a Charity in memory of her cousin Herbert to provide income in perpetuity for the repair of Brafield Church. I often wonder how many people stop to think why it is that the Church fabric is in such good order. There were other gifts too, but perhaps the best known is the Hall. Eveline Grace Sargeant, the last of her generation and of her line; a kind, gracious and generous lady. We do well to honour her memory.

John Ford

Taken from an article written by John Ford on the 50th anniversary of The Sargeant Memorial Hall for ‘Village Viewpoint’ published by Northamptonshire ACRE (Action with Communities in Rural England) in Spring 2006.
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