THE STORY & HISTORY OF THE TOWN HALL, BRIDPORT

J.B. Sales, Former Curator, Bridport Museum and Art Gallery

1785

An act of Parliament was passed in 1785 for the erection of a Market Place & Town Hall in the Borough and completed in the following year.

The Town Hall stands on the space formerly occupied by the Chapel of St Andrew.  The special Act of Parliament authorising its erection included other matters relating to the good governance of the town, one clause prohibiting the covering of any roof in the Borough with thatch owing to the fire risk, much damage having been done by fire in recent years in many of the towns and villages in Dorset.

The present Town Hall, of red brick and very fine workmanship with stone dressing, is a good example of Georgian architecture.  It was designed by William Tyler, RA, one of the original 40 members of the R.A., and architect of the Dorchester County Gaol.  The mason was James Hamilton, architect of St Mary’s Church at Weymouth, the Statue of George III on the Esplanade and the Obelisk at Frampton.  The ground floor was originally used as a Market House, with large Hall, Council Chamber and Justices Room above.

1802 – 7

The clock turret was erected at the expense of Sir Evan Nepean, MP for Bridport, 1802-7.  The clock is illuminated at night and is now worked by electricity.

1902

The bust of Queen Victoria displayed on the landing commemorates the Diamond Jubilee. The oak chair on the dais was presented in 1902 by the Mayor of the time, Cllr W Northover, Snr.

The Interior of the Hall
The interior of the Hall was redecorated in September 1925 under the supervision of Mr Francis H. Newbery, who was at one time the Director of the famous Glasgow School of Art.  Mr Newbery, whose boyhood was spent in Bridport (he was born in Membury in Devon), painted and presented to the town a series of panels depicting incidents in its past history.

The Royal Coat of Arms at the rear of the Mayor’s seat is flanked by gilded panels bearing the names of the Mayors of Bridport since 1836.  Above, the centre painting shows a figure representing Bridport who sits spinning with a distaff on her arm, on either side are four panels entitled “Weaving the Sailcloth”, “Spinning the Twine”, “The Yarn Barton” and “Braiding the Nets”.

Five more of Francis Newbery’s paintings hang in the Hall itself.  “The Entry of Queen Joan of Navarre, A.D. 1403”, “A Romance of Bridport”, “Escape from Bridport of Charles II after the Battle of Worcester”, “Building the Ships” and “Dorset”, which typifies the Purbeck area of Dorset.

Paintings concerning past Mayors and dignitaries of the Town appear in various places on the walls of the main Hall. 
Borough Coat of Arms

The arms of the Borough, granted in 1623, which may be seen in a carving on the front of the building, are “Gules, a castellated post or gateway with flanking turrets, masoned and battlemented arg; in the open port three spinning cogs or hooks in pale, in chief a lion passant guardant crowned, between two fleurs-de-lys or, in case barry wavy arg. and azure.  (“Heraldic terms: Gulers:  Red (background); Arg: silver (tower); Pale: enclosed (cogs in gateway), In Chief: above; Or: gold or yellow, Passant: sideways, Guardant: on guard, Azure: blue.)

Council Chamber

Photographs of every Mayor since 1890 have been placed on the panelled walls of the Council Chamber.  This room is now known as the Committee Room.

HMS Bridport

Bridport has given her name to two naval vessels. Artefacts and photographs are displayed on the landing.  

