
Merry Bells history 

 

Written from articles in the Centenary booklet, information from W.I members, W.I. Minute 

books, and ledgers from the Merry Bells from its beginning to 1917 and also from 1932. (There 

is a 15-year gap with no such records.) 

 

In 1893, The Church of England Temperance Society appear to have been the guiding body as to 

the running of the Merry Bells.. The Merry Bells was used as an hotel for commercial travellers 

from its opening in 1888. Commercial travellers would have come by train, by cart or on 

horseback. (There was stabling available in the building on the Church Street frontage, but the 

use of this probably died out after the Great War.) Baths were available at the Merry Bells but 

this also seems to have died out before the Great War. With no account ledgers for the period 

from 1918 to the first half of 1932, the popularity of the hotel cannot be ascertained. However, in 

July 1932, there is the last record of income from it as an hotel. At that time, it looks as though a 

single room was 3/6d per night, and a double 6/-. Breakfast was relatively expensive at 2/- per 

head. The hotel offered luncheon , teas and suppers, but only the teas remained popular making 

up about half of the income in July 1932. There was a bar with only non-alcoholic drinks, sweets 

(which were evidently very  popular), cakes, tobacco and matches. Billiards was popular, as 

were the entertainments put on by other societies. There was a full-sized billiards table in the 

main hall downstairs, and darts and cards were also available. After September 1933 when the 

hotel was closed, the bar drink income almost totally disappeared.  

 

During its time as an hotel, there was someone responsible for these lettings either as Steward or 

Manager. In 1920, this was Mr Baldwin. Later, after Arthur Shorter had returned from his time 

in the Forces he took over from Mr. A. Sheldon as Secretary of the Merry Bells and dealt with all 

the lettings. He also ran the Old Comrades Association. Mrs. Shorter did most of the caretaking 

or house-keeping between the wars, and she remembers four other Stewards who lived on the 

premises, Messrs. George James Sylvester (according to 1910 Kelly’s directory), Barr, Bint and 

Berry. Mrs Ray, niece of Mr and Mrs Berry (later, in 1934,  to have the fish, game and 

provisions shop at 94 Church Road) was the steward of the Merry Bells in the early 1920s. Mr. 

Berry who came here in 1924 took over as Steward from Mrs Ray. He organised the Boys’ Club 

and Whist Drives and ran the ‘Sixpenny hop’ dances with Roy Brandon’s Band on Saturday 

nights. Mrs. Berry sold tea and cakes, and made bread puddings for the poor. It is not known if 

these people lived on the premises other than, from entries in the Kelly Directory) in 1895 and 

1899 when Joseph Gould lived here. There was no incumbent referred to in the 1920 Kelly 

Directory. Mr. Berry left the Merry Bells in 1934 and opened a fish, game and provisions shop at 

94 Church Road. 

 

The upper floor (now OCC Library) was a concert room used for lectures, performances and 

dances. However, the W.I. also had their own dedicated space and there is mention in their 

Minute Book of three separate rooms. Unless these were created by movable partitions, it is 

difficult to see how 150 could have been accommodated, however.  The ground floor was 

divided into three rooms, one of which was used for night school classes. Many societies also 

used the Merry Bells before the Great War alongside the District Temperance Society. These 

included The Pig Club, Oddfellows, The Slate Club (which was a savings club from which 

savings were probably redeemed at Christmas), The Conservative Association, Wheatley Cricket 

Club and Football Club (both these albeit briefly), Boys Club, Guide and Brownies and the 

Flower Show committee. Later on (date not known) a stage was installed upstairs. 

 



While speculative, it seems possible that, after the war, both the lower and upper rooms in the 

Merry Bells were let to the YMCA, known as the Red Triangle Club (and by then running a 

men’s and a lady’s section), but this appears to have been a short-term arrangement. 

 

The concert room and stage was moved from the upper floor to the lower floor in 1937, and 

plays continued to be put on there. The New Club, of which Capt. Addis was Chairman, took 

over the concert hall, with the billiards table being taken upstairs. The Club used the 

accommodation until it moved in 1954 to the Red Lion Inn in Littleworth Road. There had been 

constant friction between the users of the main hall downstairs and the New Club and its removal 

solved many problems. 

 

By 1939, the only income for the Merry Bells was from the letting of rooms. Until 1938, the 

Merry Bells had been organising its own dances which that year produced nearly £100. (adjusted 

for inflation, this is some £6,500 today, but its relative income value is some £27,000). 
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