HISTORY OF THE CLUB

The origin of the present club dates from the opening of two clubs in the Borough, one of them held in the High Street and opened as a reading room in 1863, and afterwards (1865) named the Weymouth Working Men’s Club, and the other held in Great George Street and named the Melcombe Regis Club.

During the year 1871 the two clubs amalgamated under the title of “Weymouth and Melcombe Regis Working Men’s Club”, and in that year the Committee of the club secured from the Johnstone Estate the site of the present club buildings on lease for a term of 99 years from 25th December, 1872 at an annual ground rent of £6. The lease demised the land to the trustees of the club and they covenanted to erect buildings wherein accommodation was to be provided for reading, meeting or lecture and other rooms for the use of the members of the Weymouth and Melcombe Regis Working Men’s Club.

The trustees were relieved of the trouble and responsibility in raising the money required for the erection of the buildings by the late SIR (then Mr.) HENRY EDWARDS, one of the Parliamentary Representatives of the Borough, who with that noble liberality that characterised his constant and deep interest in the welfare of the working classes of the Borough, came forward and paid the whole of the cost of the building and furnished the club premises. The opening of the club by the generous donor on the 15th March, 1873, was celebrated by a public dinner.
SIR HENRY EDWARDS’s inaugural speech on his handing over the building to the committee on the occasion, will now, after the lapse of 118 years (1991), be interesting to the present and future members. In responding to the toast to his health, SIR HENRY said: He was never satisfied with the old club in the High Street, and never looked upon it as the permanent home of the Working Men’s Club in Weymouth, AND HE THEREFORE RESOLVED THAT THEY SHOULD HAVE, TO THE BEST OF HIS ABILITY, A REAL CLUB HOUSE. He looked upon a club of this kind as a necessity.
He knew very well that the working men of Weymouth could not afford to build themselves a club, and therefore he was delighted that out of the fruits of his labour he had an opportunity of providing that necessity for them. The only recompense he sought was that the club should be thoroughly enjoyed and appreciated by them, and that they would make it the means for social recreation and enjoyment. He hoped that they would get a good library, and he would do his best to promote that, and also periodicals and newspapers. The members of the club could here have social gatherings, meet in friendly intercourse without spending their money, and could eat and drink just at their own will and pleasure. They all remembered the associations called mechanics institutions. There was scarcely a town of any importance in England which did not possess its mechanics’ institute. Some good, kind benevolent people not only provided the buildings, but also furnished them with every comfort, and did not even trouble the members of the members of the institutions with regulating their own affairs, for the founders took the whole responsibility upon themselves. Unfortunately, there was too much parental care about these mechanics institutions. The members were not left enough to themselves, and the consequence was that, although there was food for the mind, there was very little recreation for the body. The result was that the mechanics refused to go to these places, the buildings fell into decay, and the founders were sorry for having taken any interest in the matter. What he wanted to avoid was the possibility of a too rigid management, and thought that the only plan by which the club could become a success was by the members managing it themselves.
From this period and covering the years up to 1897, the club had undoubtedly a hard struggle in its existence.

The facilities it afforded to working men were possibly little appreciated – doubtless due in a great measure to the absence of a real spirit of club life in its management, which failed to induce, maintain or retain, a large number of those whom it was anticipated would avail themselves of membership.
The income of the club from member’s subscriptions, honorary subscriptions, lettings of lecture and other rooms usually met each year’s expenditure. This income however gradually diminished, each annual balance sheet showing the sources of income a decreasing one, and the deficit an increasing one.
In March 1903, the club’s indebtedness reached over £50. The committee (the club being an unregistered society), decided to take no further responsibility, but to close the club and in consequence a public meeting was held on 25th March, 1903, when the president announced the committee’s decision. At the public meeting a very strong desire was expressed that the club should be kept open, and instead of a reading room alone (to which the club had then drifted) being the only inducement for joining, that the club should be resuscitated on broader and more popular lines as a social club. An auxiliary committee was appointed to raise a sum to pay off the outstanding liabilities, and although their efforts did not accomplish that end they did splendid service, and not only are they deserving of the greatest praise for handing over a sufficient amount to meet the club’s pressing claims, but are more particularly entitled to our gratitude as being a means of stimulating the hitherto apathetic interest taken by the working men of the town who were induced to join in large numbers and thereby prevented the closing of the club, or the question of the disposal of the building having to be considered.
The Jubilee Anniversary was marked by a special celebration meeting and smoking concert on the 15th March 1923. The president (Mr Samuel Jackson, who was present at the opening of the club) being in the chair.
During the year 1917, the freehold of the property was purchased.
Again in 1925, the premises were extended to provide for an entirely new reading room and library.
The premises also adjacent to the club were purchased to provide quarters for the steward. From the revival in the interests of the club made from 1903 to the present date, the club has made steady and definite progress; it has been entirely reconstituted in its management, which is in the hands of the members themselves.
The club became affiliated to the Club and Institute Union Limited, and was registered as a Working Men’s Club under the Friendly Societies Act (1896) on the 17th October, 1903.
The facilities afforded to members are now both social and recreational.
During the 1950’s through lack of support it was found necessary to close the Billiard Room and Library, the latter having been run at a loss for a number of years.
The Billiard Room was later merged with the former Card Room and is now used as a Social Room for the benefits of members and visitors from associated Clubs.
Since its inception it has proved to be an attraction and useful amenity to the Club.
If the ideals of its founder had been neglected in the commencing history of the club with long years of undoubted struggle and mismanagement which followed, it is the fact that today the club has attained all that was set before it in the reconstitution period in 1903, and all the ideas and ambitions of its generous founder have been achieved.


