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Cavalry arriving in Reepham

Passing Gibbs shop
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Army Cyclists on parade in the Market Place
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Entertainment in the Market Place
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This item appeared in the Thetford & Watton Times on 5 December 1914 
transcribed on following page

Reepham Town Hall transformed into a hospital ward
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REEPHAM

WOUNDED SOLDIERS - The Parish Hall is now occupied by wounded soldiers.
Under Dr. E. V. Perry's supervision, it has been transformed into an excellent hospital. The large room of the hall 
has been comfortably fitted up as a hospital ward, containing at present twelve beds. The small room at the back 
of the ward has been furnished as a sitting-room for convalescent soldiers, while the ante-room has been 
comfortably fitted up as a nurses' sitting-room, and the whole is warmed by means of a hot water installation.

The Boy Scouts' Club-room, placed at the convenience of the local hospital authorities by the Scoutmaster, Mr. 
Sam Bircham, affords an excellent kitchen, being close to the hospital. This has been fitted up with cooking 
stoves and all culinary requisites. Thus equipped, the institution is complete with lavatories and bathroom.

Two trained nurses have been engaged, who will be assisted by nurses attached to the Eynsford Red Cross 
Society. Miss S. Kendrew, who has been appointed matron, will be assisted by Miss Daisy Bruce. 
Lady Grace Barry, as president of the Eynsford detachment of the Red Cross Society, and the Rev. W. A. Partridge, 
who has undertaken the hon. secretary-ship, have rendered valuable assistance.
Dr. E. V. Perry has been appointed the resident medical attendant.

The patients are conveyed from Norwich in motor cars lent by local gentlemen.
The first batch of wounded arrived on Thursday, 26th inst.

[Sarah Kendrew was the daughter of John Kendrew who had purchased The Ollands in the 1880s.
Daisy Bruce was the sister of Agnes (Nan) Bruce. Agnes had married Samuel Bircham's son Francis in 1903.]

This second image of the parish hall was published in the British Farmers Red Cross Fund booklet published about 1917. 
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Veteran car with local connection still on the road

The Reepham Life 2018 Calendar for February showed recovering wounded soldiers from the First World War outside
Reepham Town Hall, then known as Hackford Parish Hall.

Although we could not identify any of the soldiers, we found out some interesting information 
about the car in the foreground, AH222.
Due to the persistence of Reepham Archive volunteer Ann Middlemas we found that this car was
still in existence and was well looked after. It has competed in the London to Brighton Veteran Car
Run in more than 50 occasions since 1936.

The London to Brighton Veteran Car Run was first organised in 1896 to celebrate the Red Flag Repeal. In that year 
the speed limit was increased from 4 mph on open roads and from 2 mph in towns to 14 mph.

To qualify for entry in the modern run, cars need to be have been built no later than 1905. 
In the top photograph you can see the pannier baskets, still in evidence in the modern picture.
AH222 is a Peugeot Type 49 which left the Peugeot works in 1902. 
The current owner tells us that it still has its original engine, wooden chassis and body – amazing for a car of its age
and it was capable of speeds up to 25 mph.
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Outside Harrods in 2018

2019

At the start of the Veteran Car Run 2024
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Nurses 

Mabel Dewing

Evelyn Gibbs

Mabel DewingEvelyn Gibbs
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Mabel Neale Dewing 1890-1974 Mabel was the younger daughter of Martin Luther Dewing 
and his wife Annie.

A framed photograph in Reepham Archive is annotated 
“Blanche Dewing” and has always been believed to be 
accurately named. 

British Red Cross records from WWI reveal that it was Mabel 
Dewing, not her older sister Blanche, who worked at 
Reepham VAD Hospital from January 1915, soon after the 
first patients arrived to recuperate, until April 1919.

An article in the Downham Market Gazette in October 1917 
listed all the hospital staff who had 'rendered valuable 
service'.
This explains the 'Mentioned' entry at the bottom of Mabel's
Red Cross record.
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Mabel Neale Dewing 1890-1974 3

By the time of the census in 1921 Mabel was a assistant matron at Homerton Training College, Cambridgeshire. Five years 
later, on New Year's Eve Mabel was on board the Mantua, a P & O ship sailing for Hong Kong. Her home address is given as 
Brighton, Sussex. In Hong Kong she worked at the Diocesan Girls' School in Kowloon.

In 1928 the following notice appeared in the London & China Express. Mabel had married the Rev. Charles Brodie Shann. 
Charles had already spent time working for the Church Missionary Society, travelling extensively, and also, in the 1930s, taking
posts in Yorkshire. They returned to Hong Kong in 1945 where Charles was Archdeacon of Victoria.

In 1947 Charles and Mabel returned to England again, first living in Yorkshire then finally taking up residence in Salisbury 
when Charles was appointed as Vicar of Farley with Pitton.

This news appeared in the Western Gazette in September 1947.

Charles died in Salisbury in 1960. Mabel's life ended in a nursing home in Sheringham in 1974.
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Mabel Neale Dewing 1890-1974 2

Below is Mabel's admission record when she started at St. Mary's School on Norwich Road in 1895.
Her older sister, Blanche is entered a few rows above.

Entry from the National School Admission Registers & Log-Books1890

In 1911 Mabel was living with her parents in Reepham Moor and helping her father in his grocery shop.

England & Wales Census 1911

Her father Martin Dewing ran a grocery shop in Reepham Moor. 
The photograph shows the row of cottages in Reepham Moor with

adverts for Robin Starch and Zebra Grate Polish.
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Blanche Dewing 1886 - 1950

In 1911 Blanche was registered as a school teacher boarding in the household of postman Robert Leeds in St. Nicholas Street, 
Dereham. 

Ten years later she was living in Shalford, near Guildford in Surrey, teaching at Gosden House School, Bramley. The building 
had been bought in 1919 with money bequested by Lord Wandsworth to provide education for orphans “with an agricultural 
background” and opened as Gosden House School in November 1920 with a roll of 17 children. 

Blanche was still a teacher at Gosden House in 1939, living in Kerry Cottage.

Blanche's last recorded address from about 1947 was in Brighton, where she may have retired. Later, presumably needing 
care she became a resident at a nursing home in Salisbury, near where her sister Mabel was living.

from The Surrey Advertiser

from Probate Records
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Love in the air at WWI hospital

Frank and Ethel Leiper, pictured probably in 1918 to celebrate their marriage

Red Cross records confirm that Ethel was indeed engaged as a night sister from October 1916 until June 1918 in Reepham VAD Hospital.
On her record she is named as Mrs. Ethel Leiper. The stamped date of 31 May 1919 tells us when these record cards were finalised 
ready for filing away and by that date Frank and Ethel were married.
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Previously, the Reepham Archive had no records of any of the soldiers who came to Reepham to recover
from their wounds during the First World War. There are several photographs that record 30 or more faces, but no 
names.

In 2022 we were intrigued and pleased to receive an enquiry: “Did we have any records about Frank Leiper and Ethel 
Keeley who met in Reepham during World War I?” This was soon followed with further details and photographs.  

We learnt that Ethel died young, only 36, but her daughter, now 98, wanted to learn more about her parents. This set 
the Archive volunteers on a flurry of research to find out more.

Their grandson, who sent the initial enquiry, visited Reepham the summer of 2023 and spent time walking around the 
town, visiting Hackford House, the gardens, the Market Place, the town hall and the churches that his grandparents 
would have known more than 100 years ago.

We found that Ethel Keeley was listed in the information given with a photograph of all the VAD (Voluntary Aid 
Detachment) hospital staff taken in the gardens of Hackford House (the present-day Bircham Centre, Market Place, 
Reepham). Sadly, she is named as the night sister and must have been off-duty when the photograph was taken as none 
of the nurses look like her.
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Frank Leiper  1888-1960

Frank’s army records show he was enlisted with the Glasgow Pals Battalion in January 1915 and sent overseas.
He was wounded twice, in 1916 and 1917, and it is not known after which incident he came to Reepham.

Serving in the 17th Battalion of the Highland Light Infantry, with the rank of sergeant, Frank was awarded the Distinguished 
Conduct Medal in 1917, and demobilised and transferred to the Army Reserve in 1919.

We could not find a face to match Frank in any of our photographs but we did discover that they married in
Edinburgh in 1918 and that Ethel gave her occupation as certificated nurse at the Red Cross Hospital, Reepham, Norfolk.
Frank’s occupation is shown as a farmer but he is still recorded as a company sergeant major of the Highland Light Infantry.
Information above compiled by Ann Middlemas
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      Frank and Ethel's Marriage Record in January 1918

Medal Citation & Card for the Distinguished Conduct Medal

1914-15 Star was awarded for service in France or 
Flanders between 23 November 1914 and 31 December 
1915

Victory Medal was awarded for service between 5 
August 1914 and 11 November 1918. It was issued to 
individuals who received the 1914 and 1914-15 Stars and
to most individuals who were issued the British War 
Medal. 

Ethel's first 'pink card' giving June 1915 as the starting date, probably 
as a temporary nurse.
A Sheffield address is given with a later address in Warrington.
Ethel grew up in Sheffield. After their marriage Frank and Ethel lived in
Warrington where Ethel died in 1926 after having had three children.
Frank married a second time to Ethel's younger sister Minnie.
Frank was a credit draper - Items of drapery would have been bought 
on credit from the drapery shop and he was responsible for collecting 
the weekly payments. 
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Extract from the Sparham Deanery & District Magazine November 1915



Residents of Hackford House

In 1891 Hackford House was occupied by John Redman Spencer, his wife Harriet and his two daughters Fanny and Florence.  
John was a farmer who had farmed at Hall Farm, Guestwick for 22 years and also at Mill Farm, Great Witchingham for 5 years. 
All the stock and related implements from Great Witchingham were put up for auction in the autumn of 1889. Harriet died in 
1908 and was buried in Hackford Cemetery and John died the following year. By 1911 Fanny and Florence were living together 
in Norwich. 

In 1910 the Eastern Daily Press published details of the sale of a house in Hackford,
described as in the occupation of the Misses Spencer.

In the Norfolk News of November 1910 Samuel Bircham chaired a meeting proposing the the formation of a Boy Scout Troop 
in Reepham.  He had recently bought Hackford House and intended to make part of it into a Boy Scouts' club room. Samuel 
had already engaged an Assistant Scoutmaster ready to begin at the end of the month, and he asked for the town of Reepham
to find 15 shillings a week for a Scout Master. 

HACKFORD-BY-REEPHAM

Within 10 minutes' walk of Great Eastern
Railway station and 11/2 miles from Whitwell

Station, and 12 miles from Norwich.

A substantially built
FAMILY RESIDENCE

facing the Market Place of Reepham, with small
and secluded Garden, Lawn, Shrubbery, and

Vinery, Stabling for 6 horses, Motor and Carriage
Houses, Barn, Fowls' House.

The house is very conveniently situated,
commodious, with large lofty bedrooms, and in

good, tenantable repair.

In the occupation of the Misses' Spencer.
Early possession can be arranged.

Auction on Saturday, September 10th
Royal Hotel Norwich

In response to this article in the Norfolk News 
Samuel wrote a letter which appeared in the 
Eastern Daily Press a few days later, emphasising 
that it was the offer of the use of a room for the 
scouts rather than a 'home'.

"I do not propose a 'Home', but a kind of club-
room, where the boys may meet, play games, and 
receive instruction, which may lead them to pass 
tests in various qualifications, handicrafts, etc., 
such as are likely to be of value to them in their 
future careers."

He adds that a portion of the house will provide a 
residence for the Assistant Scoutmaster.

Finally he gives his address as the Old Brewery 
House. 
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This photograph shows the Hackford Troop of scouts posed outside Hackford House in 1911 and 
includes Samuel Bircham himself. The notice states that the club room is open daily from 4 p.m. to 8 p.pm.

The 1911 census of England and Wales took place on 2nd April. The residents occupying eight rooms are Jemima Bruce and 
her daughter Margaret. She is 58 years old and Margaret is 35. 
They have very different birth places. Jemima gives her birthplace as Port Glasgow,  Renfrew, Scotland, and Margaret was born
in Ramsey on the Isle of Man. They have one living-in female servant, Mary Douglas from Cawston, and Jemima states that she
has Private Means.

The crossed out numbers also reveal that Jemima has been, or would have been married for 36 years and that she has had 4 
children, with three still living.

How have this mother and daughter ended up in Reepham, living in an imposing house, with garden and stabling?
Where were they in 1901?
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The Bruce Family

Both Alexander Bruce and his wife Jemima (nee King) originally came from Scotland, Alexander's family from Banff and 
Jemima's from Port Glasgow. By 1871 Jemima's family was resident on the Isle of Man. Alexander and Jemima were married 
in Douglas in 1874 and had three daughters, Margaret (known as Daisy), Agnes(known as Nan), and Dorothy.

In the 1901 England & Wales Census we find Jemima Bruce, widow, as a visitor at 20 Campbell Road in Boscombe, near 
Bournemouth in Hampshire. The residents here are single sisters Sophia and Charlotte Robinson. They are both in their fifties 
and are financially independent. Charlotte's birthplace is given as Douglas, Isle of Man. Also with Jemima is her daughter 
Dorothy, 5 years old, born Douglas, Isle of Man. Jemima has recorded that she is living on her own means and was born in 
Scotland. 

So, where are Margaret and Agnes in 1901?

Margaret Campbell Bruce age 25 and Agnes Catherine Bruce age 22, both born in the Isle of Man, (both wrongly entered as 
daughters to Thomas Attoe) are living on their own means in Reepham Market Place with a living-in servant Winifred Cornall 
age 17, from Bintry. As they are next door to Ford's the baker it can be assumed that Margaret and Agnes are staying in the 
Old Brewery House.

Tracing the family group, i.e. Jemima Bruce and her three daughters, back  to Onchan on the Isle of Man, gives us a few more 
clues. The 1891 census shows a family headed by Alexander Bruce with wife Jemima, and  daughters Margaret and Agnes. 
There is a visitor Emily Wilson, from the Isle of Man and two live-in servants. The youngest daughter, Dorothy was not born 
until 1895.

But what brought this family to Norfolk and what was the connection with Reepham?
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Alexander Bruce had worked in Scotland for the City of Glasgow Bank before taking up a post on the Isle of Man at the Bank 
of Mona, a branch of the Glasgow bank. In the 1880s he became the manager of Dumbell's Bank.  Mismanagement of loans 
and investments led to the failure of the bank and a financial crisis for the Isle of Man during 1899/1900. Many leading 
financiers on the island were made bankrupt, including Alexander.

Dumbell's Bank Failure
Death of Mr. Alexander Bruce

from the Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser - Saturday 21 July 1900
Image © THE BRITISH LIBRARY BOARD. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

The Reepham Connection

Researching Francis Richard Samuel Bircham (1881-1941), the son of Samuel Bircham, the following information was found.
After attending Aysgarth School in Yorkshire, Francis went to Eton College where he took 'extras' like Electricity and Physics. 
He spent a short time at Freiburg University in Germany and during college holidays (1895-97) he worked at the Nine Elms 
Locomotive Works. 

In 1838 the London and Southampton Railway Company opened its terminus at Nine Elms. The line was extended to 
Waterloo in 1848 and Nine Elms became the site of a goods yard and locomotive works. The site was responsible for the 
repair & construction of steam locomotives.

Francis's grandfather, Francis Thomas Bircham (1810-1883) was the original solicitor to the London and Southampton Railway 
Company, which later became the London and South Western Railway (LSWR) and Francis's father Samuel Bircham took the 
position until his retirement in 1910.

Francis was a member of the Institute of Mechanical Engineers and his CV has the following entry :-

During his time on the Isle of Man Francis would doubtless have met Alexander Bruce and his family. 
After the years of financial troubles and ill-health Alexander's widow Jemima and her daughters may have been offered a
place of sanctuary by Francis's father Samuel. There must have been a social and a romantic connection since, in 1903, Francis
married Agnes Catherine Sinclair Bruce in Reepham.

Mr. Alexander Bruce, Justice of the Peace, late chairman of the Isle of Man Tramways, 
and manager of Dumbell's Banking Company Limited, died at two o'clock on Saturday 
after a long and painful illness at his residence in the island.
The deceased was the head of many important Manx enterprises. The remarkable 
development of electric traction in the island is chiefly due to him, and he took a leading 
part in public loans for the Manx Government and the Douglas Corporation previous to 
the lamentable failure of Dumbell's Bank, which has carried a crop of disasters in its 
train. The prosecution instituted against him along with other officials in connection with
Dumbell's Bank, was recently abandoned in consequence of the hopeless state of his 
health.
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Bruce Family Portraits

Jemima Bruce

Margaret Campbell Bruce

Margaret Campbell Bruce & Agnes Catherine Sinclair Bruce
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Alexander Bruce

In 1903 Agnes married Samuel Bircham's son 
Francis.

By 1911 Mrs. Jemima Bruce was living in 
Hackford House with her daughter Margaret. 
Agnes is with her husband in Hampshire, but 
returned to Reepham to live in the Old Brewery 
House until her death in 1969. Agnes was always 
called Nan, or Mrs. Nan Bircham. Her daughter 
Ann continued living in Reepham. Ann died in 
2006 and is buried in Salle churchyard.



Wallace King

Wallace King was a well-known furniture store based in Norwich. By 1914 a branch had opened in Reepham, using rooms in
Hackford House and buildings on Back Street which are now the takeaway and The Granary.

During the First World War these buildings were used as a kitchen/utility for the hospital.
Wallace King finally closed the Reepham branch in 1919.
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Images showing advertising boards fixed to the front of Hackford House and 
a door which presumably gave access to a showroom/office on the  ground floor.

The boards are advertising furniture, bedding, upholstery, picture frames, bedsteads, linoleum, carpets etc.

Cropped from a postcard view towards the Market Place from Dereham Road.
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