One Chapel, Many Voices.
Memories and
Stories of the
New Room.
The New Room was built in 1739
after two religious societies in Bristol
approached John Wesley needing a new
meeting room. The New Room was
primarily a place for preaching and
teaching and provided accommodation
for travelling preachers in the upstairs
rooms. The New Room was also a place
of social action used for education,
health care, a foodbank, organising
visits to prisons and providing clothes
and other aid to the poor. Since the
very beginning, the New Room has had
a tradition of hospitality and welcome
that continues to this day.

This exhibition enables you to listen
to the more recent history and stories
of the New Room, told by the people
who have kept its rich heritage and
fascinating history alive – the volunteers,
staff members, residents and trustees.
There are personal stories of weddings
and special occasions and tales of bomb
scares and being a filming location for
the BBC’s Poldark.
The stories here date from early
memories of the 1940s and 50s to
very recent memories following the
development of the visitor centre
and museum in 2017.
On each panel there is an opportunity
to listen to clips of people telling their
stories. To listen scan your audio guide
over the logo.
Hear the great love and dedication that
this place inspires in people. Listen to
the humorous tales, the fond memories
and experience the welcome that the
New Room gives to all.

Rededication Service following the Horsefair Project, 9th June 2017

Marion Johnson with daughter – Susan, c.1972

No Place
Like Home
Above the chapel, in what is now the museum, there used
to be a flat where the custodian of the New Room lived.
Living in Bristol city centre came with its own excitements
and challenges, but living in the New Room created some
unique memories, as families experienced life in the very
small, simple and cold flat.
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Listen to Chris talk about cleaning the Wesley statues
Listen to Robert talk about his mother, Marion,
riding his Raleigh runabout in the courtyard
Listen to Stephen talk about a bomb scare in the Horsefair

When the Welsh people were having their
services, we could be watching television, all at
once you could hear this Welsh singing coming up
through the floor.

– Marion Johnson, Custodian, 1969-1974

Floorplan of the flat (orange showing what the rooms are now)

I lived there and slept in the room which was…a little kitchen. It had no
electric light and I didn’t need an alarm clock to wake me up each morning
as the pigeons that were on the roof of the arcade woke me up.
- Chris Seward, Volunteer
View from the flat taken by Robert Andrews

It was our home…I sometimes
wrote college essays on John Wesley’s
windowsill in his room, on his desk
sometimes. We pushed the pram
round the table in the common
room to get Robert to sleep.
– Stephen Normanton, husband of Philippa
who was Custodian, 1987-1990

Christmas in the Custodian’s flat,
Philippa Normanton (right), c.1988

I’ve always liked history, and
for me, living in, effectively a
museum, it was unbelievable.
- Robert Andrews, son of Marion Johnson

Rites of
Passage
As a Methodist chapel, the New Room is licensed
to hold weddings, baptisms and all kinds of
services. There are accounts of baptisms at the
New Room, notably the baptism of two escaped
slaves from Old Calabar, in what is now Nigeria,
in 1774. There are weekly Communion services
on Fridays at 1pm as well as services during
Advent and other occasions. The most recent
baptism took place on 16th October 2016 and
the last wedding on 1st December 2013.
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Listen to Anthony talk
about a double baptism
he took in 1992

Listen to Philippa talk
about her son, Robert’s,
baptism in 1990

Listen to Margaret
talk about her
wedding in 1965

Listen to Margaret and Judith
talk about Fred Lindsay’s
memorial service in 1987

It made it really special for me to not
only be preaching at the New Room but
also to include this double baptism.
– Anthony Hick, Methodist Minister

Listen to Chris talk about cleaning the Wesley statues.
Listen to Robert talk about his mother, Marion, riding his
Raleigh runabout in the courtyard.

Margaret and Fred Lindsay’s wedding, 22nd May 1965

Listen to Stephen talk about a bomb scare in the Horsefair

We had the reception in the common
room… we had to limit it to 50... we
had a lovely reception there, a very
happy time.
– Margaret Lindsay, got married at the New Room in 1965

We asked Raymond [George] if his [Robert’s] baptism
could be at the New Room…and we asked him to do
it, and he was delighted to have been asked.

Margaret and Fred Lindsay’s wedding, 22nd May 1965

- Philippa Normanton, Custodian, 1987-1990

It was a very inspiring sort
of service, we sang some of
my father’s favourite hymns.
It was very good, it was a
fitting conclusion to his life.
- Judith Angerson, the memorial service for her father
Fred Lindsay (who was a trustee and property steward)
was held at the New Room in 1987.

Philippa Normanton, Raymond George holding Robert
Normanton, Stephen Normanton at Robert’s baptism
at the New Room on 3rd June 1990

Marking
1738
Wesley Day is traditionally celebrated on 24th
May to commemorate the day that John Wesley
felt his ‘heart strangely warmed’ at Aldersgate
in 1738. He wrote in his journal ‘I felt I did
trust in Christ, Christ alone for my salvation,
and an assurance was given me that he had
taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me
from the law of sin and death.’ This experience
ultimately led to the Methodist movement and
the establishment of the New Room in 1739.
Traditionally Wesley Day was celebrated at the
New Room with breakfast and Communion in
the morning, followed by talks later in the day.
Wesley Day Walk
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Hear more stories about Wesley Day from
David Weeks, Mark, Martin and Rachel

I used to go down to the
New Room to the early
morning Communion
and then on to school.
- Judith Angerson, her father was
heavily involved as a Trustee and
Property Steward from the 1940s

New Room Singers

“We used to get down here for half past seven in the morning…
a different church would be responsible for bringing breakfast down
and we would then have a short service at half past, and then breakfast.”
- Constance Gould, Volunteer Coordinator 1995-2015

Wesley Day was a big
event at the New Room.
We’d have breakfast, we’d
have Communion, we’d
have a lecture in the
afternoon, and then we’d
have a speaker at night.
– David Bainbridge, Property Steward and Volunteer

I remember standing on a
table in the Horsefair on Wesley
Day in 2003 and doing a bit of
one of his sermons out there.
– Mark Topping, Manager, 1998-2005

A Sense of
Occasion
As well as annual Wesley Day celebrations,
the New Room has hosted many events
and celebrations, from Methodist related
events to Tony Benn’s memorial service
and dramatic and musical performances,
as well as being a filming location for an
episode of the BBC’s Poldark.
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Listen to Mandy and
Ward talk about Tony
Benn’s memorial service
which was held at the
New Room in 2014

There was one period when British
Rail had two trains, John Wesley and
Charles Wesley…1988, which was the
250th anniversary of John Wesley’s
conversion…these two trains, they
arranged at various times for the
trains to come into Bristol, into Temple
Meads…and we used to have these
big Methodist Heritage tours.
– Martin Hunt,Trustee, 1979-2018
Mandy Briggs with Poldark actors, John Hollingworth (left) and Aidan Turner (right)

Listen to Mandy and
Martin talk about
BBC’s Poldark being
filmed in the chapel

There have been special
occasions here when we’ve
celebrated John Wesley’s
300th birthday for the best
part of a year…we’ve celebrated
the 250th anniversary
of the New Room, we’ve
celebrated other significant
figures in Methodist history.

Charles Wesley’s 300th birthday celebrations

- Philip Carter, Musical Director

“One of the most wonderful things I enjoyed while
hile we were
w re there, was
alist in 18th
1 th century
centu
getting Maddy Prior, the folk singer and a specialist
s they might
m ht have
music…and she sang Charles Wesley’s hymns as
k tunes.”
tunes
been sung in the 18th century, when they were using folk
- Frank Topping, Warden, 2000-2007

A special memory of mine is…
a story telling evening. I told
the story of how I lived there
and…I was able to go to bed
just by candlelight…have a
simple meal which was cooked
on a cooker in the flat.
– Chris Seward, Volunteer

Folk at the New Room, Sam Sweeney, 13th December 2018

At
Service
As a Methodist chapel, there have been many
services held in the New Room; from Welsh services,
when the chapel was owned by the Welsh Calvinists,
to Christmas carol services and the weekly Friday
lunchtime Communion services. Special services
have included the rededication services to mark
the greening of the Broadmead courtyard in 2011
and the services to mark the beginning and end
of the Horsefair Project in 2015 and 2017.
Worship remains an important aspect of the life
of the New Room, and the Friday Communion
services continue to take place every week at 1pm.
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Listen to Frank talk about establishing
the Friday lunchtime Communion services

The New Room

New Room Singers at the Rededication Service, 9th June 2017

The actual rededication service… was a
real sense that we were getting somewhere.
We had a wonderful cross-section of
people, you really felt the community, there
were civic leaders, an MP, they all came.

– Gordon James, Deputy Warden, 2007-2009
and Volunteer

We were really pleased to get the Friday Communion
going, so that actually, this was a place of worship…
rather than a historic curiosity…That was a good
thing to get happening in the middle of that frenzy of
materialism…just a little space of peace, a little oasis.
- Mark Topping, Manager, 1988-2005

Rededication Service, 9th June 2017

Christmas at the New Room, 2015

John Lewis that was opposite,
they used the New Room for
their staff carol service, on one
occasion, I remember, someone
in John Lewis had put together a
service sheet for the carols that
we were going to sing, so instead
of ‘away in a manger’ it was ‘away
in a manager’!
– Philippa Normanton, Custodian, 1887-1990

All Are
Welcome

Begbrooke School visiting and re-enacting the New Room riot
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Due to the central location of the New Room, a
huge variety of people come through the doors
for many different reasons; to visit an important
historical site, for a cup of coffee, or for some
peace and quiet. A dedicated team of people
work to ensure that the New Room welcomes all
of these people, as well as creating a supportive
and friendly environment.
Listen to Bob talk about an
American choir visiting

Listen to Mark talk about the New
Room hosting Stop the War meetings

Listen to Constance talk about a
man visiting whilst being on the
phone to his mother in the Caribbean

Listen to Rachel talk about coming to
the New Room after collecting
her husband’s death certificate

If you’re somebody who’s looking
for a quiet corner, it’s here.
- Ward Jones, Trustee

The chapel remains the place where people can come and
sit and pray, and not that it shuts out the rest of the world,
but that you can withdraw from the rest of the world and
gather strength so that you can go out into the world again.
Volunteer serving in the Shop at the New Room

- Rachel Newton,
Trustee

I believe that some people’s lives have
been saved coming here, let alone the
number of people who come here in order
that they’ve got sanctuary, a place of peace
and quiet amongst the busy operation of
the commercial city.

– Bob Wood,
Trustee and Volunteer

Café at the New Room providing hospitality and nourishment

The people who were associated
with the New Room were very
significant, influential people,
so it was good to be part of that
family...the New Room family.
– Stephen Normanton, husband of Philippa who was
Custodian, 1987-1990

The encounters that give people hope is
what we’re all about.
– Ruth Hudson, Shop Manager and Volunteer

Philippa Normanton’s leaving do in the Preachers’ Room

Before the
Horsefair
Project
Prior to the Horsefair Project that concluded in
2017, there were many projects that took place to
improve various aspects of the New Room, including
repainting the chapel in its original colours, turning
the Broadmead courtyard into a garden and improving
security. There were also activities and Saturday coffee
mornings run by different Methodist churches in
the Bristol area. These things were very important in
building relationships with, and involving local people
and churches in the life of the New Room.
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Listen to Mark talk about
researching the decoration of
the chapel and repainting it in
its original colours

Broadmead courtyard in 2003

We did install this CCTV because often we just had
guides upstairs and you couldn’t see what was going on
downstairs. The chap who was putting the camera in,
he looked the other way or went out to the van to get
something and it was stolen by the time he came back in!
So that was an indication that we needed something!
– Mark Topping, Manager 1998-2005

We decided to turn the car park on the Broadmead side
into a garden, really Broadmead generally didn’t need
another shop, what it needed was a place of rest, a place
where people could go and be quiet. So working on that
was, for me, a good thing to do.
- David Weeks, Chaplain
Broadmead courtyard in 2017

When we were doing the coffee as a
church on one occasion, we suddenly had 3
coachloads of Americans arrive that nobody
knew were coming. We had them queued out
the door and through the courtyard!
– Elaine Hopper, Library Volunteer
Some members of Westbury-on-Trym Methodist Church
running a Saturday Coffee Morning in the chapel,
Constance Gould, Rachel Newton and David Bainbridge

Transforming
the New Room
The Horsefair Project, proposed by Gary Best,
saw the complete transformation of the Horsefair
courtyard into a fully accessible visitor centre, which
opened in 2017. The new facilities include a café,
an improved and extended library and archive, a
revamped museum, a new conference space and
offices, and new toilet facilities. Throughout 2015
and 2016, construction work for the Horsefair
Project took place, making life at the New Room
fairly challenging, but also extremely exciting.
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Hear Gary talk about
his reasoning behind
suggesting the
Horsefair Project

Horsefair Courtyard before 2015

Transforming the Horsefair courtyard
into the visitor centre, 2015-2016

Hear Mandy talk about
her experience of working at the
New Room in the midst of the
building project and about school
groups who visited the site

Transforming the Horsefair courtyard
into the visitor centre, 2015-2016

I think producing the museum…
was one of the most rewarding
periods of my life.
- Gary Best, Historical Consultant

Towards the end we found out the Charles Wesley
statue was coming back, and it suddenly appeared on
the back of a lorry…people came from miles just to
see this extraordinary big statue in the middle of the
road, standing there beckoning.

Charles Wesley’s Statue Returning, 2017

- Mike Rose,Trustee

I thought it was a wonderful idea...
it’s just superb what’s been done
– Constance Gould, Volunteer Coordinator

I think we moved the desks at least three or
four times, and of course, laptops and computers
and internet access, staying warm, having access
to toilet facilities and being able to make a cup of
tea…were daily challenges.

Staff and trustees receiving funding
for the Horsefair Project, 2015

– David Worthington, Director
St Michaels on the Mount Primary
school visiting the building site

I’ve lived with Susanna for
quite a long time…I became
fascinated with her and I
thought nobody’s telling her
story…I love the image of
Susanna throwing the apron
over her head in the middle of
a busy day and trying to say
her prayers while the children
are making a noise all around
her...she managed to be a
theologian really before her
time…she managed to make
her prayer life extremely real,
and I just admired her for it.
– Rachel Newton, Trustee

Inspired by
the Wesleys
Spending time at the New Room and learning about
the Wesleys and the early Methodists connected
to this building has been a source of inspiration
for many. In getting to know the stories of those
behind the early Methodist movement, people
have commented that their own beliefs have been
encouraged and strengthened.
There have been many dramatic performances and
events about the Wesleys that have taken place in
the New Room.

I increasingly became more and more
involved in researching into the Wesleys
and that gave me an extremely positive
view of what their role was and how
relevant they still were to issues in
society today…what they were saying,
what they were doing, the issues they
were addressing.
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– Gary Best, Historical Consultant

3

2

Perhaps the biggest thing was simply feeling I got an insight
into John Wesley, through just the work I did in reading about
him, and doing the performances…I just gradually started
looking further at his journal and letters, and Charles Wesley as
well, the two of them, their relationship and what made them
tick, what drove them. I think it’s that insight into some little
glimpse into Wesley’s faith which affected me in some way.
- Mark Topping, Manager, 1998-2005

4
1. Painting of Charles Wesley, attributed to Thomas Hudson, 1749, original in
the New Room museum (The Methodist Church Collections).
2. Mark Topping as John Wesley.
3. Painting of John Wesley, original in the New Room museum (The Methodist
Church Collections).
4. Rachel Newton as Susanna Wesley

Bristol needs to be
reminded, what an
incredible place they
have here, and an
incredible history,
the story of John and
Charles and then
behind that too, the
story of Jesus which
works all the way
through it.
– David Weeks, Chaplain

John Wesley was so
committed to social justice,
he was committed to equality
to women and fairer wages
and the abolition of slavery
and so many different things.
It’s influenced me to think
more about social justice and
how my faith links with social
justice and taking action.
It makes me think differently,
it’s influenced me to be more
practical in my faith.
– Mandy Briggs,
Education Officer

