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Sawbridgeworth Cinema: 1914 to 1953 
For 40 years during the last century Sawbridgeworth had its own cinema. It stood at the 
top of Sayesbury Road. The building is now the Catholic Church of the Most Holy 
Redeemer. Most of this article will, however, be taken up by describing the building’s early 
life as a Picture Palace, the brainchild of Mr. Harry Abden Roberts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

Motion pictures came to the UK in 1896, and to our area around 1912. In that year, Ernest 
Smith built a cinema in Saffron Walden (above left) whilst in Bishop’s Stortford, the former 
Wesleyan Chapel was transformed into a purpose-built film house (above right). But now 
let us first concentrate on Mr. Roberts, who we will refer to as HAR from now on. 

HAR was born in in 1856 in Wimborne, Dorset, the fifth child of Robert and Esther Roberts, 
Robert being a blacksmith. In 1881 he was 25 years old, lived in Enfield and was 
employed as a ‘drapers warehouseman’. One year later he married Emma Fenton in 
Islington. In 1901, still in Enfield, HAR was running a grocery shop, whilst Emma was listed 
as a beer seller. Those were the days when Tesco and Sainsbury started out and, with the 
Enfield area population growing explosively, the Roberts family did very well. The result: 
only five years later the family moved out of London to Sawbridgeworth and HAR 
(portrayed below left) became involved in planning and building the Sayesbury Estate. In 
1911 he lived at Wimborne House (now the site of Wimborne Close) and had become 
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The Sawbridgeworth Cinema was opened on 6 February 1914. The building was erected 
in less than two months. An article in the Herts and Essex Observer waxed lyrical. I 
paraphrase: ‘Outside the building will be a blaze of light, the front of the structure being 
outlined by 75 lights at 70 current. Inside 18 more are installed in addition to others in the 
operator’s room and the central office. The entrance has marble fronts and tiles while the 
stage is 30ft by 8 ft with dressing rooms on either side. The pictures will be thrown over the 
heads of the audience on to the wall by one of Kamm’s latest projectors.’  Local dignitaries 
attended the opening  

In those days of silent cinema, features were relatively short; often three, four or five of 
them were shown in an evening, as can be seen on the above adverts from 1914 and 
1919. During the Great War, ‘Pathe’s War Gazette’ was changed twice weekly. Piano 
accompaniment was provided by one of HAR’s daughters, another one possibly serving as 
usherette.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By 1921, however, HAR's close involvement with the cinema ended as his licence was not 
renewed. It was taken over by G.W. and R.S.V Sankey. The Roberts family moved to 
Bishop’s Stortford. In 1930 the lessee was a Mr. B.K. Parfitt. Later that same year, 
Sawbridgeworth Cinema was bought by Mr. Ernest (Cinema) Smith a well-known local 
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entrepeneur. Earlier in this article, we already saw that Smith built a cinema in Saffron 
Walden. By 1930, having sold that one, he owned both the Phoenix and the Regent 
Cinemas in Bishop’s Stortford. Now, with the help of his three sons, he also managed the 
one in Sawbridgeworth.  According to Cinemas of Hertfordshire by Eyles and Stone, a Mr. 
Jack Nash had taken over as projectionist from his father, whilst Nash’s mother took care 
of the box office. Mrs. Nash was interviewed for Sawbridgeworth Parish News in 1969 and 
recalled her time at the cinema: ‘I held every job there from projectionist, to usherette.’ 
Uniquely, she carried on working there until the very end. A practising Catholic, she also 
worshipped there after it became the Church of the Most Holy Redeemer. More about that 
later.  

Dorothy Cleal, writing in Hertfordshire Countryside in 2002 recalled Sawbridgeworth 
Cinema in its heyday. Again, I paraphrase: “The building was about the size of a large 
village hall and must have looked rather grand with a frontage that looked like the Alamo. 
The seats of faded red plush were obviously original but an emerging spring here and 
there sometimes made watching a long feature a bit of an endurance test. The back row 
was comprised of double seats for the amorously inclined, giving rise to much ribaldry from 
the young. During the Second World War there were delightful (in retrospect!) shorts about 
using your handkerchiefs and ‘careless talks costing lives”.  

Motion pictures did indeed provide much needed escapism during the Second World War 
for a largely very appreciative audience. RAF personnel from the nearby airbase came to 
watch films, as did evacuated children from London’s East End. Dorothy Cleal again: “We 
enjoyed everything and when we did not there were boos and catcalls as indeed there 
were when the film broke, usually at the most poignant moment, and the lights went up 
illuminating mercilessly the disarray in the aforementioned back row”. Cleal particularly 
remembered the smell: “a unique combination of disinfectant, orange peel, tobacco smoke, 
human bodies, Californian Poppy and sometimes even fish and chips”.  

 

 

 

Ena Haughan (née Bird) recalls how she used to go every Saturday, taking her brothers 
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and sisters, the ones that could walk, all the way from Allen's Green. “We used to pay 
threepence (thruppence) for front seats. Later in life, I went twice a week with my friends. 
As the years went by prices went up; first it was thruppence, then 6 pence, then a shilling, 
then 2 bob. Everything was red in the cinema, red carpets, red velvet comfy seating chairs, 
sloped seating, no boxes, maximum about 100 people, always there was a smell of lovely 
spray disinfectant, you would watch a film in thick cigarette smoke, Mr Dennis was the 
manager”. 

That manager was indeed George Redvers Dennis and he was thought to have been 
rather strict, particularly with the mischievous youngsters amongst the audience. Those 
rather boisterous boys just had to be kept in check! Many years later, when George 
Dennis’s daughter Deanna met her future husband (Dennis Butler), the latter was slightly 
fearful on learning that his new girlfriend’s father was the famous cinema manager, 
particularly when as a young lad he had been one of those boisterous boys! 

Through Facebook many locals shared their memories of Sawbridgeworth Cinema with 
me.  Roy Rogers, Abbott and Costello, Laurel and Hardy, those were the names of the 
stars people came to watch. Terry Wright told me he used to go on Saturday mornings to 
watch 'Old mother Riley' films. Mother Riley was played by Arthur Lucan in a series of 
situation comedies. ”There was always a poster telling you what film was being shown 
pasted on the wall where the passage way to the cinema came out onto London Road, I 
think it was 3d on a Saturday morning. I also remember seeing a poster advertising the 
film Odette which was X rated, I was too young for that film”. Graham Peacock mentioned 
two problems: “If it rained you could not hear the sound because of the thin tin roof and 
some films were shown in instalments; first half shown Saturday night and then wait a 
week to see the 2nd instalment the following Saturday”. Mauveena Fitcroft: “I remember it 
so well especially Saturday mornings, waiting by the door for someone to come along and 
take us into the early showings as we weren't allowed to go in on our own. Halfway 
through somebody would come round with some sort of bellows and spray a lovely 
smelling liquid soaking people, but it got rid of the fog from cigarettes”. 

By the late 1940s, the Cinema was starting to lose money. Audiences preferred to see the 
big blockbuster films on large screens elsewhere. People had also become more mobile; a 
trip to Bishop’s Stortford was no problem, so why wait until those films came down to the 
local theatre, cosy as it may have been? Sawbridgeworth Cinema was sometimes 
described as a ‘fleapit’ during those days, catering mainly for locals. Still, even in those 
days a devoted audience remained and some of the blockbusters did come to 
Sawbridgeworth.  Mel Godden saw Scott of the Antarctic there and Errol Flynn in Robin 
Hood.  
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The final film featured at Sawbridgeworth Cinema was Breaking The Sound Barrier, 
directed by David Lean and starring Ralph Richardson and Ann Todd, which was shown 
on 2 May 1953.  
 
The building was then put up for sale, with suggested uses being light industry, or as a 
warehouse. This was, however, not to be, and the building stood empty for a while. When, 
by 1956 another attempted sale had fallen through, a change of use into a Catholic Church 
was proposed. By that time more Catholics had come into the area. The Second World 
War had seen the arrival here of many Irish Catholic workmen to help build a Royal Air 
Force airfield. It could be said that their arrival laid not only the foundations of the airfield, 
but of what is today the parish of The Most Holy Redeemer. There were also Catholics 
amongst the RAF staff. Weekly masses were held at the airfield assembly hall/gymnasium. 
After the war, though, that hall was transported into town and became the Sawbridgeworth 
Memorial Hall. For a period after that, the redemptorists of Stortford arranged for Mass on 
Sundays and Feast days to be held in a room at the White Lion pub, which was owned by 
Rayment’s Brewery of Pelham, which had a Catholic as a director. This was the situation 
until early 1956 when Fr. Austin, a new Catholic Rector, arrived on the scene. Fr. Austin 
organised  funds to be raised to buy the old Cinema and with the help of many volunteers, 
the building was then transformed into a Church. At nominal cost, the Walter Lawrence 
company provided an altar. The first Mass at the ‘new church’ was held on 2 December 
1956.  
 
HAR and his family stayed on in Bishop’s Stortford. He himself died in 1931. His widow 
Emma lived until the ripe old age of 95 and died in 1951. Today, the Church of the Most 
Holy Redeemer (see picture below) is administered from Bishop’s Stortford but Sunday 
Mass is still said there every week. The building sadly (in my humble opinion) has lost its 
‘Alamo Style’ frontage and some may not even remember what it once was used for. 
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Sources for this article were: Hailey Eric Bird, Deanna Butler, Steve Butler, Wendy Darwin, 
Simon Dennis, Mauveena Fitcroft, Mel Godden, Ena Haughan, Frederick Parr, Graham 
Peacock, Nick Roberts, Wendy Roberts, www.wikipedia.org, www.ancestry.co.uk, The Herts & 
Essex Observer, HALS aka County Archives, The Cinema Treasures website, 
www.cinematreasures.org, The Most Holy Redeemer Parish website and Cinemas of 
Hertfordshire, a book by Allen Eyles & Keith Stone.  


