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The street frontage of the Bermondsey Bookshop  

 
 
The Bermondsey Bookshop 1921-1930 
The Bermondsey Bookshop opened its doors on February 11th 1921 and closed them for the 
last time in 1930.  The shop was established by Ethel Gutman and her businessman husband 
Sidney, with the declared purpose of bringing ‘books and the love of books and the allied 
arts into the lives of the working men and women of Bermondsey’.  
 
Access to Books where previously there was none 
The Bookshop first occupied Number 89 Bermondsey Street. It had no political or religious 
mission. It was simply there to offer access to books where previously there had been none. 
It also offered a reading room. The upper room of the premises was often used for talks, 
play readings, debates and discussions. It was this aspect of the enterprise that brought it 



unexpected fame. In its nine years of existence, the Bookshop welcomed a remarkable 
selection of leading thinkers and literary figures of the time.  
 
The orange front….is a grateful relief and a pleasant surprise 
The Bermondsey Street area at that time was poverty-stricken and industrial. A local 
newspaper covering the opening of The Bermondsey Bookshop commented ‘Bermondsey 
Street is not rich in colour and to come upon the orange front of No.89 amid the grey lengths 
of its houses is a grateful relief and a pleasant surprise…it stood for some years a shabby and 
derelict shell of a house and has been transformed into a little temple of literature’. 
 
Contrasting with the austere surroundings, the interior of the recently renovated building 
was light and cheerful. The walls were covered with stencilled patterns. Attractive lamps, 
furnishings and bowls of flowers created a feeling very different from the dingy exterior.  
 

 
The Bermondsey Bookshop at its first premises, number 89 

 
 
Books to buy or borrow 
The Bookshop opened every night of the week except Saturday. There were books of all 
kinds.  Some were for sale and others were available for a small subscription fee. An 
investment of sixpence a month secured the opportunity for readers to build up a small 
library for their own personal use. 
 
Sad, early death of Ethel 
In March 1925, Ethel sadly died suddenly. She had been the inspiration and devoted 
promoter of the initiative. Sidney took over the running of the shop and reading room, 
assisted by Ethel’s sister who was already a partner in the business. She eventually became 
his second wife. 
 
 



 
Ethel Gutman in the reading room at the Bookshop 

 
 
Beer, boxing and books 
The membership of the Bookshop grew so large that the original premises proved 
inadequate. A new property was chosen at Number 171 Bermondsey Street. It had been a 
public house called the ‘The Anchor and Eight Bells’. The pub was also known as the ‘Tom 
Causer’ after its landlord and local hero, a renowned lightweight boxing champion. It had 
become a rendezvous for boxers, many of whom trained under Causer’s supervision in a 
boxing ring at the rear of the premises. Beer and boxing gave way to books, but the new 
shop was known as ‘The Bermondsey Bookshop – at the sign of the Tom Causer’. 
 
More than just a bookshop 
The bookshop did much more than just sell books. There was an ambitious programme of 
events there. Sidney and Ethel had contacts in the publishing world and news of the events 
at the bookshop gradually spread. 
 
A programme of weekly classes in basic French and ‘elocution’ - a form of voice training – 
was started. There was a regular play reading session on Wednesday evenings. Entire plays, 
classical and contemporary drama and translations were read to a large and appreciative 
audience. 
 
Sunday evening lectures 
An innovative aspect of the Bookshop led to it achieving recognition amongst the literary 
and scientific elite.  This was the Sunday evening lecture. A series of well-known speakers 
from literature, arts and the sciences made their way through oppressively gloomy railway 
arches to a district where the powerful smell of the local breweries and leather tanneries 
was the most notable feature.  
 
A contemporary writer described ‘Sunday Night at the Bookshop’. ‘The street door keeps 
opening. Old friends come in and prospective new friends who have read about us in this 



paper and that.. The speaker, whoever they may be, finds a difficulty in getting to the 
reading desk. The stairs, right down to the shop are lined with people and the room itself is 
packed. Everybody smokes.‘ 
 
Sunday nights were a great success. Speakers were well received by an attentive audience 
with minimal coughing, fidgeting and other distractions. The evening ended with votes of 
thanks, tea, cake and autograph hunting. After their first visit many speakers asked if they 
could return. They had found the experience both interesting and exhilarating.  
 
 

 
A Meeting at the Bermondsey Bookshop 

 
 
Speakers included authors  John Galsworthy and Hugh Walpole, actor Sybil Thorndike, 
Harold Laski (Professor of Political Science at the London School of Economics), visionary 
writer Aldous Huxley, eminent scientist JBS Haldane, artist CRW Nevinson, activist Dora 
Russell (Mrs. Bertrand Russell) and poet Walter de la Mare.  
 
The Bermondsey Book – a new quarterly 
The Bermondsey Book was a quarterly review, first published in December 1923 and 
associated with The Bermondsey Bookshop. One of its aims was to create a bridge over the 
perceived cultural gulf between the north and south banks of the river Thames. It was also 
intended as an open platform for contributors with international status as well as local 
unknown authors, working men and women.  
 
Famous contributors included HE Bates, Thomas Hardy, Bertrand Russell, Virginia Woolf, 
Siegfried Sassoon and JB Priestley. One working man used the pseudonym ‘F.B.’ to write a 
series ‘The Autobiography of a Bermondsey Boy’. He had been born in difficult 
circumstances to illiterate parents and somehow overcame ill-health to make a career in the 
army. His experience of life included selling watercress on the streets and taking part in an 
Oxford debate. 
 



Another local resident, James Wellard, found success as a journalist and novelist. He started 
writing for the Bermondsey Book at the age of 15.  He contributed articles, stories and 
poems for some years until he moved to the USA, where he became a foreign 
correspondent and wrote several novels. 
 
 

    
Bermondsey Book and Anthology covers with a publicity shot of James Wellard 

 
Anthology – Seven Years’ Harvest 1923-1930 
Articles from the Bermondsey Book were compiled into an anthology by Sidney Gutman, 
published as ‘Seven Years’ Harvest’ 1923-1930’. It contained the work of many influential 
contemporary writers and included the vivid description by ‘F.B.’of life in difficult times in 
Bermondsey Street. 
 
The bookshop closes its doors 
The Bermondsey Bookshop closed in June 1930, a personal decision by Sidney. The shop 
was still flourishing and events were well attended. The Sunday night lectures had drawn 
over 70 speakers. But the new public libraries offered readers more choice. Sadly, the whole 
joyous enterprise sank into obscurity, though thankfully, a major part of the archive is held 
by an American university. 
 
Part of the wider ‘Social Improvement’ movement 
The Bermondsey Bookshop brought the benefits of culture and learning to an area with 
little to offer but hard, unremitting labour and harsh domestic circumstances. It was very 
much in line with the ‘social improvement’ surge that had swept into Bermondsey in the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries with the various missions and settlements. Ethel Gutman 
was a sincere pioneer who showed that literature and the arts could reach out to working 
men and women.   
 
 


