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Act 1: The Committee and the Contractor
No one would disagree that Robinson Hall is an impressive building. Its location at the intersection of the main road through Felchville (not Route 106 back when the foundation was laid) and the “street leading to South Reading,” was noted in the request made to the selectmen of Reading on March 27, 1911. The purpose of the request was to see if the town would purchase the lot for the building for $200 and would pay for the pouring of the foundation ($800).

Though I don’t have the historical records showing the actual approval of the motions, I know it passed, and things moved quickly after that. Just 15 days later, a handwritten declaration was made noting the formation of a committee in accordance with a letter from Wallace F. Robinson of Boston. The committee, consisting of Burton M. Newton, M.G. Amsden, E.B. Watkins, and George D. Burnham, was to “arrange and sign all contracts” and oversee the construction of the building. The declaration also notes that Wallace F. Robinson is the benefactor of the project.

On the same day, the members of the committee entered into an agreement with Joseph E. Morse of Springfield for the construction of the building. 

I have no historical records for the remainder of the spring or summer of 1911. However, correspondence between the committee and Mr. Robinson in October show that work was progressing. Updating the benefactor on October 11, the committee notes that they expected the building to be complete in one month. 

Fast forwarding a few months, the building was finished, though not without problems and conflicts—drama.

On February 3, 1912, the committee sent a scathing missive to the Mr. Morse referring to an inadequate completion of the structure.The members chided Morse and his habit of turning “the subject off with some feasible excuse, or [making] some statement, either to Mr. Robinson or the Committee which is impossible for you or anyone else to back up.” The committee called out Mr. Morse’s use of incompetent workers. Also, they complained about shoddy construction, noting gaps between the roofs that will not “keep out the wind and storm that this part of the country [is] subject to." These flaws, according to the letter, caused the plaster in the auditorium to be soaked. The committee ends the letter by saying they “shall not be further hood-winked by you in smoothing over the defectiveness and incompleteness of the matters referred to…”

Joseph Morse was not going to take this sitting down. He shot back a letter three days later stating that he had completed the building as planned. He praised the construction of the roof and implied that the committee was lazy. “If you people will not exert yourselves to take proper care of the building which has been given you, I do not feel it is up to me to look after it.” 

On February 1, days before this back and forth, Robinson Hall opened to the public with a Grand Dedication of the “new town building recently erected and furnished for the town of Reading by Mr. Wallace F. Robinson.” 

It was a day-long affair starting in the morning with music, benedictions, and speeches, including one by Gilbert A. Davis. The celebration continued into the afternoon and evening, with an orchestra, dancing, and several different dining opportunities, including a hot turkey supper at 11.30pm. Our forebears knew how to celebrate!

Next month: The second act in the Robinson Hall drama, which, fittingly, deals with the stage.
