
At the Library

Spooner’s and Stafford’s – 
two rival establishments 

Two hundred years ago there was little evening entertainment in a small town like Worthing. Ladies such as the 
Austens would not have ventured into the local inns. The main places for respectable social interaction were the 
town’s two libraries – Mrs Spooner’s in the Colonnade and Stafford’s, at that time located in Marine Place. 

The Colonnade terrace had been built in 1802 by Edward Ogle, Worthing’s leading citizen during the first two 
decades of the nineteenth century – and the inspiration for the character of Mr Parker in Sanditon.

Libraries were more than just places where people went 
to read or borrow books, although that was their primary 
purpose. John Evans, writing in A Picture of Worthing 
(1805), says that, bearing in mind “the usual trash of 
circulating libraries”, he is pleased to find “so many 
volumes worthy of attention” at both establishments. At 
the start of Chapter 8 of Sanditon, Sir Edward Denham 
uses almost identical terms: “I am no indiscriminate 
novel-reader. The mere trash of the common circulating 
library I hold in the highest contempt.” This is one of 
several pieces of evidence that Jane Austen knew Evans’s 
book, and probably had it to hand when she was writing 
her novel. 

It is likely that Spooner’s was the library the Austen ladies 
generally patronised, not least because it was almost opposite 
Stanford’s Cottage. In addition it was new, well-appointed, 
and managed by a woman. The Stafford’s building, described 
by Evans as “peculiarly neat in its appearance”, was smaller 
than Spooner’s, and Stafford’s relocated about four years 
later to handsome new premises on the seafront.

Among the entertainments on offer were the raffles referred 
to by Fanny Austen in her diary on 19 and 20 September 1805. 
The following year one of the libraries abandoned these in 
favour of auctions – for “G” tells us in A Tour to Worthing 
(1806) that a “rivalship” has developed between the two 
libraries, and that at one of them “public auctions of toys, 
trinkets, millinery, &c. have been substituted for raffles”. 
He says that “the humorous sallies and ingenious panegyrics 
[promotional patter] of the Knight of the Hammer” make 
these auctions a favourite with both sexes.

However, even if the Austens primarily patronised Spooner’s, they would certainly have had cause to visit Stafford’s, 
since in 1805 it served as Worthing’s post office (although this transferred to Spooner’s the following year). “A boy 
passes and re-passes every day to Shoreham with letters,” writes Evans, “coming in about eleven in the morning, 
and going out at three in the afternoon.” 

The library in Sanditon was managed by Mrs Whitby, who – when Mr Parker took the Heywoods there after dinner  
on the day of their arrival – was found “sitting in her inner room, reading one of her own novels for want of 
employment”. She then “came forward without delay from her literary recess, delighted to see Mr Parker again, 
whose manners recommended him to everybody”. Jane Austen was almost certainly remembering Mrs Spooner, 
who ran Edward Ogle’s library in the Colonnade.

A colour engraving of the Colonnade and Warwick House from 
the 1814 edition of John Evans’s book, A Picture of Worthing. 
A slightly different and monochrome version appeared in the 

1805 edition

The corner section of the Colonnade – where Spooner’s 
Library was located – looks much the same in this 

photograph of around 1905 as it did in Jane Austen’s time. 
The houses on the north side of Warwick Street were built 

two or three years after her visit


