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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Sayre and Fisher Reading Room is a 2-story rectangular 
building 8 bays long with a 3-bay facade. It is constructed of 
pressed and common brick with a gabled, slate roof. Four chimneys 
rise from the west wall, three original and one a later addition. 
Aside from two small, one-story sheds attached to the same wall, 
this chimney is the sole exterior alteration.

The windows on the long sides of the building are large-paned 
sash with segmental brick arches. The facade windows are round- 
arched, multi-paned casements with wood frames. The ground-floor 
facade windows are given separate transoms to match the round- 
arched, single-leaf door. The facade is treated as three separate 
areas by a molded brick "cornice" dividing the first and second 
floors, and a brick stringcourse which gives the gable a 
superficially pedimented appearance enhanced by the deeply- 
projecting eaves.

Although the facade is symmetrical, its decoration might 
be termed picturesque as well. Cream and terra cotta-color brick 
and terra cotta are used in both glossy and matte finishes. The 
central feature of the gable area is a large panel composed of brick 
and terra cotta. An oval shape bears the legend "Reading Room" and 
"Sayreville Hall" separated by a large and ornate SF monogram. The 
oval is framed by a rectangle, the four corners of which hold the 
numerals which compose the date, "1883". This decorative panel is 
surrounded by small terra cotta plaques cast with quatrefoil and 
other geometric ornaments. Below this composition is a string 
course of vertically-set polygonal-shaped bricks, and all the 
openings are framed with contrasting-color bricks to produce an 
effect almost like quoining. Between and beneath the windows are 
diamond-shaped terra cotta plaques. In contrast to the vividly- 
decorated facade, the side walls are relieved only by a simple 
string course and segmental brick arches in a contrasting color.

According to local informants, the interior was originally 
divided into one large space with a small vestibule on the ground 
floor, and two rooms of similar but unequal size on the second 
floor, both with wooden floors. Both floors have for many years 
been divided into residential units.
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The building is in good condition, with only minor repointing 
needed in spots. A number of the side windows are boarded.

The Reading Room stands on a major local connector in a 
neighborhood which is largely residential. North of the building is 
the site of the vanished Sayre and Fisher General Store and Main 
Office, and beyond that some of the Sayre and Fisher clay banks.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Sayre and Fisher Reading Room is an expression of the 
paternalism of 19th-century employer-worker relations and a rare 
surviving remnant of one of the largest brick producers in the 
United States.

The Sayre and Fisher Company, founded about 1850, became 
one of the leading manufacturers of fire brick, enamel brick and 
ordinary building brick. In 1876, when Sayreville was named (after 
James R. Sayre, Jr., Peter Fisher's partner in the company) and 
incorporated as an independent township, it had no more than 100 
residents in all of its fourteen square miles. The identities of 
the company and the township were already inseparable * however, 
and a large proportion of those residents were Sayre and Fisher 
employees.

By the time the Reading Room was built, in 1883, Sayre and 
Fisher produced more brick than any other manufacturer in the 
Middlesex County clay region. The company operated for the benefit 
of its workers a granary, bakery, slaughterhouse, coal yard, ice 
plant and general store, and for its own purposes, a machine shop 
and blacksmith shop. Company housing included row houses and more 
stylish double houses for the managerial class. It was in this 
context of industrial self-sufficiency in a community created almost 
entirely by a single force that the Reading Room served a double 
purpose: as a recreational outlet for Sayre and Fisher workers and 
as an advertisement for the decorative potential of the company's 
products.

The ground floor of the building was used for recreational 
activities, a kind of quasi-gymnasium, and the upper floor was used 
for meetings of fraternal orders (among them the Order of the 
Redmen) and other social purposes. It is not clear whether "Reading 
Room" was anything more than a genteelism like "Opera House," or 
whether books were actually available. It appears that the Reading 
Room was originally intended exclusively, or at least primarily, for 
the use of men; women seem to have socialized at home or at church 
in this workingclass society, although by about 1910 dances were 
held on the first floor.
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The second purpose of the Reading Room, its use as a kind 
of billboard for Sayre and Fisher products, can be appreciated by 
even a casual examination of the richly-decorated exterior. The 
facade is ornamented with polychrome brick and terra cotta; string 
courses, round-arched window heads, door and window surrounds, small 
inset plaques and the large date and name block at the gable apex.

The three original chimneys tower above the roof ridge, each 
ornamented in an entirely different manner.

Although brick and terra cotta manufacturing were the single 
most important 19th-century industry in Middlesex County, that fact 
would be difficult to deduce from the physical remains of the 
industries themselves. In Sayreville, a representative stock of 
worker housing can be found, but of all the buildings associated 
with the actual works, only a water tower, the ruins of a 20th- 
century power plant, a dilapidated mule stable, and the Sayre and 
Fisher Reading Room survive.


