
Pilning and Severn Beach History Group 

Lessons from the Past – Part 1 

Before education in England became compulsory in the 1870s wealthy people sent their children to 

boarding schools or employed governesses but the majority of poorer families could not read or write.   

In many areas local clergymen ran private schools or a woman with some education would set up a 

‘dame school’, charging a few pennies to teach children in her own home.   There were several dame 

schools in the area from Aust to Henbury when Pilning School opened in 1877, and in October 1879 the 

Head Teacher Mr Corke noted that “many of the Infants have gone to a dame school at Cross Hands for 

the winter months”. 

In 1870 an Education Act ordered every Head Teacher to keep a record of school attendance and events 

affecting school life.  The school at Northwick, connected to Henbury Church, began in 1842 and 

unfortunately there is little information before the first School Log Book commenced in 1871.   The 

school at Pilning opened in January 1877 and Head Teacher Mr Corke began the School Log. 

These Logs are great sources of information about weather conditions and illnesses and it is also possible 

to glimpse something of the life of the villages.   There were times when the schools closed because most 

of the pupils were away on an annual Sunday School outing, attending agricultural shows, or ‘treats’ of 

tea and games were arranged by the school managers and wealthy people in the area.  In 1877 Mr Corke 

noted “Excursion to Weston Super Mare from the New Passage.  Only 29 children came to school in the 

morning so I sent them home and gave a holiday.  The children who attend the Chapel Sunday Schools at 

Redwick and Compton were taken free which accounts for the small number present at school.”  This 

entry indicates that other boats as well as the ferries used the New Passage pier.  

Children walked to school along poorly surfaced roads or footpaths across fields.   Bad weather was the 

main reason for school absences, the Logs of both schools have many notes about heavy rain and wet 

conditions keeping the majority of children at home with the few arriving at school being allowed to get 

dry then sent home again and the school closed.   Snow was more frequent, especially in February and 

March, in 1891 a 4-day blizzard swept across Britain, both Northwick and Pilning schools closed for 

several days and Mr Corke at Pilning School noted “the snow was drifted across the roads level with the 

hedges and it was impossible for children to get through it.”  (The blizzard also engulfed the London to 

Plymouth express train on Dartmoor for 2 days.)   

The second major reason for absence was illness – with several classes sharing one large room diseases 

spread rapidly, in the years up to 1900 whooping cough was the most common illness closely followed by 

measles, and epidemics often lasted for several months.   1894 was a particularly bad year, the measles 

epidemic lasting from June to September in both schools.   In late September Mr Corke noted that 129 

out of 154 children had had measles during the summer and were still suffering with weak voices and 

bad chests.  There was no immunisation available against these debilitating diseases. 

Children stayed at the same school until they were 13 or 14 years old, but living in a rural area often 

resulted in all ages being absent to help with harvesting crops or bird scaring.  In autumn 1892 a new 

reason was recorded in both schools – picking blackberries to sell to a jam factory, this continued each 

year but in 1915, during WWI, schools received instructions permitting official closure to “collect 

blackberries to make jam for wounded soldiers”  - schools kept records of the amount of fruit collected – 

up to October 1917 Pilning had despatched 2966 lbs and in November 1918 Northwick School received a 

letter of congratulation “for the best pick for size of school – a total of 11,131 lbs.”  These entries suggest 

every field was bordered by bramble hedges.  (During WWII classes went out collecting rosehips, to send 

to a processing plant for rosehip syrup, a source of Vitamin C when oranges were unobtainable.)  



The most unusual reason for absence covers the years 1875 – 1882 when the older boys from the Upper 

Standards at Northwick School were given permission to be absent “to clean the boilers on board the 

Steam Packet at New Passage.”  In 1878 the Head Teacher at Northwick School noted with annoyance 

that “the only boy I have in the 6th Standard is cleaning boilers again at the New Passage.  It is very 

unsatisfactory, teaching the children who are so frequently called away from school to this work.”  

Northwick School Log recorded in 1885 that 4 children over 13 years had left school “to go to service”- 

become servants. 

 


