
Bere Alston Archives 
 

1 
 

MEMORIES OF SCHOOLS IN BERE ALSTON 

By Rex Toll 

The School for Boys – now the County Primary School1 

This school was built on what was the Pound, where stray animals were impounded if found 

wandering on the roads. A payment was required to release them.  

In 1912 when the school was built2, the County Building Inspector of Works inspected 

the roof timbers after they were delivered to the site. He put a blue mark on all he considered 

unfit for the new school and instructed Messrs James Brothers of Richmond Walk, Devonport, 

the firm who supplied the timber, to replace it with better quality timber. Nearly all the building 

materials came via the railway and had to be collected from Bere Alston Station by horse and 

wagon, most likely by Mr. A. Brown of Barn Farm, Station Road, Bere Alston.  

My father was approached by James Bros., who asked if he would purchase the 

rejected timber. He would only have to name his price, due to the fact that the costs of loading, 

delivering to the station, reloading into the truck and delivering back to Devonport was too 

costly.  My father bought the whole of the rejected timber and used a quantity of it to build an 

extra room to the corner house of Cornwall Street and Fore Street, where Mr. Smith lives.  

During my school days at this school, our headmaster was a Mr. Guy. He was strict 

and he expected us to raise our hats when we saw him after school hours. If we pretended 

not to notice him, we were singled out during lessons and told off.   

Mr. Guy used to carry out small experiments with galvanised nails and acid that made 

marks in the cupboard in the large classroom. 

There were rebels in my day at the school, but were quickly dealt with. One of my 

escapades was talking (when I shouldn’t!) and I was told to stand in the corner. Seeing an 

 
1 Note: the Primary School has been extensively modernised since this ‘memories’ account was 
written. 
2 This must refer to ‘rebuilding’, as the school was founded as far back as 1665, having been funded 
by Sir John Maynard. 
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opportunity, I nipped out the door to go home, but made the mistake of trying to get my hat on 

the coat peg near the door. I was caught and made to stand further away from the door.  

The school had reasonable washing facilities and toilets; the water being obtained by 

pumping water from the well, which is now under the swimming pool3. This well is also 

approximately 35ft deep with a deep well pump. We boys had to pump up water to a tank in 

the roof space of the school until it overflowed through a pipe protruding through the roof.  

There was also a tank in the roof space near the now P.E. (Physical Education) store to supply 

the toilets.  The areas around the pump and  a patch near Broadpark Road were used as 

gardens to teach us gardening, which was better than lessons in school.  

Later, after the new school house was built, the area in front of the house was used as 

gardens for the school. Mr. John Henry Sleep was the headmaster who lived in the house for 

some time, moving into a wooden bungalow later.  

We used to play football in the yard and at that time it was only surrounded with iron 

railings. When the ball was kicked into the garden on the other side of the road, I was asked 

to retrieve it because my uncle, Alf Spry, was the gardener and he knew that I would not 

trample on the plants growing there. The garden was rented by various doctors, as was the 

house known as ‘The Firs.’  Uncle Alf was a good gardener and won many cups at the local 

flower show. Doctor Shanks was the doctor in residence at the time I was at school. The 

garden was a long narrow strip with a field below. At one time the doctor was transported 

around the two villages by pony and trap, which were looked after by Uncle Alf. The premises 

had a stable and trap house to accommodate the horse etc. The Firs was built when my father 

was a young lad in around 1885. He remembered watching the masons and carpenters from 

Lord Mount Edgcumbe’s Estate carrying out the work. There was a main carpenter called Mr. 

A. Andrews who made most of the joinery at the estate workshop and sawmills in Weir Quay. 

The joinery to this house was very good and the roof timber can still be seen as the best, with 

 
3 The swimming pool was removed as part of more recent modernisation of the school. 
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sizes far in excess of today’s sizes. It was always a joke when the estate at Weir Quay was 

mentioned, because the apprentices used to take ferrets and go catching rabbits some 

afternoons when no one was around.  

All the toilets were outside where the modernised toilets are now. (The teachers had a 

separate toilet).  The boys’ toilets had slate slabs separating the urinals. The girls had about 

three toilets. 

The water for the toilets was flushed by rainwater collected from the roofs. A flushing 

tank situated near the present canteen kitchen was used to flush out the drains. This was an 

automatic device that emptied when it became full, tipping out approximately 30 gallons of 

liquid etc., otherwise the drains would have silted up.  There was a pump near the rear wall 

adjoining the large window, which had a very old granite trough if one wanted a drink. The 

well, which is 35ft deep is approximately 4ft from the rear wall near a gulley. The pump has 

been repaired by myself, which I did by lowering a long ladder on to the piece of bulk timber 

holding the deep well pump. The water level seemed to stay at almost the level of the timber.   

The existing side entrance to the school was through a small lean-to building (on the 

east elevation). It contained hat and coat pegs for the children.  

The main building consisted of only two rooms, the larger of the two extended from the 

front to the rear, with a bell tower at the end above the roof. Two classes were held in the large 

room that was heated by a large cast iron stove with the pipe going up through the roof. It was 

the caretaker’s job to light the stove - and others - before school started. It never seemed to 

be very warm due to the height of the room at the time. The present rooms have false ceilings 

to conserve heat.  

A round galvanised pan with two handles was always kept on the stove to supply some 

hot water. Densil Pearce always sat near the stove as he was an invalid and could not learn.  

Miss Ellis was the head teacher and Mrs. Symons the other teacher, but at one time 

we had a Miss Reddicliff too, who left when she became unwell.  (This must have been Harold 
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Reddicliff’s sister.)  We were issued with slates in a wooden frame and slate pencils to write 

with and a small piece of cloth to wipe the slate. Most of our time was taken up with repeating 

our tables.  We also learned how to tie a bow by threading ribbon through the hole in the desk. 

The Sir John Maynard’s School and then the Boy’s School were separated by a stone 

wall with no access from one to the other. The building now used as a library was an open 

shed where we went during playtime, if raining. It had seating fixed to the walls. This building 

has now been built up and lined inside, with electricity installed.  

The Church School 

There was also a Church School, which is now the Church Sunday School and used 

by the play group. I have a photo of the school group taken in the front of the school. My father 

was one of them. Many others can be recognised. The cost to attend school was sixpence 

(5p) a week and this was avoided by staying away. (I think it was known as ‘Mitching’ or 

something like it.) 

Dad explained that when the headmaster was away, one of the older boys took charge. 

On one occasion the boys played a game of leaping through one of the windows. It happened 

by chance that the headmaster came back early and caught them. He made them line up 

inside and as each one came through the window they were whacked with a cane. They were 

made to do this several times.  

At the rear of the school was an open shed used during playtime. It was altered some time 

ago but no doubt can be recognised as the school shed. Adjoining this shed were toilets that 

needed a bucket – like other people used before we had drainage. One used to be able to see 

small openings where the bucket was taken out to a nearby pit to be emptied and the contents 

covered with ashes from the school fires.  

Retyped from original by Helena Rogers 
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