School Report 1904/2004

The premises are large, neat and airy said the Board of Education Inspectorate in a report on Blencogo County Elementary School on 12th July 1904. One hundred years later in 2004, the same comments would be true but the premises, no longer a school, are now the village hall.

George Dixon, Esquire, of Carlisle and Blencogo, founded the school in 1854 and by his will (thirteen pages long) in December 1860 endowed the school with the sum of £1,000. The endowment was to be administered by the resident clergyman at Bromfield and George’s widow, Mary. In his will George asserts that he wants his wife to, “…have free and uncontrolled use of my mansion house at Blencogo…..and of the gardens, two stalled stable and coach house thereunto belonging with sufficient yard room conveniences and appurtenances for keeping her carriage without paying any rent….” He also left her an annuity of £800. The valuation of George’s estate for probate was £25,000. He had owned cottages and fields in Blencogo as well as property and land at Sebergham, Carlisle and Bigrig (mineral rights too) and as befitted a gentleman, “ parliamentary Stock or funds of Great Britain.” His will states that if necessary all his other property shall be sold before his estates in the township of Blencogo which he “ hopes may continue in my family.”

Although one hundred years ago the school inspector found the premises to his liking he didn’t like much else. “Too much slate work was done, paper being used only on Friday, and it was impossible satisfactorily to trace progress.” The work, he thought, was generally weak, the grammar instruction too complicated, the timetable not displayed and the teacher had been engaged without a written agreement as required by Article 70. Nevertheless, many children spent many happy and instructive years at the school and there were many success stories.

The teacher, in 1904, was Miss Jane Crosthwaite who had come to the school in September 1903 at a salary of £80. This rose to £85 in 1907 and to £88 in 1911. Eva Jane Bell joined the staff in 1904 as an uncertificated teacher at a salary of £50 and Annie Mann helped out for a fortnight in July.

Isabella Mann became Headmistress in 1914. At this time she was uncertificated and her salary was £65. Prior to this appointment, in June 1913, Miss Jane Hope Smallwood had applied to be a supplementary teacher for infants. Her medical report, sent to the Board of Education in Whitehall, London, occasioned this reply. “….It appears from the report that your teeth need attention. Before the Board can accord you recognition it will be necessary for you to forward a certificate from a registered Dental Surgeon stating that you have undergone the necessary treatment. The name and address of the Surgeon should be submitted to the Board for approval at least three weeks before the date of your proposed visit to him, and I am to inform you that you will be responsible for any expense which may be incurred in obtaining the necessary treatment.”  Miss Smallwood must have complied as she became a teacher at the school with a salary of £30 and, by 1924, was the Headteacher with the assistance of Miss Dorothy Briggs Dixon whilst Miss Mann spent time at St. Monica’s Boarding School in Ouitsla, Nigeria. 

In 1904 the school catered for the three to fourteen age group. There was an average of 15 girls and 20 boys on the register.  The annual grant from the Board of Education was £75.4s.6d. To allow one of the trustees (the first named) of the school to “… draw on H.M. Paymaster General for any grant which may be made out of the Vote for Public Education on behalf of the school,”  three signatories were required. “The Signatures must be original and plain.” They were :- The Rev. Richard Taylor, Vicar, Bromfield Vicarage, Brayton S.O. Cumberland, (1st named). Wm. Parkin Moore Esq. Whitehall, Mealsgate Cu.and J.M. Timperon Esq. Blencogo, Wigton, Cu.  The endowment engendered £26.19s.0d. 

By 1926 The George Dixon Foundation  for the school was run by three ex-officio trustees; the vicar of Bromfield, the Owner of Blencogo House Estate (or person nominated by such owner), and the Owner of Crooklands Estate (or his nominee), together with two Representative Trustees, one to be appointed by the Blencogo Parish Meeting and one by the County Council as LEA. One Co-opted Trustee was to be appointed by the trustees. This scheme was set up by the Board of Education under the Charitable Trusts Act. 

 For the school year, September 1903 to July 1904, the school was open for a total of 422 sessions (212 morning and 210 afternoon). A session was deemed to be a period of secular instruction lasting no less than one and a half hours for infants nor less than two hours for older children. If the yearly number fell below 400 the necessary certificate had to be filed to the authorities. One had to be sent to Whitehall in 1909 when the school closed from October18th until November 1st because of “a fever”. In 1922 the school was closed, on the advice of the medical officer, from January 30th to February 17th inclusive because of the influenza epidemic. Then the number of sessions fell to 399. Again, in 1937, a certificate was provided by the M.O., Dr Kenneth Fraser, when the attendance fell below that required because of a three day closure in March for an outbreak of whooping-cough. But by far the longest closure occasioned by illness was between November 1st and December 26th 1918 for the influenza epidemic and again between March 10th and March 21st. 

The school holidays during the academic year 1921 – 1922 were :-


Whitsun


May16th – 18th

Half day


May 25th

Court Manor


Midsummer


July 25th – August 19th

October week

October 10th – 14th

Martinmas


November 14th – 16th

Christmas


December 23rd – January 6th

Diocesan Inspection
February 27th



Princess Mary’s wedding February 28th

Although, in 1904, the inspector had criticised, what he thought was the over-use of slates, the inventory of 1922 showed that they were still very much in use. This inventory included :- 31 whole slates,  25 broken slates, 24 Bibles and 35 Catechisms.

 The number of pupils attending the school since 1904 has varied between approximately 40 and 20. It eventually closed its doors in 1989 and became the village hall though it is still, with much affection, referred to as “The Old School”. The refurbishment which has taken place in 2003 - 2004 at a cost of approximately £300.000 ensures that the premises are still, one hundred years later, “large, neat and airy”.

J. Stukins 2004
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