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Foreword 
When Cyril Johnson retired from Alcester Grammar School in 1996 
after 31 years here, we lost a fine teacher and a true servant of the 
school. His service was of great commitment and loyalty and 
unwavering professionalism. However, I feared that in losing him 
we would also lose one of the guardians of the history of the school, 
for we all turned to him to know what had happened and when, at 
Alcester Grammar School! As a keen historian who had been 
chairman of the Alcester and District Local History Society and had 
published on various aspects of the area's past, Cyril seemed to be 
the right person to collect and collate such material as could be 
reasonably gathered about the school and to construct a history. 

I approached him a little tentatively, not wishing to put 
pressure on him as he was about to celebrate his much deserved 
change of lifestyle, and, as I suppose I knew he would, he agreed to 
undertake the task, the fruits of which are now before you. All of us 
are grateful to Cyril for this lively and succinct history! 

As you move through these pages, I hope you will enjoy 
discovering that the things which make this school such a privilege 
to work in, were seeded a long time ago, by the generations of 
pupils, parents, governors and staff, who cared for each other and 
for the quality of education of young people at Alcester's Grammar 
School. 

A.W.Shearn, Headteacher 
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Notes and References 
Readers of an account such as this are entitled to know the authorities and original 
sources used as the basis for the statements and assertions made, but those who 
are less inquisitive on the other hand, should not have the narrative needlessly 
interrupted. I have therefore placed all the source references, together with 
comments, at the end of the main story. I hope that readers will find this 
satisfactory. 



Sources and Abbreviations 
Since I have referred to relatively few sources, but these references appear 
frequently, I thought it best to use standard abbreviations, thereby avoiding the 
tedium of writing out the full details each time. These abbreviations are listed 
below. Other references are given in full in the relevant chapter notes. 

Abbreviation Source reference 
Dugdale Dugdale, Sir William : The Antiquities of Warwick-

shire, London 1730 
VCH The Victoria County History for Warwickshire 
Saville 1978 Saville, G.E.: A Short History of Alcester's Schools, 

1490-1912, Occasional Paper No. 7; Alcester and 
District Local History Society, 1978 

Saville 1986 Saville, G.E. (Editor): Alcester - A History ; 
K. A. F. Brewin Books, 1986 

Rewse 1975 Rewse, V. R : A History of Alcester Grammar School 
with Special Reference to the Curriculum, 1912-1944 ; 
Unpublished Dissertation 1975. 

CR1309 Papers of Newport Free School at Warwickshire 
Record Office: 
/I Governors'Minutes 1880-1897 
/2 Ditto 1905-1911 
/3/1 Ditto 1911-1936 
/4 Admission Register 1881 -1902 
/5 Governors' Account Book 1884 -1888 
/8 Unnumbered papers, roughly sorted 

CR680 

HMA 

Record 

Alcester Grammar School Governors' Minutes at 
Warwickshire County Record Office, 1912-1949 
Various papers held in the Headmaster's Archive at 
Alcester Grammar School 
The Alcester Grammar School Record - The Alcester 
Grammar School magazine. An almost complete series 
is to be found in the school library. 
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An Author's Note 
I am conscious that this is a very concise account of the school's development, and 
that what you have before you gives only the bare bones of the story. This is 
largely a result of the requirement of fitting five hundred years into eighty four 
pages with type of a legible size, but it may have a merit of its own, in that readers 
will find the information readily accessible and not be overburdened with 
excessive detail. One day perhaps some other author might wish to carry the story 
forward and will, I hope, find a suitable starting point here. To this end I have 
given notes and references in more detail than perhaps is usual in a work of this 
kind. 

Readers may wonder about the title. Why call it Alcester's Grammar 
School instead of the (nowadays) much more familiar Alcester Grammar School ? 
There lies the difficulty. For most of the past five hundred years the school was 
not known by this name. It has been variously known as Newport's School, 
Newport's Free School, Newport's Grammar School, Newport's Endowed School, 
The Alcester Endowed School, Birch Abbey School and the Abbey School during 
its long life. The present title seems to have come into use in the 1890s, and 
became the official title only in 1912, when the school came under the control of 
the Warwickshire Education Committee. On the other hand the school has always 
been firmly attached to the Alcester area - it has always been Alcester's Grammar 
School, and it seemed fitting to make the connection clear in the title. 

Finally, while I have done my best to eliminate errors of all kinds, 
experience suggests that some will have slipped through the net. Any residual 
errors are my responsibility entirely 

C. J.Johnson, 1997 



Chapter 1 : The Background 
The school which we now call Alcester Grammar School has served the town of 
Alcester and its surrounding district for more than 500 years to the best of our 
knowledge, and its story is both long and interesting. Although Alcester was a 
very independent town until the late nineteenth century, producing most of what it 
needed and consuming it locally, it was not totally isolated from the changes 
going on in the country as a whole. It responded to these changes and shows us in 
its history how they affected ordinary people and their lives. Alcester's Grammar 
School, like the town it served, reflected the national developments, and its story 
illustrates how education has developed in England from the earliest times. 

Haphazard unplanned growth made the English (things were different in 
Scotland) educational system what it is today. The earliest schools were those 
attached to the great mediaeval monasteries and cathedrals; many of these still 
exist. King's School Canterbury, often described as the oldest school in England 
belongs to this category. Less grand, but also of mediaeval origin were the chantry 
schools. A chantry was a church or chapel endowed by a wealthy person with a 
priest employed to pray for the soul of the founder, but often also teaching at a 
school associated with the chantry. 

The need of the church, for adults well versed in Latin, gave rise to 
Grammar Schools, where boys who were candidates for the priesthood studied 
Latin grammar. Often these began as chantry schools, and were later endowed by 
wealthy persons or organisations. At first no fees were charged because the master 
was supported by the endowment income, but inflation eroded the value of the 
income as time passed, so that fee paying became more common. 

The larger and more prosperous grammar schools, able to attract pupils 
from beyond their own locality as boarders, grew into what we now call "Public 
Schools" of which there are about 200. Not all the public schools are ancient 
foundations. Malvern College for example was founded as recently as 1865. 

Some schools were founded by individuals or societies of a philanthropic 
or religious character. The British and Foreign School Society and the National 
Society for the Education of the Poor in the Principles of the Established Church 
were two such bodies. Their schools aimed at providing elementary education for 
the poor, but fees were payable. Alongside these were private enterprise 
establishments set up by individuals as businesses; dame schools and common 
day schools both aimed at providing simple education for those able to pay a 



small fee. 
Until 1870, the state took no direct part in running schools, although it did 

support the voluntary movements with money. The Education Act of that year set 
up school boards with the power to establish elementary schools where the 
voluntary organisations had not done so. Fees were charged by these schools at 
first but further acts of 1876 to 1891 made elementary education compulsory and 
free. 

The perceived need for technical education (in which we were rapidly 
falling behind other leading european nations) led to the Education Act of 1889 
whereby County Councils were given the power to levy a 1 penny rate for this 
aspect of education, and a Board of Education was set up to control and guide the 
use of funds and implement government policy. 

Meanwhile, the idea was growing that elementary education was not 
enough for the nation's needs, and a number of commissions had enquired into the 
endowed schools (mostly the old grammar schools). They found much to criticise, 
but their work led to the state provision of secondary education, but not, as yet for 
all. 

Under the Education Act of 1902, Local Education Authorities, based on 
the County Councils, were set up to supersede the School Boards, with the power 
to provide secondary education; they often did this by absorbing the less 
prosperous endowed schools into the state education system. The schools thus 
provided continued to charge fees, although there was often provision to direct the 
original endowment income into scholarships and bursaries. Even so, only a 
small proportion of the nation's children enjoyed a secondary education. The Act 
of 1944 provided for free secondary education for all, with selection for entrance 
to grammar schools. 

Comprehensive education came in the 1960s, and the 1988 Education Act 
provided for schools to "opt out" of local authority control, and receive their funds 
directly from the Department of Education and Science (or DES), soon to be 
transmogrified into the Department for Education (DFE), and later into the 
Department for Education and Employment (DFEE) which would later hand the 
purse strings to the Funding Agency for Schools (or FAS). 

This is the framework within which Alcester's grammar school has grown 
and developed. It began as a chantry school about 1490, became an endowed 
grammar school around 1592, was absorbed by Warwickshire County Council in 



1912 as a co-educational maintained grammar school, and has been a grant-
maintained grammar school since 1993. Who can say what the next 500 years will 
bring ? 

The location of Newport's Free School in Abbey Lane, 1903 
Abbey Lane is now known as Birch Abbey and the school stood roughly where 
Chantry Crescent is now, at the southern end of it. The cycle works (Speedwell 
Cycles) is the long building fronting on to Bleachfield Street 



Chapter 2 : "A School for Poor Mens Children" 
Alcester's Grammar school was known as "Newport's Free School" from about 
1592 until 1912 because Walter Newport provided in his will for the endowment 
which, in early years, paid the schoolmaster's stipend and enabled the scholars to 
be educated free of charge. 

Sir William Dugdale, in his Antiquities of Warwickshire} describes him as 
"of Holdenby in the County of Northampton, Gentleman". Newport was a nephew 
of Sir Christopher Hatton, Lord Chancellor in 1597, and a relative of Robert, 
second Earl of Warwick. He was connected with the Alcester district through his 
sister Ursula who had married William Fortesque of Cookhill Priory2. By his will, 
dated 15923, Walter Newport left £400 which was eventually invested in lands in 
Weethley, yielding £20 per annum by a rent charge on lands . 

However, there was no mention of the foundation of a school in Newport's 
will. It simply said that the money was 

to be imployed to the use of a school for the teaching of poor mens children 
either at Awcester or Herberye 4 

and there is good evidence that the school which his bequest was intended to 
support had been in existence for long before the endowment, and had its origins 
as a chantry school. Alcester originally had two chantries5, and both were 
abolished by legislation of 1547. Before this however, depositions were collected 
from local people concerning what they knew of the foundations. In 1545 an old 
man, John Mayyowe, then aged about 90, told how the Lord of the Manor, Lord 
Beauchamp, gave land to the Rector and townspeople for the rebuilding of The 
Chantry of Our Lady away from the parish church in the late 15th century and that 
he could remember 

the ffirst prist that sange in the said chuntry after it was boyldid whose name 
was John Whitehead and after hym the Towne did put into the seid chuntrie 
one Richard Norman who kept a scole there accordyng to the ffounedacyon6 

This suggests that Alcester had a school with a chantry priest 
teaching in it from around 1490, if not earlier, and Mayyowe's deposition makes 
it clear that the rebuilt chantry was in what we now know as Birch Abbey, or 
Birch Abbey Lane, the site of Newport's Free School as it later became, until 
1912. 

Although the chantry was abolished in 1547, the school evidently survived, 
suggesting perhaps that the townspeople thought that it served a useful purpose. 



We know of its survival because in 1562 Queen Elizabeth I granted to Lady 
Greville a 60 year lease of the former chantry property including : 

a house which was previously the preist's house and is now 
occupied as a school house7 

Only thirty years later Walter Newport provided, in his bequest, the endowment 
which would sustain the school for many years to come. From then until the early 
19th century the documents tell us little of the school. The first master that we 
know of is William Traunter in 1614, but research by the Alcester and District 
Local History Society has revealed the names of twenty-four masters who had 
charge of Newport's Free School during its existence8. Their names are listed in 
Appendix 1 
By 1808 however, things were going awry. The master, a Mr Matthew Booker, 
had allowed the premises to fall into decay, and the Trustees of Newport's charity 
were forced to raise £300 to repair and partly rebuild the school premises. It was 
arranged that the rent charge, which still yielded £20 per annum, as in Walter 
Newport's will, would be directed to paying off the debt. The rebuilding was 
complete in 1810, when Mr Booker resigned and John Holmes was appointed on 
rather strange terms9. He was to rent the schoolhouse and garden at 35 shillings 
yearly (£1.75 in decimal) and keep them in good repair. He was to receive no 
salary, but would not be required to take any free scholars until the mortgage was 
redeemed; he could not have done so in any case as the endowment income which 
was needed to pay their fees was going elsewhere. This must mean that the master 
was intended to support himself by charging tuition fees, and possibly by taking 
boarders as well. Probably the masters had been doing so before this time; 
inflation, then as now, tends to erode the value of a fixed income. 

Mr Holmes resigned in turn in 1815, and in 1825, the master who was to 
be in charge of the school until 1878, a remarkable reign of 53 years, was 
appointed. We know quite a lot about Richard Henry Harbridge. We even have a 
photograph of him taken in later life. Born in Alcester and a son of an Alcester 
publican and timber merchant, he was barely twenty years old when he took over 
the school. What qualifications, if any, he had for the post we do not know. He 
took the premises rent free, but with the duty to keep them in good repair and he 
had to take five "free" boys (presumably the mortgage had been redeemed) who 
were the children of poor parishioners of Alcester or Weethley. Candidates for the 
free places had to be more than nine years old and they could not continue for 



more than three years at the school10. 
Because no salary was paid the master 
had to take as many fee paying pupils 
as possible and the more boarders he 
could take the better. Indeed one of 
Mr Harbridge's successors, MrGegg11, 
regarded the boarders as the backbone 
of the business. It is possible that there 
were as many as thirty boarders at the 
school at one period in Harbridge's 
time, sleeping two to a bed! The 1871 
census shows twenty-one scholars 
resident at Birch Abbey, only one of 
whom was from Alcester; the number 
of day scholars is not known12. This 
represents a considerable increase on 
the 1867 roll when, according to the 
Victoria County History^ there were six 
boys attending, all free and receiving 
only an elementary education13. 

We get an indirect view of life 
at Birch Abbey from two serial school 
stories published in The Boys' Own 
Paper in 1888-89. Their author was Ashmore Russon, who was a pupil at 
Newport's Free School. In the stories the pupils teach a jackdaw to say "Old 
Dicky, good old boy", and the headmaster encourages the boys to search for 
roman coins in his garden, thereby getting the digging done. Also in the stories the 
walls of the school are covered inside with maxims such as " Whatsoever is worth 
doing at all is worth doing well". There is reason to believe that the school and its 
head were Newport's Free School and Richard Henry Harbridge, thinly 
disguised14. 

Entertaining though these snapshots of life at the end of Birch Abbey Lane 
may be, we need to consider what was going on in the country as a whole, at least 
with regard to the ancient endowed grammar schools of which Newport's school is 
only our special example. The Government was sufficiently concerned about 

Richard Henry Harbridge 
"Old Dicky" was the headmaster of New-

port's School from 1825 to 1878. The 
photograph is believed to have been taken 
in the 1870s 



things to appoint The Schools Enquiry Commission to examine the Endowed 
Schools in 1865. Its findings were not encouraging: 

Of the general decadence of the endowed grammar schools there can be no 
doubt; they are not popular, and do not enjoy the confidence of parents. 
Those above the status of the labouring poor generally prefer private 
schools.The old foundations with all their historical prestige and power do 
not attract the classes for whom they are intended. The conditions of their 
buildings are a handicap. Some had no playgrounds maps and 
diagrams are rare and blackboards rarer still15 

We do not know at present what the inspectors for the commi-
sion found at Newport's School, but things were not good at Tadcaster Grammar 
School in Yorkshire, founded at about the same time as Newport's School and 
having a similar history in some respects. When Mr (later Sir Joshua) Fitch visited 
Tadcaster in 1865 for the Enquiry Commission, he found the schoolroom was of 
moderate size but lacking in teaching equipment, and there was no playground 
There were sixty pupils all in one class because the master had no assistant. It was 
impossible to examine the school because lax discipline resulted in a constant 
uproar (one feels that having 60 pupils all in one schoolroom cannot have helped). 
There was only one pupil who could write words of more than one syllable from 
dictation without a mistake, and arithmetic was very weak. In Mr Fitch's own 
words: 

No scholar was learning Latin; but there was a tradition that a boy once 
learned a little because he was going to be apprenticed to a chemist. 

The master paid the rents, taxes and insurance and was responsible for the repairs 
to the schoolroom. No fees were paid, but the master, the Rev. W. C. Bellhouse, 
took all the endowment income of £118 per annum. There were no boarders. 
Mr Fitch summed it all up very bluntly : 

...It is difficult to believe that the school as presently conducted, serves any 
purpose other than to demoralize the town. It receives the children whose 
parents will not pay to send them to the National School, and thus it does 
harm to that institution and hinders its proper development. 

Fitch went on to attribute the weakness of the school to the system of free 
admission (i.e. there was no entrance test) and the absence of a properly 
constituted governing body and any kind of supervision and examination16. 

No doubt things were not quite so bad at Newport's School. "Old Dicky's" 
photograph does not suggest that he would have tolerated a constant uproar, or 



even an intermittent one. But it was clear that the endowed schools needed a 
shake-up, and the first step in this direction was the Endowed Schools Act of 1869 
and the formation of the Endowed Schools Commission, later merged with the 
Charity Commission in 1874. The latter set about preparing new schemes for the 
regulation of the endowed schools; Tadcaster got its scheme in 1878 but as late as 
1884, only 595 schools17 had been re-organized in this way. 

In 1878 Harbridge's time at the school came to an end; only the veiy oldest 
Alcestrians would have been able to remember a time before he became the 
headmaster of the Free School. He was replaced by William Sutton, of whom we 
know veiy little, but in 1879, Francis T. Gegg joined Mr Sutton "as a partner in 
the management of the school" at Michaelmas 1879 for a " pecuniary considera-
tion of £165"18 which was paid to Sutton at the date of Gegg's joining. This 
suggests that the school was being run as a business, with the masters paying the 
trustees a sort of premium for the right to run the school, rather like a "franchise" 
for a fried chicken emporium. The masters would have hoped to recoup their 
outlay from the tuition fees and the boarding of scholars. Possibly Harbridge had 
taken the school in the same way. But the old system had had its day; the Charity 
Commission was soon to issue a scheme for the reorganization of Newport's Free 
School which would last until its end. As we shall see, the governors had 
difficulty in remembering that they were operating under a new scheme, and Mr 
Gegg and others had a hard time as a consequence. 



Chapter 3 : Under The Charity Commissioners 
We saw in the last chapter how the poor state of the endowed grammar schools 
eventually led to the Charity Commissioners issuing new schemes for their 
regulation. Newport's Free School was issued with such a scheme in 1880 and it 
was controlled, more or less, by these arrangements until 1912, when the new co-
educational school on the site in Birmingham Road came into use. The Free 
School must have been one of the first to receive the attention of the Charity 
Commissioners, but whether this indicates the poor nature of its circumstances we 
cannot say1. 

The scheme laid down the basic administration of the school. The 
headmaster was to receive an annual stipend of £50, plus a capitation fee of 
between £2 and £6 at the governors' discretion. No boys under 8 or over 16 were 
to be admitted. Tuition fees were set at not less than £4 nor more than £8 p.a. with 
boarding fees to be not more than £30 if in a hostel or £35 if in the master's house. 
A register of admissions was to be kept, and there was to be a properly constituted 
body of governors, suggesting that these last two points had not been a part of the 
former system of administration. The Commissioners then turned to the 
curriculum. It was to consist of: 

Reading, writing, Arithmetic, Geography and History, English grammar and 
Composition, English literature, mathematics, Latin, one foreign language, 
Natural Science, drawing, drill, vocal music2. 

There was to be an annual examination, to be conducted by an examiner 
independent of the governors and headmaster. The charity income was to provide 
eight scholarships valued at £6 per year each, which were to be competed for (in 
the first place) by boys from the public elementary schools of Alcester, and 
Weethley. Finally, if income permitted (it must have seemed unlikely, even to the 
Charity Commissioners), the governors were to provide Exhibitions tenable at any 
place of higher education. The scheme was formally adopted by the Trustees of 
Newport's Charity in 1881. 

In addition to these arrangements the Commissioners amalgamated 
Brandis's, Yarnold's, Earnshaw's and Reynold's charities with Newport's and 
renamed the whole as The Newport School Foundation. These additions were 
small Alcester charities concerned with the apprenticing or training of poor 
children. Dating from 1670, Reynold's charity brought with it the Fox Inn in 
Alcester High Street, which was to give the Newport School Foundation 



Governors (who were the Newport School Governors) some trouble from time to 
time as we shall see. 

The first meeting of the "properly constituted governors" was recorded in 
the new minute book on 12th of November 1880. The list of governors including 
as it did The Marquis of Hertford, Lord Ernest Seymour, the Rector of Alcester 
(Chairman), the Baptist Minister, the Churchwardens of St Nicholas Church, and 
other local worthies, suggests diat the school cannot have been totally disreputable 
if such eminent and respectable persons accepted association with it. In a series of 
meetings the governors set the boarding fees, ordered that the headmaster was to 
keep the interior of the school house and premises in "good tenantable condition" 
and arranged to advertise for pupils in the Alcester Chronicle, Evesham Journal 
and Redditch Indicator. They then arranged to have 500 prospectuses printed.3 At 
this time the headmaster did not attend the governors' meetings (as modern day 
headteachers do) - if he wished to draw anything to the governors' attention, he 
wrote a letter about it to governors' clerk which that gentleman read at the 
meeting. 

Many of the meetings were concerned with the humdrum matters which 
concern school governors everywhere. In April 1881 for example, they were 
concerned with the letting of farms and plans for buildings and in December they 
approved the installation of a new cooking range at a cost of £12-10-0 (£12.50) as 
" the one in use was entirely worn out ". Of more interest is the relationship 
between the governors and the headmaster, Mr Gegg. Readers will recall that 
Mr Gegg bought a partnership with Mr William Sutton in 1879 for £165. When 
Mr Sutton withdrew shortly afterwards, at the beginning of 1880, Mr Gegg was 
given sole command. We know a little about Mr Gegg from a prospectus for the 
school published in 1880, (possibly one of the 500 referred to above) in which he 
is said to be : 

Formerly Head Master of the Vere Endowed Grammar School, Jamaica 
According to Mr Gegg, in a memorandum addressed to the governors just before 
his resignation in 18884, he was badly treated from the beginning. Certainly his 
salary is not mentioned in the governors' minutes until April 1881, when it is 
decided that it should be paid termly in arrears, and the actual sum does not 
appear until June 1882, when it is decided that it should be £44 per annum, even 
though the scheme had specified that the headmaster's salary was to be £50. Even 
stranger to the present-day observer was that Mr Gegg was expected to provide 



for the heating and lighting of the school premises entirely at his own expense. 
When he applied to be allowed the costs of coals and gas in the schoolhouse, the 
governors refused, on the grounds that this was not provided in the foundation5. 
Here the governors were being rather economical with the truth, for while the 
scheme did not provide for the headmaster to be allowed the costs of heating and 
lighting, it did not say that he should not be allowed them, and certainly did not 
say that he had to provide them himself. 

Things then seem to go from bad to worse. On 1st March 1883 the clerk to 
the governors was asked to convene a meeting to consider : 

....the present standing of the school and the efficiency or non-efficiency of 
the Head Master 

At the meeting Mr Allwood, a prominent needle manufacturer in the town and 
now a member of the governing body proposed a motion stating that: 

Mr Gegg was wanting in efficiency and should be requested to place his 
resignation in the hands of the Governors 

We know from other sources that Mr Gegg was over seventy years of age, deaf 
and short sighted, and as if that were not enough, unqualified!6 Lord Hertford 
came to the rescue by proposing an amendment supporting the headmaster which 
was carried by eight votes to two. 

Mr Gegg's relations with the governors never improved. The minutes 
contain instructions for him to undertake repairs of the interior and advertise for 
new scholars, all at his own expense. There are refusals to refund property tax 
which he had paid on the premises, comments on the unusual length of the 
Christmas holidays, and refusals to pay for repairs to the interior of the school 
which Mr Gegg had ordered from local tradesmen. All these seem bad enough, but 
the issue which caused more trouble than anything else was tuition fees. Fees 
became a concern when it was realised in January 1886 that the school's account 
was overdrawn at the Birmingham Bank in Alcester. Mr Gegg had been instructed 
to keep an admission register and an account book in April 1881, but in 1886 was 
found to be neglecting his duties with regard to the payment of tuition fees into 
the school's account, and the governors warned him that the payment of his salary 
would depend on an improvement in this respect. On 31st July 1888 the 
headmaster's salary cheque for the term was withheld because of arrears of tuition 
fees. This must have been the last straw; Mr Gegg submitted his resignation on 
20th December 18887. 



We may ask where the source of all this trouble lay. Mr Gegg was sure that 
it lay in the governors' failure to administer the new scheme fairly. Here it is in his 
own words, taken from his memorandum to the governors dated October 1888 : 

the "scheme " was adopted and the nature of the old regime was 
worked and adapted under its auspices - but particularly adapted as regards 
the provision laid down in sundry particulars in favour of the master. During 
the eight years of the scheme I have not received any remuneration for coal, 
gas, water, cleaning, porterage and sanitary arrangements relating to the 
school and premises. From year to year I have been successful In getting a 
fair number of boarders, and continued as I began, unconsciously, or without 
giving it a thought to defray all those expenses which should have been 
borne by the trustees 

Mr Gegg had taken on the school as a business in the old days, and the governors 
seemed to have behaved as though he continued to do so. Indeed there is no 
formal record in their minutes that they ever adopted the Charity Commissioners 
scheme, although this is stated in the prospectus referred to above and confirmed 
by Mr Gegg's memorandum of complaint. What happened to the £165 which Mr 
Gegg had paid for the partnership is not recorded. 

So much for the headmaster, what of the pupils? The admission register8 

gives us useful information, as do the headmaster's reports to the governors. In the 
spring term of 1881, there were seventeen fee paying pupils, three of whom were 
boarders, and three "exhibitioners" (i.e. those awarded a free place under 
Newport's charity). The boarders came from Shropshire (Cleobury Mortimer), 
Alcester and Hong Kong! The latter was Algernon Hance, son of our Vice-Consul 
there, and aged sixteen. The Alcester boarder was Hele Webber Payne, an orphan 
aged ten who was a Ward in Chancery. The Shropshire boarder was the son of the 
vicar of Cleobury Mortimer. We get some idea of the boarders' living circums-
tances from the 1880 prospectus9 : 

Care is bestowed on the cultivation of high principles and gentlemanlike 
bearing amongst the Pupils, whose comfort and happiness are carefully 
studied by Mrs Gegg and daughters, under whose personal management 
and supervision the household arrangements are maintained. The Pupils are 
treated in every respect as members of the family. The diet is unlimited, and 
of the best quality. Boarders must be provided with Dessert Spoon, Six 
Towels, Brushes, Two Pairs of Boots, Two Pairs of Sheets, Two Table 
Napkins, and Slippers N.B. - Each pupil is supplied with a separate 
bed. 



The last point suggests that there is some truth in the idea that pupils slept two to a 
bed in Harbridge's time! Numbers increased over the 1880s until there were 
twenty-six on roll in the spring term of 1889 (Mr Gegg's last), but apart from one 
pupil from Birmingham, all were local. The 1880 prospectus does refer to the 
curriculum, but rather obliquely : 

The course of Study pursued at this School is adapted to the requirements 
of Professional and Commercial Life and Pupils are specially prepared for 
the Public Schools, Locals, Civil Service and other examinations 

We get more idea of what was taught from the reports of the annual inspections 
required under the new scheme, by independent examiners. Usually the governors' 
minutes simply summarize the reports as "satisfactory"; even when Mr Gegg was 
accused of inefficiency the examiners seemed to be satisfied with the school. The 
results of the first examination, conducted by the then Rector of Binton, a former 
headmaster himself, were printed in the Alcester Chronicle10. The inspection took 
three days and the subjects examined were : 

Scripture history ( not satisfactory on the whole), English history from 1066 
to 1485 (satisfactory, with writing and spelling good) Geography (not very 
satisfactory - bad writing and careless spelling), Arithmetic (as far as 
discount - well done throughout by no less than 7 boys) and English 
Grammar (paper work fairly done, viva voce better) 

The examiner's fee for three days work, including setting and marking the written 
papers was two guineas (£2.10). The Ofsted inspection of Alcester Grammar 
School in 1994 was less economical! 

When Mr Gegg left at the end of the spring term in 1889, after ten years at 
the school, things were found to be in some disarray, and the Medical Officer of 
Health, Mr G. H. Fosbroke, who was called in to inspect the premises, found that 
they were dirty and unsanitary, and ordered fumigation throughout. Even now the 
governors had not heard the last of Mr Gegg, for he wrote in May 1890 pleading 
for a gratuity because of his "reduced circumstances". Needless to say it was 
refused. Meanwhile the governors were concerned with the appointment of the 
next headmaster from a field of 213 applicants. For a start they excluded all those 
who were over 45, or under 28, years of age, or who were unmarried. From the 
remainder they selected the Reverend J. J. Dyson, a Cambridge graduate in the 
classical tripos with first class honours who had been vice-principal of Sheffield 
Collegiate School. He was appointed in March 1889 and assumed office in April 
of the same year. Soon after his arrival the governors decided that the school 



buildings needed alterations and refurbishment at a cost of £228.50, and raised 
money for this by a mortgage on the property with a Friendly Society. 

Despite his impeccable qualifications11, Mr Dyson soon gave cause for 
anxiety. In June 1891 he was called in to the governors' meeting to account for 
irregularities in the times of opening and closing the school. His defence was that 
these deficiencies were a result of a leg injury and that he hoped to do better. In 
fact things got worse, for in October of the same year the governors received a 
petition from Mr Sisam of Arrow Mills, and thirty-five others, contending that: 

....the present head should be replaced by someone who would bring it (the 
school) into its former condition 

When we recall that its "former condition" was under Mr Gegg, we suspect that 
things must have been pretty bad! The petition was refused, but the governors 
requested that the petitioners should present their evidence in a re-submission. 
This was done in December of 1891, when inefficiency, lack of teaching of 
various subjects, (including "manners"), were alleged, and the school was said to 
have "degraded" boys who had been there. After hearing Mr Dyson's version of 
things, the governors deemed the charges "not justified"12. However, we have 
other evidence to bear on the situation. The school was visited by the Bryce 
Commission of Inquiry into Secondary Education, and in its report, published in 
1895, is to be found the following : 

I know of no endowed school in Warwickshire to which the term decay can 
now be rightly applied, except perhaps the school at Alcester, and even here 
the process of restoration has begun. Less than a year ago, the school had 
sunk to ten boys, five of whom had given notice of leaving and the education 
is nil. The reasons given me for this state of things were amply sufficient to 
account for it. I was informed that the then headmaster, a first class classic 
and clergyman, had made it his business to do nothing. When he was first 
appointed, the governors, being sanguine that the new master would make 
Alcester into a great school, had spent part of their scanty endowment 
capital (the income was only £120 per year) upon dormitories. The 
headmaster, according to arrangement, and to keep up appearances, 
advertised for boarders, but when any came he declined them. Eight free 
scholars used at that time to be admitted from the Alcester elementary 
schools, and for these the headmaster received from the endowment £4 a 
head per year. But they were an inconvenient addition, if not to his respon-
sibilities, at any rate to his numbers, and by making fun of them before the 
school as charity boys, he succeeded in driving them away, and in establish-
ing the tradition in Alcester that no elementary school boys were ever to 



pass on to the Grammar School. When tired of sitting with his boys in the 
smaller and worse ventilated schoolroom, (which he preferred) he would turn 
the key upon them and go off for a stroll across the fields. The only work 
ever set was poetry to learn by heart, but it was never asked for, and one of 
the boys told me that he had never learned it, or anything. When asked on 
one occasion how it was he did not put more energy into the school, the 
headmaster is said to have replied 'my dear sir, ambition and I have long 
been strangers'. The only duty which he seems to have satisfactorily 
performed was to live in the schoolhouse rent free and to take what was left 
of the endowment. 

Allowing for exaggeration on the part of whoever reported to the representative of 
the Bryce Commission, this is a very damning picture of the Dyson regime! It is 
all the more surprising then, that the school again got a satisfactory report after the 
annual examination in 1892. The situation was saved in November 1893 when Mr 
Dyson resigned, somewhat to the governors' relief we may suppose, having been 
appointed to the living of Barnby and Mutford in north east Suffolk. By now the 
number of pupils had sunk to twelve, from the twenty-six in Mr Gegg's last term. 

While all this was going on the governors had The Fox Inn with its 
problems to add to their troubles. The first awkwardness occurred in 1884 when 
the tenant, a MrFourt, was reported to be (the governors' clerk used rather 
Micawberish terminology) " in pecuniary difficulties" and the governors were 
forced to seek distraint for rent and then evict him. A new tenant, a certain 
Mrs Freeman, was installed in Mr Fourt's place, but before long the governors had 
to give her orders to quit for "conducting herself in an improper and immoral 
manner". In 1891 Mr Dowdeswell, a member of the famous Alcester cricketing 
family took the inn and things continued quietly for some years, until another 
Mr Fourt took charge. Soon afterwards, the governors received a complaint from 
the Alcester Gas Company about leakage of "liquid manure" from the wall of the 
Fox's pigsty, which adjoined the gas works. The governors were asked to "abate 
the nuisance", but what action, if any, they took is not recorded. When the inn 
was finally closed in 1914 the charity received a compensation payment of £572 
(one third of which went to the tenant) from a government fund established to 
promote a reduction in the number of public houses. 

The affairs of the Fox Inn and its tenants, troublesome as they were for the 
governors, bring a sample of life's rich tapestry into the rather humdrum minutes 
of the governors' proceedings, and provide the researcher with a little mild 
amusement to relieve the tedium of his work. 



Chapter 4 : The Last Years at Birch Abbey 
After the departure of Mr. Dyson1, the governors again turned to the appointment 
of a new headmaster. From a field of fifty-four applicants they chose in December 
1893 Mr A. W. Parvin FRGS, an assistant master from Ipswich Grammar school, 
and a Certificated Teacher of Science and Art (South Kensington)2 . He seems to 
have brought a new mood to the school and numbers on the roll rose rapidly from 
twelve when Mr Dyson left, to twenty-seven at the end of 1896, and ultimately 
thirty-nine in 19023 . He brought additions to the curriculum as well, as a 
prospectus published in his time shows: 

Instruction is provided in English History, English Grammar, Geography, 
Drawing, Latin, one foreign European Language, Mathematics and Drill. 
Shorthand and Natural Science have been added to the curriculum. Pupils 
are prepared for the Higher Schools and Colleges, for Oxford and Cam-
bridge Local Examinations, College of Preceptors, preliminary exams of the 
learned professions, the Science and Art examinations (South Ken.) and the 
Army and Navy Clerkships. Special attention is given to dull or backward 
boys . A thoroughly sound commercial education is guaranteed. 

In 1897 Mr Parvin appointed as assistant teacher, a Mr Cope, from Caistor in 
Lincolnshire and was allowed by the governors to purchase a blackboard and 
easel. We have an idea of how things were at Newport's Free School in the early 
1900s from the reminiscences of Mr A. H. Jephcott, a pupil during Mr Parvin's 
headship4 : 

Schooling was rough and ready, in reality only the three R's Mr Parvin 
was a scientist, especially on electricity .... experiments were conducted 
which were well ahead of their time. The staff consisted of Mr Parvin and his 
wife (who looked after the 5 boarders), and an assistant master. There were 
two classrooms, a large one and a small. The large one had long desks with 
lift up lids We played cricket and football, but there were insufficient boys 
for a proper team. We wore our ordinary clothes for games. Boarders were 
expected to dig the gardens in their spare time. This was popular because of 
the Roman coins they found. Boys started at 9 years of age and continued 
until 17 or so. They were the sons of the "better off tradesmen". 

In 1906 Mr Parvin was succeeded by the Reverend R. Clarke, from Cumberland 
House School, at Gravesend in Kent. The new headmaster's stipend was set at 
£50 per year plus capitation at two guineas (£2.10) per head up to twenty-five 
pupils and three guineas (£3.15) from twenty-five to fifty and he was told to 
appoint an assistant who was to be paid directly by the governors. Soon after his 



Newport's School in the early 1900s 
The figure to the left, in the top hat, is believed to be Mr Parvin, headmaster from 1893 
to 1906 

arrival the governors arranged to have the premises re-decorated, and we thereby 
gain a picture of the layout of the school5 , which consisted of : 

a dining room, drawing room, study, classroom, hall, staircase, landing, 
water closet, five bedrooms, dormitory, bathroom and boy's washing room, 
three attics, three staircases, hall leading from house to school, kitchen and 
scullery, wash house and two closets, cellars and attics. 

From the early 1900s, the governors become more and more concerned with the 
future of the school, stimulated partly by the passage of the Balfour Education Act 
in 1902 which empowered Local Authorities to support secondary schools and 
partly by awareness of the deficiencies of their own school. They went so far as to 
apply to the Board of Education for a " School for Secondary or Higher Education 
for Alcester ". It was refused. By this time the governors had been reinforced by 
Dr Richard Spencer, a medical practitioner in the town, who was to play a major 
role in the future of the school. He was soon the Vice-Chairman of the governors. 

Although things had improved in general since Mr Parvin's arrival, the 
financial state of the school was giving concern, and a governors' sub-committee 


