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History of the former Wivenhoe Board School (1891) situated on Phillip Road, 
Wivenhoe CO7 9BA  
 
Location and map1:     
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The school is situated on a no-through route on Phillip Road next to the railway line in the lower 
part of the Wivenhoe Conservation Area2.  The main entrance looks south across the railway to 
St Mary’s Church3.  The rear of the school and playground, on the northern side, is bordered by 
the back gardens of a terrace of attractive red-brick built Victorian houses, erected in the 
eighteen-sixties, some twenty years before the building of the school. The building is currently 
being used as an Integrated Support Centre for children who have been excluded from school. 
 
Architect:  The architect of the new Wyvenhoe (sic) Board School was Joseph William Start 
(circa 1859-1920) of Colchester and London, who was the architect to the trustees of the 
National School in the High Street Wivenhoe4 and a Fellow of the Surveyors Institute.  We know 
that he had been involved in drawing up plans for extensions to the National School which had 
been built in 1841.  It would seem that the Wivenhoe Board School was his first Board School 
and that he went on to prepare a number of plans for schools in north-east Essex including an 
infants school at Lower Dovercourt, Harwich (1894), the Wesleyan Methodist Schools in 
Brightlingsea, (1900), Parkeston School (1902) for the Ramsey School Board, Elmstead Church 
School (1904), extensions to the Church of England School in Wix (1911), and the Lawford 
National School (1911-14).   
 
Start noticeably appears in the records after he had designed the Wivenhoe Board School and 
the Essex Records Office in Chelmsford holds copies of 148 of his building plans from 1891 – 
1913.  In the late nineteenth century he produced plans not only for schools but for a variety of 
commercial and private buildings in north-east Essex including plans for a foundry and pattern 

                                           
1 Taken from the ‘Second Edition’ of the Ordnance Survey Map published in 1897. 
2 See recent Draft Conservation Area Appraisal (with maps) from link at http://queensroadresidentswivenhoe.blogspot.com/. 
3 Enlarged and partially rebuilt in the nineteenth century but still retaining its mid 14th century aisles and 18th century cupola. 
4 The Story of Wivenhoe, N Butler, 1989 p 178 – 9.  There is also a reference in the Essex Standard for 12 September 1891 under 
an item marked ‘Wyvenhoe School Board’ of cheques being drawn in favour of Mr Start and Mr Dupont for their work on the school. 
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room, many additions to public houses for Daniell and Sons Breweries, warehouses, alterations 
to offices, and large villas in good areas of Colchester.  
 
In 1897 he was engaged to provide building plans for restorative work on the Theatre Royal in 
Queens Street, Colchester and this may have led to his most notable achievement, the design 
of at least one building of national importance, the Grand Theatre (LB UID 117277) - on 
the High Street in Colchester in 19035 (see Appendix b).   
 
In the first decade of the twentieth century he went on to design a number of buildings of local 
significance, many of which can still be seen today.  These included plans for: additions and 
extensions to Alresford Hall in 1909 (a local country estate  with Queen Anne House); Walnut 
Tree House in Brightlingsea (built, with a hothouse, for a local Captain); Kelvedon Institute; 
additions to the Reading Room in Brightlingsea; a new bakery, coach house and stables in St 
Peter’s Street, Colchester.  He also continued to engage in more commercial work such as:  the 
building of a barley drying kiln on Hythe Quay, Colchester; a cast iron workshop for Messrs 
Wright Brothers in Balkerne Lane, Colchester; a drying shed in Fairfax Road; a smithy in St 
Osyth for the Colchester Brewing Company; the rebuilding of the Freemasons Arms in 
Brightlingsea; and providing plans for a number of houses and or rows of cottages in the 
Colchester town and suburbs, including one set of plans for the ‘Country Gentlemen’s 
Association’ and another for an estate in Parkeston, Harwich. He produced a number of plans 
for work in the Dovercourt and Harwich areas in the pre-war years and there is one undated 
reference to plans he designed for the War Office in Harwich.  We believe that it was about this 
time that he became a ‘brother’ of the Star of the East masonic chapter in Harwich. 
 
Start had to prepare a number of plans for the new Wivenhoe school because the original 
tenders were all too high6.  However, once the plans were agreed the school was built by a Mr 
F Dupont who had recently built the dry dock for Messrs Forrestt (sic) & Son in the upstream 
shipyard in Wivenhoe which was completed in 1889. Dupont had submitted a tender of £4790 
for building the school and the whole project is estimated to have cost about £6,000.  The 
school was finally opened on 16 September 1891  
 
Why Should this Building be Listed and Preserved? 

 
 Wyvenhoe School Board was one of the smaller School Boards, established in 1886, following 
on from the School Boards started in the cities.  
 
The Wyvenhoe Board School or the ‘Wivenhoe Centre’ as it is now called, is an excellently 
preserved example of a rural or village Board School (of a type which is currently not well 
represented on the list of buildings of special interest).  It has charm and integrity and is an 
important feature of the Victorian townscape character of this part of lower Wivenhoe, 
comprising the school, the railway station, the original Post Office, public houses, the Pump 
House, shops and the small terraced cottages built to house the workforce of the successful 
local shipyard and local maritime industries.  It is a single storey building built in red brick with 
decorative brickwork and gabled elevations and it has not been overly or unsympathetically 
enlarged during its life-time.  Externally it appears to have retained its original building plan and 
as such it also retains a fair amount of readability such as gender segregation through separate 
entrances and the retention of internal spaces.  Unusually, it has retained all its original 
windows and not suffered the fate of many schools where these have been completely 

                                           
5 Theatre in Colchester, Nicholas Butler, 1981 
6 see extensive and often amusing correspondence on this subject in the ECS in between 1886-92.  Transcripts of this 
correspondence can be viewed at http://queensroadresidentswivenhoe.blogspot.com/ 
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replaced. Some of the internal fixtures and fittings, such as the vent system, glazed partitions, 
and geometric floors are also still in place7.   
 
English Heritage itself has outlined the importance of historic schools and the way they are 
valued by the community as a powerful source of community identity and cohesion. They have 
urged local authorities not to destroy historic buildings during the current overhaul of school 
housing stock.  We, too, want our school to be preserved, not only for its modest architectural 
merit, but for the key role it plays in the community.  It is a perfectly serviceable building which 
could be sensitively adapted to provide desperately needed community space in the old part of 
the town for activities such as, e.g. adult learning classes; a youth centre; art and craft 
facilities; a meeting place for community groups of all ages, combined with a cafe serving 
snacks, coffee and tea;  perhaps even  an exhibition centre or a social history museum.  
 
The local authorities have a poor record of preserving historic buildings (despite pleas in the 
local press8).  Our concern is that if Essex County Council were to discontinue use of the school, 
its future might be at risk from the ever increasing pressure to find new building space in our 
north-eastern corner of Essex. Many Victorian schools are now being demolished under current 
school-building programmes and only recently there has been a successful five year campaign 
by local Colchester residents to save another similar Essex school, built in 1862, now known as 
the Straight Road Community Centre which had been declared surplus to requirements by Essex 
County Council in 20019.   
 
History of the Establishment of the School 
 
In 1886 Wivenhoe was a prosperous yachting and fishing village, situated three miles from 
Colchester, with a population of 2,300, served by a voluntary National School which was 
capable of taking only 200 children.  Originally plans were prepared to extend the National 
School but following the passing of the 1870 Education Act, and the establishment of the School 
Boards, the Department of Education insisted that the National School should be replaced by a 
new board school10. Controversy then raged over what was seen by some as an ‘affliction’, 
involving red tape and the unfair levying of rates11.  Some proposed that the existing National 
school be enlarged so as to accommodate not only children from Wivenhoe, but also children 
from the neighbouring villages of Elmstead, Alresford and Fingringhoe, who had themselves no 
parish school to attend. Others wanted to pull the National School down and build a new one.  
In due course the Education Department prevailed and a site for the new Wyvenhoe Board 
School was found on Phillip Road on the north side of the railway line.  There were heated 
disputes about the cost of: the land; the architect’s plans; the building of the school; and the 
proposed disposal of the surplus land purchased by the Board. A memorial, signed by 66 
inhabitants and ratepayers of Wivenhoe petitioned the Board to reconsider a resolution passed 
by them at a recent meeting to sell this land.  They were asked to retain it for the present as a 
recreation ground for the children of the parish or for some other educational purpose12.  It was 
decided to retain the land for the present and the whole Board was constituted as a Furnishing 
Committee in order to furnish the new school.  In spite of suggestions of underhand 
proceedings described fully in a delightful letter to the Editor of the ES on 17 May 1890 (see 
Appendix a) the new Wyvenhoe Board School was finally built and opened on 16 September 

                                           
7 A planning application (CBC 080213 4.02.08) has just been submitted to replace the roof although we believe this is being carried 
out sympathetically with regard to the fact that the building is sited in a conservation area 
8 ‘Protect our historic buildings’, Essex County Standard, 9 November 2007 
9 ‘Centre saved by community:  group finds cash to buy hall on closure list’, 28 September 2007, Essex County Standard, p5 
10 see background paper by Pat Marsden ‘A Social History of Schools Organisation and Planning in the Nineteenth Century, up to the  
Education Act 1870’ at http@queensroadresidentswivenhoe.blogspot.com/. 
11 ‘Wivenhoe and the School Board Question’, Essex Standard, 27 November 1986, p6. 
12 ‘School Board Meeting’, 4 August 1891, reported in Essex Standard, 8 August 1891, p 6 
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1891, in spite of the fact that the furniture had not yet arrived. Later, funding problems due to 
the failure of a local bank Messrs. Mills, Bawtree & Co (which had invested heavily in the local 
property boom of the late 1860s but were now declared bankrupt) meant that the Board were 
unable to forward the full amount owing to Mr F Dupont13, the contractor who had built the 
school. All this material is well documented and provides a fascinating insight into the 
establishment of the school and its maritime connections14. 
 
Recent Use of the School 
 
Following the building of new primary schools in the late nineteen-sixties, the Wyvenhoe Board 
School subsequently served for many years as an adult education centre and youth centre for 
Wivenhoe.  The building provided welcome accommodation for painting, pottery, language, 
dance and cake making classes, etc. as well as a youth club.  However in 2002, at very short 
notice, Essex County Council asked the various people who were utilising the centre to find 
alternative accommodation and the building was taken over by them to serve as an Integrated 
Support Centre for a very small number of children who had been excluded from normal school 
in Essex.  This was in spite of pleas from the local Town Council15 that the building should 
remain available for the community of Wivenhoe.  Community space is at a premium in 
Wivenhoe and residents were dismayed that this community resource had been taken away 
without any consultation. In the draft Town Plan currently being prepared by the Wivenhoe 
Town Plan Group the need to reclaim the use of this building is being stressed as a key action 
point. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                           
13 ‘The School Board and the Bank Failure’, Essex Standard, 9 January 1892, p5. 
14 The public ratepayers meeting held on 3 May 1890 included twenty captains amongst the attendees. 
15  Minutes of the Meeting of Wivenhoe Town Council, 18 February 2002 and 14 October 2002 
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Early Social History of the School 
 
Wivenhoe School Teachers and Pupil Teachers, 1898 

 
Details of the above teachers as described in ‘Wivenhoe: Its Attractions, Pleasures, 
and Eccentric Natives’ Dick Barton, Dick Barton Enterprises, 1975, p59-60 
 
1. William “Shaky” Wadley, who died in December 1955 at the age of 
92, was the son of retired master mariner Captain William Wadley.  He 

was headmaster of Wivenhoe Boys School for 35 years between 1891 
and 1926.  In 1891 he was paid £100 per year.  This went up to £120 

in 1898.  At 13 he was a monitor earning one shilling a week.  A year 

later he became an indentured teacher.  Throughout his career he 
insisted there were two kinds of schoolboy – “apt pupils” and “lively 

lads”. 
 

2.  Alice May Pullen became headmistress of the infants school in April 

1896.  Her starting annual salary was £75.  Alice replaced a Miss E C 
Jones affectionately known as “Bumper”, who resigned because of a 

mystery illness.  The school board was not convinced about her 
complaint and invited Dr Edward Squire to carry out an examination 

which he did and this was his report: 

 
“......I beg to state that Miss E C Jones is not in a fit state of health to 

fulfil her duties of school mistress.  As to her disease, I don’t consider it 
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my duty to divulge it.  The time her recovery may be expected is very uncertain.  I may add that she has 
been seen by several other doctors during the last week or two.” 

 

When Alice quit teaching in December 1899 to marry yacht skipper, Captain William Harvey, the school 
gave her an afternoon tea set, silver salt cellars and a plated jam spoon.  She died in December 1954, 

aged 86.  Her sister, Jane, married William Wadley’s brother Horace Wadley, a yachtsman. 
 

3. Mabel Wright and Herbert Wright (he quit teaching after the first war to do some bookkeeping at the 

Rennie Forrestt shipyard, and died in May 1938 at the age of 58) were the children of Eliza Wright, 
headmistress of the girls school.  From June 1898, Mabel, third mistress at the girls school, was paid £3 a 

month.  
 

4. Laura Mills taught infants at Wivenhoe between 1892 and September 1899, when she left to marry 
Donyland plumber Frank Smith. The school’s wedding presents were an electro-plated teapot and a silver 

thimble. 

 
 5.  Ethel Child was born on March 13 1879, and died on October 27 1964.  On April 10, 1901, at St 

Mary’s Church, Wivenhoe, she married James Mason (1873-1957), steward aboard Mr. F W Sykes’ yacht, 
Venetia. 

 

6. Ernie Heath left Wivenhoe in the summer of 1900 to start a schoolmaster’s course at Battersea training 
college.  He was given “a handsome case of gold links and studs”. 

 
7. Sisters Elsie (1881-1971) and Lily Husk (1883-1969) were the daughters of boat-builder Nicholas Husk 

and his wife, farmer’s daughter Maria Leman.  Elsie married George Potter who owned the Potter and 
Fisher boot factory in Priory Street, Colchester.  In 1908 they went on holiday to Ilfracombe. 

 

 

Later photograph of the staff of the ‘Wivenhoe County Primary School’, taken circa 
1940s, including Miss Betty Grasby, Headmistress, Etta Dan, and others 
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Miss Grasby’s retirement party in the orchard at the side of the Wivenhoe County 
Primary School circa 1953-6  
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Appendix a: Letter to the Editor of the Essex Standard 17 May 1890 
 
The Wyvenhoe (sic) School Board and the Ratepayers (transcription) 
 
‘Sir, - Your edition of May 10 shows that the Wyvenhoe School Board had another meeting on May 3, but 
to quote the words of your report, “the proceedings were private”. 
 
At this private meeting it seems that the Board were busy in congratulating themselves and consoling 
each other (as only people can do in private), with the ratepayers’ censure on their extravagance staring 
them in the face.  And yet, forsooth, “they are quite satisfied it was not possible to obtain a site for the 
new Schools, which would be approved by the Education Department, for £200, and that everything has 
been done to obtain a suitable site for the lowest possible price”.  The ratepayers say the reverse.  
 
The enclosed copy of memorial, signed by a large number of the principal ratepayers of Wyvenhoe shows 
the ground of their dissatisfaction.  Is not this a second vote of censure on the Board?  If not, what is it? 
 
Now, the Education Department has refused to lend to the Board the £7,000 for which they asked for 
building purposes, and I should add that I have been the humble medium of acquainting the Education 
Department with some of the facts, and they have handed in a memorial from the ratepayers’ 
numerously signed, all with the result that they (the Education Department) say as follows:- 
 
“The limit at the rate of £10 per child would be £5,400, the amount asked for is therefore £1,100 more 
than the Department can sanction.” 
 
These facts do not appear in your report of the private meeting.  Why?  Is it that £1,100 is nothing to a 
Board which asks for £7,000, to be, in effect, levied on the rates? 
 
The Board have existed two years.  They appointed an Architect to prepare plans, the plans became 
useless, the lowest tender for carrying out the work being £6,854.  A second set of plans was prepared, 
the lowest tender being £4,790, add to which £500 for land and about £1,000 for general expenses, such 
as fees &c., making the grand total over £6,000.  The Board then applied for £7,000, and the Education 
Department decline to sanction it.  I may perhaps be pardoned for likening the above to the fable of the 
mountains in labour, where it is recorded that the country people met to discover the cause of mountains 
re-echoing with unaccountable noises.  After they had waited in anxious expectation, out crept a mouse. 
 
In like manner the School Board of Wyvenhoe have unduly raised the expectations of friends and 
neighbours, and have disappointed the ratepayers by impotent conclusions, reminding one of the words 
 
Oh, thoughtless mortals, ever blind to fate 
Too soon dejected, and too soon elate. 
 
Who is to pay for the luxury of the Architect’s abandoned plans?  Who is to Pay for these futile efforts of 
the Wyvenhoe School Board which have resulted in ‘”a fiasco”. 
 
If you, Mr Editor, or one of your readers, will enlighten the Wyvenhoe people and myself on the above, I 
will always subscribe myself as 
Your obedient Servant 
Charles MacColla 
May 15, 1890, 
 
[The memorial is addressed to the Secretary of the Education Department, and has been extensively 
signed by ratepayers of Wyvenhoe and Elmstead.  The memorial states that a more suitable and 
economical site for the new Schools might have been, and still might be obtained – for example Abbot’s 
Field, within a few hundred yards of the existing Schools; also the house of Mr Madder and convenient 
ground could have been had immediately adjoining the existing Schools; also certain land and abode 
belonging to Mr James Heath, a few hundred yards from the present School, could perhaps be had at 
less than half the cost of purchasing the proposed land.  The proposed site is declared unsuitable, 
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because it is to cost £500, whereas sufficient land might be obtained for £200; also because the soil of 
the proposed site is not so suitable for building purposes, and expenses would be caused through having 
to obtain a deep foundation, owing to the proximity of the Railway, which cause would also necessitate 
building walls, and involves danger to children, the bridge under which the trains pass (the parapets of 
which are only about 4ft high) immediately adjoining the Schools.  The memorial lets state that they have 
seen children frequently climbing over the bridge in a most dangerous manner.] 
 
When queried by the Education Department, this letter was dismissed by the School Board as ‘erroneous’.  
They insisted that they had done everything possible to obtain a site at the lowest possible price. 
 
By 23 May it had been agreed to give Mr Start the architect a certain sum to complete the work, and so 
much to act as clerk to the works.  The old trustees (of the National School) had employed him for two 
year and run him up to London eight or nine times and never paid him (Mr Start had been actively 
engaged in preparing plans for alterations and modifications to the National School).  The Board stated 
that Mr Start had a right to ask for payments on account and there was some question about Mr 
MacColla (who had written the letter above) coming to ‘stigmatise a respectable man’.  Mr MacColla 
responded by saying that he had nothing against his character but he could not claim to be paid for the’ 
original tenders which had been cast aside as worthless, and were mere waste paper’.  However in due 
course the majority carried the day and Mr Start was engaged to prepare the plans. 
 
 

 
Appendix b:  the Grand Theatre (LB UID 117277) 
 

The Grand Theatre, subsequently renamed the 
Hippodrome, is situated on the High Street, Colchester 
and designed by Joseph William Start in 1903.  This 
exterior and interior view are as shown on p 33 of 
Theatre in Colchester, by Nicholas Butler 


