
BOWLISH INFANT SCHOOL, WELLS ROAD, BOWLISH 

 

Above: Bowlish Infant School, 2009 

 

Above: 1917, Bowlish ‘Mixed’ School, Boys (8-12 years).  

L to R, back row: Miss Alsop, Alec Baker, Walter Price, George Allen, Stan Reader, Fred Rolls, Willie Reader, Tom 

Tutton, Mrs Fear (mistress); front row, Ernie Gardner, David Gunn, Jack Manship, Walter Burchill, George Manship, 

Arthur Norman, Bert Lambert, Vic Reader, Jack Drew, Bert Moon, John Peck; seated on floor, Fred Manship, Harold 

Gumm. Courtesy Mrs Olive Bailey 



The first meeting of the Church of England’s 

National Society for Promoting Religious 

Education took place in October 1811 when the 

group became known as the National Society for 

the Promotion of the Education of the Poor in the 

Principles of the Established Church. They 

believed that the national religion should be the 

foundation of national education and committed 

themselves to a National Church School in every 

parish. Dissenters, non-conformist Protestants, 

who ran non-denominational ‘British Schools’, 

disagreed and were also against the use of public 

funds to set-up ‘National Schools’. 

Money was raised for National Schools by public 

subscription and grants were given towards the 

cost of building a school on condition that the 

school demonstrated Church of England 

foundation and teaching. By 1861 there were 

around 12,000 such schools, but none in Shepton 

Mallet. 

Large numbers of children were employed in the 

cloth industry making both wool and silk. A 

response by Nalder & Hardisty, who ran four mills 

in Darshill and one in Coombe Lane, to an 1833 

survey by the Factory Commission acknowledges 

that children from the age of 5 years could 

accomplish silk winding but clearly states that the 

earliest age they employed them was about 8 

years old. The largest factory at Lower Darshill 

(under today’s water treatment works) is 

recorded as employing “177 hands and 50% of 

them juveniles”, working 11¼ hours Monday to 

Friday and 10¼ hours on Saturday. The 1833 

Factory Act imposed a duty on employers to 

provide half-time education for employees under 

13 but in practice the Act was easily ignored. 

In 1847 the newly appointed rector of Shepton 

Mallet was the Reverend Henry Pratt, MA (1814-

1887). Henry was ordained in 1843 by the Bishop 

of Peterborough and in the following year 

married the Bishop’s eldest daughter, Mary Anne 

Davys, who had been in the service of Queen 

Victoria and remained a member of the Royal 

Household. Henry was appointed Canon 

Residentiary of Peterborough Cathedral in 1851 

but he continued to also serve as Rector of 

Shepton Mallet until his death in 1887. 

Canon Pratt had generated significant wealth 

from his appointments but was a generous, 

energetic, conscientious and kindly rector who 

was held in high regard across the parish, and it 

was he who was instrumental in facilitating the 

building of Waterloo Road School in 1863, 

Bowlish School in 1869 and Kilver Street School 

(now the Mulberry Factory Shop) in 1876. 

 

Above: Canon Henry Pratt, MA. Courtesy Mrs Helen 

Bennett Benefice Administrator, St Peter and Paul’s 

Church 

Plans for Bowlish School Church were first 

disclosed in 1867. It was hoped that a site for the 

school would be given whilst the expense of 

building the school and teacher’s house was 

estimated at not less than £500, for which an 

appeal for public subscriptions was launched in 

early 1868. The building work was put out to 

tender in July 1868 and was won by Messrs Fudge 

& Stock at £579-4-0. 

The land for Bowlish School Church previously 

formed part of the Bowlish Estate (see Bowlish 

House) but was held on a copyhold lease from 

the Duchy of Cornwall. However, on 24th 

September 1868 the Duchy gifted the land – one 



rood (a quarter of an acre) or thereabouts – to 

the Rector and Churchwardens of the parish of 

Shepton Mallet, “….. for a site for any building or 

buildings to be used as a school for the education 

of poor persons of and in the Parish of Shepton 

Mallet and for the residence of the schoolmaster 

and schoolmistress of such school or for the 

celebration of Divine Service according to the 

formularies of the Church of England”. John 

Purnell Luff, the owner of Bowlish House 

between 1863 and 1872, waived his life interest 

in the site in favour of the project. 

 
 

Above: Site of Bowlish School circled in red shown on  

1863 Bowlish Estate map SHC DD/SBT/4 (top) and on 

1902 map OS revised (below) 

 

Canon Pratt opened the subscriptions with a 

donation of £100, the Reverend E.H.F. Cozens, 

Chaplain of HM Prison, Cornhill and resident at 

Coombe House, contributed £50, whilst the three 

Churchwardens of St Peter & St Paul’s 

contributed a joint £90 to give the public appeal a 

flying start. Unsurprisingly, the final bills totalled 

considerably more than the initial estimate and 

despite further contributions by Canon Pratt and 

his Churchwardens it was not until early-1870 

that receipts matched expenditure 

1869-1881: Opening of Bowlish School Church 

and its difficult early years  

Divine Service was first held in Bowlish School 

Church at 6pm on Sunday 25th July 1869 and the 

mixed school was opened at 9am the following 

morning by Canon Pratt and two of his curates, 

with Mrs Caroline Wright (1836-1901) as mistress 

and 64 pupils, in two classes, attending. Mrs 

Wright, and her two sons, Albert and Horace, 

previously at Evercreech School, were now living 

in the new Bowlish school house. 

 

Mrs Wright resigned in 1871 to take charge at 

Waterloo Road School where she remained until 

retiring in 1900 but died soon after. Mrs Emily 

Kempton (1848-1903) succeeded Mrs Wright, 

having recently married and moved from Ely, 

Cambridgeshire. Mrs Kempton stayed at Bowlish 

for 5 years before moving to Kilver Street School. 

She had retired around 1900 but passed away 

three years later. 

Mrs Mary Barrett (1843-1916) moved from 

Oakhill School in August 1876 to succeed Mrs 

Kempton. However, the Bowlish School Log Book 

records her resignation statement in January 

1882 as, “.. my strength not being equal to the 

work..”. Mrs Barrett and her family settled in 

Yeovil and she did not work again. 

The early years at Bowlish School were tough for 

those mistresses and their supporting staff. Most 

of the children on the first day had not attended 

school before, they were noisy and some were 

very unruly. Absenteeism soon became an issue 

since pupils were predominantly from the 

Shepton Mallet Workhouse (more recently 

known as Norah Fry) and Darshill Silk Mills. 

Parents relied on their children’s earning capacity 

on farms, in the mills and elsewhere to support 

the family.  

The Elementary Education Act of 1870 set the 

framework for compulsory education and its 

funding and teachers found themselves 

responsible for collection of ‘school money’ from 

pupils at 1d per week for those on full time. The 

collection of school money at Bowlish, within 

such a poor community, was a constant problem 

with children frequently turned away from school 



for not being able to pay. Compulsory education 

was very unpopular with the working classes as 

they wanted their children to be in work and 

earning money rather than having to pay to 

attend school, a situation that gave the school 

attendance officer a busy time. 

 

1882-1918: Miss Eva Norman, later to become 

Mrs Fear, appointed Mistress, through to the 

introduction in Somerset of Senior Schools 

Mrs Barrett’s sudden departure led to the 

appointment on 30th January 1882 of Miss Eva 

Norman (1861-1938), then a novice teacher at 

the school, as mistress. In 1885 it was reported 

that Miss Norman was assisted by a pupil teacher 

and a monitress in managing 99 pupils, with an 

average attendance of 80.  Miss Norman married 

Frederick Fear in 1886 (see Weirside Cottage).  

The Elementary Education Act of 1891 abolished 

school fees and made elementary education free 

to all, and, unsurprisingly, the demand for school 

places increased. In 1892 the Fears moved out of 

their school house to an apartment in Bowlish 

House to allow builders to convert the school 

house for an additional teaching area. The School 

Committee also arranged for earth closets to be 

erected, which the Urban Council subsequently 

agreed to empty and clean at their expense as 

there was no sewerage system available. By 1898 

the school roll had grown to 120, aged 4 to 12, 

and a dedicated Infants School had been created. 

In 1905 the Fears purchased and moved into 

Weirside Cottage, on the Wells Road diagonally 

opposite to the school, where Mrs Fear 

continued to live until her death in 1938. 

The 1917 photograph of “Bowlish School, Boys 8-

12 years” (see front page) includes a number of 

young men that were to become very familiar 

within Darshill and Bowlish, including George 

Allen (1906-1983), father of Olive Bailey (Darshill 

House) and a councillor serving for many years on 

Shepton Mallet Urban District Council, and Jack 

Drew landlord at The Horseshoe from 1944 until 

1956.  

 

1919-1969: 12 year olds to Senior School and 

later 8 to 11 year olds move to Junior School  

Following the introduction of senior schools in 

1919 the age profile of Bowlish School pupils 

ranged from 4-11 years, with infants 4-7 years 

and “mixed” from 8-11 years.  

 

Mrs Fear’s daughter, Mrs Eveline Hawkey (1893-

1970), joined the staff on 19th May 1919 as a 

Temporary Supplementary Teacher but was soon 

to move to Croscombe School where she taught 

for many years. Both Eva and Phyllis Hawkey, 

daughters of Eveline and granddaughters of Mrs 

Fear, attended Bowlish School and both passed 

their entry examination to Wells Blue School, 

which was then a grammar school.  

Mrs Fear retired on 30th June 1925 after 49 years 

of service, 43 as headmistress, to be succeeded 

by Miss Eva Young (1895-1977), a dairy farmer’s 

daughter from Clutton. During Miss Young’s time 

as headmistress a daily free ⅓ pint of milk was 

introduced for all pupils at Bowlish on 11th 

February 1935, whilst immediately after the 

outbreak of WW2 children from schools in East 

London were evacuated with their teachers to 

Bowlish. 

The initial group of evacuated pupils were from 

Hilda Street and Clarkson Street Schools in West 
Above: Mr & Mrs Frederick Fear. Courtesy Mr 

John Smith  

 



Ham and they numbered 38 in November 1940. A 

later group to arrive were from Glyn Road School, 

Homerton (Hackney). They were all 

accommodated locally, predominantly in houses 

in Forum Lane, Ham Lane and Coombe Lane, and 

the evacuees were taught in classes at either 

Bowlish School or in rooms made available at 

Weirside Cottage and Laurel Cottage, which were 

also used by the visiting school doctor and dentist 

as makeshift consulting rooms. 

Miss Young resigned in August 1942 to take up a 

similar appointment at Chewton Mendip School 

where she remained headmistress until her 

retirement. She died at her home, The Old 

Rectory, Chewton Mendip, in 1977. 

Mrs M E Goss, from London, was headmistress 

from September 1942 to October 1944, when she 

was succeeded by Miss Muriel Swann (1907-

1978) who had been teaching in Coventry. Miss 

Swann was in post until April 1954 but then left 

employment to care for her sister Beryl, who had 

been in poor health for some years, in Worcester. 

In August 1954 Miss Marjorie Goold (1908-2001) 

was the new headmistress. Miss Goold was born 

in the school house at Wells Central School in 

Southover where her father was headmaster. 

Prior to moving to Bowlish School she had been 

teaching, along with her sister Ella, at a school in 

Wolverhampton. Miss Goold retired in July 1969, 

and with Ella, who had transferred to Wells Blue 

School in 1960 to teach biology and retired in 

1976, they lived at the family home in Portway 

Avenue, Wells. 

Cecil Chivers (1924-2016), who had been deputy 

headmaster at Bowlish School for several years, 

was appointed acting headmaster for the final 

term of 1969. Mr Chivers was born in Garston 

Street, Shepton Mallet and in 1962 married 

Margaret (June) Duncan, then a teacher at Kilver 

Street School, and they lived in Croscombe.  In 

January 1970 pupils at Bowlish School aged 8-11 

years transferred to the new St Paul’s Junior 

School in Shepton Mallet, where Mr Chivers 

would be awaiting them having been appointed 

its acting headmaster. Some years later Mrs 

Chivers returned to teaching and spent 20 years 

at Bowlish School. 

 

1970 to Current: Now an Infant School 

From 6th January 1970 Bowlish Church of England 

Voluntary Controlled (state funded) Primary 

School became Bowlish County Infant School for 

pupils aged 4-7 years. In the fifty years since 1970 

there have been six headmistresses.       

 

There has never been a headmaster at the 

school, although Mr Chivers did serve for the one 

term as acting headmaster. 
 

Bowlish Church and the Sunday School 

Whilst the primary purpose of the building was to 

provide education for local children, the majority 

of whom came from the Union Workhouse at 

West Shepton and the Darshill Silk Mills, it was 

also a place of worship for local residents. 
 

Bowlish Church was served from the parish 

church of St Peter and St Paul’s and was the 

responsibility of the curate although the rector 

regularly took the service at 6pm each Sunday. 

The curate did though take the 11am service on 

alternate Sunday mornings. When the church 

service was over, the floor boards would hinge, 

and by a complexity of ropes and pulleys, a 

partition was raised to protect the altar from the 

coarser language and frequent missiles of the 

workhouse and mill children.  
 

A census of attendances at places of worship in 

Shepton Mallet recorded 86 worshippers at 

Bowlish Church on Sunday 4th December 1881. 

Harvest Festival and Easter Lantern Services were 

well supported through to the early 1900s but by 

the early 1920s all church services had ceased at  

Bowlish. 

Mrs Maureen Murphy 
Mrs Judith Adams née Wilson 
Mrs Diana Levien 
Ms Jude Burden (Acting Head) 
Ms Julie Randall 
Mrs Teresa Gilbert 

Jan 1970-July 1987 
Sept 1987-July 1991 
Sept 1991-July 2009 
Sept 2009-April 2010 
April 2010-July 2012 
Sept 2012-current 



The Bowlish Sunday School and Choir continued 

to flourish and for many years Mrs Hawkey was 

the superintendent, playing both piano and 

organ. There were Christmas parties and parish 

outings but at the outbreak of WW2 activities 

were much reduced and by 1950 both the Sunday 

School and Choir had closed. 
 

When the floor boards were replaced in the 

1990s some of the mechanism for raising the 

altar partition was found in a very decayed state 

in the cellars, which were then filled in. The 

church bell survives and is used to this day for 

signalling the start and end of school activities.  
 

Sewerage, Playing Field, Kitchen and Dining 

Room 

In 1953 the Somerset County Council (SCC) 

acquired a piece of land adjoining the School 

from Lily Pratt the owner of Ham Mills’ Yard and 

in the late 1950s septic tank sewerage was 

installed to replace the old earth closets installed 

in the 1890’s.  

What is now the school field to the east and 

adjacent to the Wells Road was gifted to the 

School in the 1980s by way of a Section 106 

Agreement when planning permission was given 

to Ron Mitchell (Ham House) by Mendip District 

Council for the building of Nos. 1 and 2 Bowlish 

Lane. 

In 1955, the SCC set aside funds to build a kitchen 

and dining room on land west of the School that 

had previously been an allotment first tended by 

Mr Fear. The new building was erected in 

1956/57 and the dining room was used for the 

first time on 1st July 1957 with the meals having 

been cooked in Wells. The first meals were 

cooked in the Bowlish kitchen a couple of weeks 

later on 16th July. 
 

Some of the local residents at the School 

Mrs Evelyn Cable (Laurel Cottage and Bowlish 

Home Cottage) had been helping out in the class 

rooms and in the playground since 1940 but she 

was to become known to all as the ‘dinner lady’,  

finally retiring in 1979 at 68 years of age. 

Sidney (George) Higgins (Old Sluice House) acted 

as school caretaker through WW2 and he was 

succeeded in 1957 by Toby Snook (14 Coombe 

Lane), who for some years had been a temporary 

supply teacher. Mrs Chris Thompson (14 Bowlish) 

took over from Mr Snook in 1974 and was in the 

role for ten years before handing over in 1984 to 

Mrs Joy Smith (13 Bowlish) who then carried out 

the caretaker and many other school duties for 

25 years, retiring along with Mrs Diana Levien in 

July 2009. 

A number of other members of the community 

contributed to the workings of Bowlish School. 

Mrs Gladys White (Forum Terrace) was a school 

cleaner in the 1940s, Mrs Elizabeth Cazenove 

(Ham Manor) frequently acted as invigilator at 11 

Plus examinations in the 1950s and 1960s, Mrs 

Edi Wallace (Forum Terrace) and Mrs Grace Ede 

(The Castle, Coombe Lane) assisted in the dining 

room in the 1960s. Mrs Betty Piscopo (6 Bowlish) 

was a supervisory assistant in the early 1970s, 

and Mrs Winifred Love (Marechiaro) a teacher in 

the mid-1970s, whilst George Higgins having 

retired as caretaker manned the school crossing 

(Wells Road) patrol from 1964 to 1969. 

 

Current residents who attended Bowlish School 

include Bryan and Olive Bailey (Darshill House), 

Audrey Hall (Laurel Cottage), Kevin Lock and 

Dawn Muscroft (15 Darshill), Paul Smith (13 

Bowlish) and Malcolm Symes (11 Bowlish). Paul 

Smith is a great-great-grandson of Mrs Fear. 

The School today 

Bowlish Infant School in 2020 can take up to 117 

children aged between 4 and 7 years and the 

three year groups from Reception to Year 2 are 

taught within four classes which are named after 

birds: 

Robin:  a pure Reception Class 

Owl: a mixed Reception and Year 1 Class 

Woodpecker: a mixed Year 1 and Year 2 Class 

Finch: a pure Year 2 Class 



Current Staffing at the school consists of:  

A Head Teacher 

6x Class Teachers (includes 2x job shares) 

8x Teaching Assistants (includes 1x job share) 

A Gym Coach 

2x Lunchtime Supervisors 

An Office Manager 

A Cleaner 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Not all staff are full-time but the resource has  

increased dramatically when compared to that of  

1885 when the headmistress was assisted by a 

pupil teacher and a monitress. 

 

The most recent Ofsted inspection was made in 

March 2017 when the school was judged as, 

“continues to be good”. 

 

The Bowlish School Church decorated for Harvest Thanksgiving  

Drawing by Gwendoline Rosa Rose née Graham (1909-1993)  

 

Gwen lived in Shepton Mallet between 1951 and 1974 with her husband Lionel and sons Michael 

and Jon. Her drawings accompanied a series of articles on the history of Shepton Mallet 

published in the Shepton Mallet Journal during 1968/69 by Fred Davis. She also provided the 

illustrations for The Shepton Mallet Story published by the Shepton Mallet Society in 1969. 

 
Courtesy of The Reverend Jon Rose, son of the artist 


