A BRIEF HISTORY OF EDUCATION IN HILDERSHAM
The history of Education in Hildersham can be traced back to 1524, when the
Lord of the Manor left money in his Will for four boys from the village to go
to school. Between 1579 and 1601, the ‘Ely Diocesan Records’, held at the
Cambridge University Library reveal that Hildersham had a series of
unlicensed School Masters.

The first signs of a genuine concerted educational effort in Hildersham come
from ¢.1819, in a Government Select Committee report on the ‘Education of
the Poor’ and this also marks the beginnings of the influence of the Goodwin
family over the lives of their parishioners. This becomes apparent in 1818,
when the Revd. Charles Goodwin helped finance and encourage the Parish
Clerk, Thomas Willshire to set up a School for 30 boys. This was first held in
the “Towne House”, a thatched cottage sited right next to the churchyard.
Here Thomas's wife Abigail, also taught the girls to read and sew (Abigail nee.
Redhouse, from the Hildersham Blacksmith Dynasty, married Thomas in
Hildersham Church on the 6th January 1808), and in an effort to help educate
the young men of the village, Thomas held an evening school as well.

By 1824, Charles Goodwin’s own children including his son Robert were
being educated at the school. Another Government report on Education in
1835, recorded a day school at Hildersham with 10 pupils, for which the
parents had to pay. A lot of the information we know about the various
schools and schoolmistresses comes from the Victoria County History of

Hildersham (VCH), the one off Gardener's Directory of 1851 (G.D. and
Kelly's Directory (K.D.), which was issued approximately every four years.

The first edition of KD. in 1847 lists:

‘a small school supported by
contributions of the inhabitants’
with the ‘mistress of the school’

recorded as Mrs Mary Purkis: |
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Also from Kelly's directory we
have a good list of school
mistresses who usually live in
Hill Top cottage, which is no
more than a tumbledown
cottage with a corrugated tin ‘ fik i .
roof, built at the turn of the 19 | |52 _%,(.;4 e A i it 9. 5,
century. ST - o
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“From the Parish Registers we know that in 1847, Mary Purkis was only 19
years old and yet already she had two sons. Mary was a Hildersham girl born
and bred and lived here all her life. She was baptised Mary Biggs, on the 8th
February 1818, daughter of Charles and Anne Biggs. On the 19th July 1834,
at the age of just 16, she married John Purkis. In the 1841 census, John is
listed as a labourer, but later we know he became a Police Constable. Mary
was a great servant to the village, we do not know exactly how long she was the
School Mistress, but it was for well over 30 years, as in the 1864 issue of KD,
she was still listed as the school mistress, when she would have been aged 46.

Mary and John retired and spent their remaining years here. The 1881 census,
describes John'’s occupation as “County Police: Superannuated” and he is aged
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