A History Of The Old School

It has not been possible to find out precisely when the school was built but a school was here in the 1830s. Complete records only begin in 1873 after the passing of the Compulsory Education Act of 1872. An earlier “Act to Facilitate the Foundation and Endowment of Additional Schools in Scotland” was passed in 1838. The idea was to patch up the parish school system where often, in the highlands especially, the parishes were so large that it was impossible for children to reach a school.

To benefit under this act the minister of Insh sent the following information to the Treasury Office in London in 1840 –

Extent of parish in square miles – 48

Population – 600

No. of Heritors – 2

No. of schools in parish – 1

No. of scholars – 80

Probable amount of teachers emoluments from salary + fees - £27

Probable amount of fees per annum - £7

Persons between 6 and 15 unable to read – 32

Persons upward of 6 unable to read – 154

The heritors* would have been required to build and maintain the school and schoolmaster’s house while the government grant was the schoolmaster’s salary but he could augment this by charging fees.

For 25 years the schoolmaster was Mr Alexander Mackenzie. He was 32 years old when he came to Insh school in 1857 and at that time the school house was across the public road, on the south side. He had trained at the General Assembly’s Normal School in Glasgow for six moths when he was 20. This may not seem much now but by the standard of the times it was very good and the standard of the exams was high. One question in the geography exam in 1851 was – name all the countries passed through if you draw a straight line from Canton to Paris! He was from the Western Isles and a Gaelic speaker as were all the pupils but all the teaching was done in English. It was common at the time for children to be able to read English without having any understanding of what they were reading.

In 1873 the school and schoolmaster’s house came under the management of a school board whose chairman Sir George Macpherson Grant, one of the heritors.

*Heritors were landowners liable for payment of public burdens including administration of the poor, schools and the upkeep of church property.

The first act of the board was to appoint a clerk and treasurer at a salary of £8 per annum and to ask him to prepare a census of the children aged between 5 and 13 in the district – he found 90.

They then turned their attention to the state of the schoolmaster’s house and instructed the clerk to report on the probable cost of putting it in good repair and heightening the walls to give two extra rooms above “making the accommodation equal to the requirements of the Act”.

When the cost of this was assessed they decided it would be better to dispose of the house and build a new one and so they applied to the government for a grant and to the landowner for more land. In 1876 the board and the landowner agreed to exchange the land on the south side of the road with the schoolmaster’s house on it for a piece of land adjacent to the school and so on this the present house was built in 1877. A provision of the exchange however was that the landowner should pay for the existing schoolmaster’s house at valuation price - £48.

Costs began to come in and, then as now, they were far more than they had expected. The architect was told to dispense with the lavatories and with the expensive hewn stone work outside the building and to finish it in keeping with the school. So what was a dry toilet for the schoolmaster and the same for the pupils, separate ones for boys and girls. Before 1877 there were no school toilets at all.

Another of the early things that the board did was apply to be an inspected school so as to ensure a grant from the Education Department. After applying twice they were eventually sent a questionnaire in 1875. It is still in West Register House, Edinburgh and shows this plan of the school – 
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So no windows along the back wall then but surprisingly a third fireplace. When the present owners took it over there were two bedrooms, a fire place on each end wall and all the windows in there present position. The floor of the smaller room was tiered and there was a sink with running water in the vestibule. To reinforce the accuracy of the plan the answers in the questionnaire say that the school is lit by four windows and ventilated by four windows and three chimneys.

The school accounts for the previous year, i.e. 1874 are shown as –

Income

Rates



£148  5    4d

School Pence (i.e. fees)
£  10  9  11d

Parliamentary Grant

£  34  0    0d





£193  15  3d

Expenditure

Salary of Teacher

£44   9  11d

Books



£  6   5    0d

Fuel and Lights 

Insurance, petty cash

£  7   2    1d

Repairs


£     16    0d

Officers of the Board

£13   0    0d




£71  13   0d

There is no expenditure for fuel or lighting. In those days the pupils themselves had to bring some fuel for the fire each day, usually a piece of peat.

In January 1875 another census of children eligible for schooling was carried out. This time the total was 84. Of these 34 were at Insh School, 14 at Miss Grants Female School, 13 at Lagganlia School, 4 at Alvie. This left 20 defaulters of whom 12 lived “an inconveniently long way away”. Miss Grant’s Female School is interesting. It is the very dilapidated house four along from here. Further mention of it is made later.

From 1863 to 1870 the school had one pupil who made a name for himself in later life. He was Alexander MacBain who became an eminent historian, an authority on Gaelic place names, the editor of several works of high scholarship including the first Gaelic Etymological Dictionary and a distinguished educationalist.

Fortunately for us this clever boy kept a diary from the age of 16 and also wrote a detailed account of his earlier year in journal form. He also told of how he was the illegitimate son of farm servants.

When he was two his Father emigrated to Canada and his Mother had to go into service to support herself. He was brought up by his maternal Grandfather, who lived at Drumchallach in Glen Feshie. This is his drawing of Drumchallach
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During the first years of his schooling at Insh he lived with his Father’s unmarried sister in Drumguish during the week to make it easy for him to get to school. After school on Fridays he would walk back to Glen Feshie by Inveruglas. He made great progress at school and always did well in examinations, the examiners being the ministers of Kingussie, Alvie, Insh and Rothiemurchus. From an early age he had a great love of books and there was a library at school of books donated by the Misses Grant of Invereshie which he could borrow for 1d per month.

But he wasn’t so bookish that he didn’t notice the girls at the Female School as he made references to them in his diary.

His Father in Canada was always very interested in him and anxious that he should have a good education and sent money to pay for it. When he was older they corresponded regularly though they never met.

Although education became compulsory in 1872 it was not free or even cheap; education became free in 1899. The school board in 1875 decided to reduce the school fees to one shilling a quarter for reading, writing, arithmetic, grammar and geography with one shilling for every additional “branch” (subject) but with a limit of five shillings per quarter payable in advance and collected by the teacher. The board would make good any loss the teacher might incur as a result of this arrangement. Later that year Mr Mackenzie said he was poorer by £ 7  1  5d and this was paid to him. Also in this year his wife was appointed as plain needlework teacher at a salary of £6 per annum.

In the 1872 Education Act there was a Conscience Clause which said that all schools must set aside a certain time each day for religious education. Insh Board decided that should be from 10-10.30am and after 3.30pm daily leaving from 10.30 till 12.30am and from 1.30 till 3.30pm for secular instruction. School didn’t begin till ten.

In the 1875 questionnaire the average number of pupils is given as 45 but from reading the school log this seems an optimistic estimate; no doubt the larger the number they could profess the larger the grant. Numbers varied very greatly with the seasons because even young children were kept at home to help with farm work and during summer and autumn numbers dropped dramatically. Sometimes children couldn’t go to school from want of clothes as this little report from the Compulsory Officer illustrates. “Ann Macpherson, village of Insh, has all season neglected to send her boy to school.” She was called to appear before the Board and she gave the reason that she had no clothes for him to wear. She was given clothes by the Board.

Alexander MacBain has very concisely drawn up this timetable of his own schooling from which we see that even a keen scholar didn’t return until well into the winter.

Another interesting item from the School Board Minutes is that in 1876 there was a request from  the Inspector of the Poor for the use of the school once a month “for the purpose of paying the paupers”. The church session records from 1828 to 1861 show practically nothing other than the list of paupers and the amounts they were paid, in money or meal.

Although the schoolmaster’s house was deemed to need complete renewal the school does not seem to have fared so well. An inspector’s report of 1875 says the premises are inadequate and that new ones are urgently recommended. He found the room too narrow at 14 feet, the walls damp and discoloured, the lighting bad from low small windows and the furniture requiring complete renewal. The play ground was unenclosed and there were no offices (toilets).

The 1876 inspector’s report says “School still in the same imperfect state as last year and no offices have yet been built and not one of the requirements mentioned last year has been done. The new plans seem to contemplate no improvements. The attention of the Board is earnestly directed to the wisdom and need of having a new school room. As nothing has been done to improve the condition of the premises My Lords have ordered a deduction of two-tenths to be made from the grant. (Article 32(b) ).

Inspector’s Report 1877

Children tidy. Discipline genial but should be more thorough. The grant is recommended for some improvement is apparent but more will be expected. Much more vigour should be thrown into work. Books too difficult for the standard of the scholars. Reading expressionless and without understanding. Attendance too irregular especially in the upper classes. A reduction of one-tenth has been ordered under Article 32(b) on account of the delay in carrying out the improvements.

Inspector’s Report 1881

“I  regret to notice again the very backward state of history for which the grant is recommended with the greatest hesitation and only in consideration of great improvement next year. A set of new maps is urgently required. The chimneys of both rooms smoke very uncomfortably and the walls of the main room are much begrimed in consequence.”

Inspector’s Report 1882

“Floor excessively dirty. Fires still smoke. Boy’s offices dirty. Sloping board should be put in to prevent boys standing on the seat. The gate between the offices is lying on the ground. It should be put up at once.”

As late as 1889 the inspector is still recommending widening the room but obviously it was never done as it is still 14 feet wide, and the chimneys were still smoking “requiring the windows to be open all day”.

Mr Mackenzie left in 1882 having been at the school for 25 years. Alexander MacBain was full of praise and admiration for him. He says he was very kind to the children, a capital scholar and very good at mathematics. He says “I am confident there is not the like of him as schoolmaster in Badenoch for turning out good scholars if he gets the right stuff to make them”.

After that none of the teachers stayed for more than 3 or 4 years – no wonder with the smoking fires, open windows and poor equipment.

Some of the subsequent teachers were not so kindly as Mr Mackenzie had been as we learn from an incident recorded in the 1890 minutes. The Board received a letter from a parent complaining that his son had been thrashed so severely for not being able to parse a sentence that he was afraid to return to school. The board in turn wrote to the school master who replied that he had only given the boy “one pandy”. He did however admit to having thrashed another boy who reputedly told the rest of the pupils that there was no school the next day!

By 1900 the need for a water supply and a boy’s urinal was discussed. The specification for the urinal was for a building 12 feet by 5 feet with walls and a roof of number 24 corrugated iron. To have a causeyed floor with concrete gutter with receiving pit at one end filled with stones, a perforated brass pipe inside and tap at the corner outside which would be joined to a water pipe already laid. Posts to be made of larch. A tender of £9 for the urinal was accepted. In 1908 a washbasin with taps was installed in the vestibule and in 1932 the dry closets were replaced with chemical toilets and “the sanitary situation much improved”.

After Mr Mackenzie retired the new teachers brought innovations like homework and singing. A monitor was requested and a young lad was employed for this job and two rooms were in use. In 1889 the monitor was replaced by an uncertificated teacher, Miss Cattanach, to teach “industrial” work (hand work) and infants. Though she was often off ill she stayed for 11 years and then left to go to Newtonmore School.

School outings started in the first years of this century. The pupils were taken on nature study trips – one as far away as Loch Insh to look at wild flowers – and these were much commended by the school inspector. The annual outing one year was to Lossiemouth, a surprisingly long way. In 1911 to celebrate the coronation of George V the pupils were taken to Ballindalloch Castle, also a long  way from Insh. Earlier that year they had had a holiday to mark the coming of age of George Macpherson-Grant, Younger, when all the pupils assembled at Invereshie House to give their present and were then entertained in Insh Hall.

By this time the school had a female headteacher. The Board had decided she would be cheaper and she could also teach “industrial” work, so they advertised for someone qualified in drawing, singing and pianoforte. A piano was bought from Paterson and Sons, Edinburgh and delivered free to Kincraig Station.

School dinners are first spoken of in 1908 when a secretary and treasurer of Insh School Soup Kitchen was appointed. It is not clear whether or not they were free meals but a concert in aid of the Soup Kitchen was held.

There is no mention of who cooked the meals or where but perhaps in the cellar where there is a fireplace and a cleet for hanging a pot.

By 1909 the motor age had come to Insh sufficiently to cause the board to have a “School Caution” sign erected at the west corner of the playground, and the children were allowed out of school one day to see the King pass by motor car.

From 1873 the schoolmaster was required to keep a weekly record. The following are some extracts from the school log –

1873

Dec 5
(first entry) Attendance small. Scholars not yet gathered in after the harvest. Little progress. School opened and closed with prayers daily.

Dec 12
Attendance better. 24 present. Made arrangements for girls to attend Female School from 1 to 2pm daily for instruction in sewing.

Dec 19
32 on roll this week. Attendance irregular because of bad weather. Girls attended Female School on Monday and Tuesday but teacher would not admit them during the rest of the week because of sickness of her sister.

1874
Jan 23
The two boys learning Latin rudiments have commenced declension of adjectives. Number 16 returned to school after an absence of four weeks owing to want of clothes.

Jan 30
I will hear Latin after school is dismissed to allow more time for arithmetic drill.

Jun 23
Scholars examined in religious and secular instruction by Rev. K. Mackenzie, Kingussie. 22 present.

Aug 21
Attendance irregular and decreased in anticipation of holidays and commencement of harvest.

Aug 26
Harvest Vacation

Oct 26
Opened school after harvest vacation with one scholar

Oct 30
Only one scholar this week. House cold without fire.

Nov 6
Had six children this week. Number too small to bring fuel enough to warm house

Nov 20
Still very few scholars. House very cold

Nov 27 
No more scholars. House very cold

Dec 18
Very cold without sufficient fire so pupils could not work

1875
Jan 1
Attendance small. Stormy weather. Have given New Year holiday till Monday 4th.

Jan 22
46 on roll this week. Progress not so good owing to newcomers mingling with class

Jan 29
Girls commenced one hour sewing daily with Mrs Mackenzie

Mar 22
Attendance fair during part of the week but few present on Thursday owing to ploughing match in the vicinity

May 14
Many absent because of potato planting

May 21
Attendance poor because scholars kept at home to cut peats

1877
Apr 20
Attendance small owing to so many having left for service and others kept working at home

Aug 21
Harvest Vacation

Oct 23
School opened again. 4 scholars

1881
Nov 18
Attendance small this week and irregular chiefly due to Feeing Market (for hiring of servants) held on Tuesday

1882
Oct 6
Fear of whooping cough epidemic. Many infants kept at home

1894
Jul 10
Miss Cattanach in sole charge today as Mr Struthers had to go away to see about repairs

Aug 2
Harvest Vacation

Sept 24
School reopened. 24 scholars

1898
Jan 3
School reopened. Four hours consecutive work as the day was very dark and foggy and also because the expected soup was not ready and the children not provided with lunch. Children sent home early

Jan 19
Only 18 scholars out of 34 because of cold epidemic. Miss Cattanach had to leave at the mid-day interval because of same complaint

Mar 22
Snow storm raging. Very few scholars. All sent home. School did not open

Two teachers were employed for a time, But then in the twenties the roll fell to 11 and stayed around that for some time. Then it increased again because a number of orphan children from the south were brought into the district and boarded out with families here. The children helped on the crofts and during the thirties they formed the bulk of the school roll. The inspector’s report for this period says that the teaching is good but attainment is poor, because many of the children are of very limited ability.

By 1937 the roll was 22 and there was only one teacher, and by 1942 there were only 12 pupils. In 1947 the school finally closed.

For a time after that it was used as a village hall for whist drives and dances, and school parties from the south used it as a summer holiday venue. A lady home from New Zealand after 36 years came to recall just such a holiday spent here in 1954. She remarked how they had slept on the floor in the school and used the outside toilet.

Then the owner of the water sports centre at Loch Insh used it to build canoes, and for a time after that it was a pottery.
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The present owners bought it in 1987 and converted it into living space.

Sources :-

· Minutes of meetings of Insh School Board

· Insh School Log

· Title deeds

· Diaries of Alexander MacBain

· Reports and minutes of the Privy Council on Education

· The History of Scottish Education: James Scotland

· Inspector’s Reports – West Register House, Edinburgh

· Insh Church Session Records – Register House, Edinburgh


Compiled and written by: Anne Gardner   May’ 1995

Editor: William Cody Winter     June’ 2003

