
 

HOW TO FIND US
Start point: Billingshurst Library, Mill Lane, Billingshurst, 
RH14 9JZ. There is a pay and display car park.

ACCESS & FACILITIES
Walking grade: Easy

Distance and time: 2 miles approx. 1 – 1 ½ hours. 

In wet weather flagstone steps and paths (such as those 
at St. Mary’s Church and The Chapel) could be slippery. 
The steps down the Bowling Alley and the path at the 
bottom can be slippery and muddy in wet weather.

Please use pedestrian crossings to cross the A272 (East 
Street) and A29 (High Street) as they are busy roads.

Toilets:  In the car park next to the Library. 

Refreshments: Available at a variety of cafes, restaurants 
and pubs in the village. 

Please respect the privacy of local residents.

Please keep dogs on leads. You’ll find bins for dog  
poop on the route. Dogs are not allowed in the  
Mothers’ Garden.
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Information is correct at time of going to press.

ABOUT THE TRAIL
This is a self-guided  
walking trail.  
Please read the 
information below.

For more information about the village’s history and  
heritage please visit history.billingshurst.community

Take a look at the Millennium Plaque outside the  
Community and Conference Centre.
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Growing up in Billingshurst  

Have you ever wondered what it was like to be a child in 
the past? Grab your family or friends and come on this 
fun trail round Billingshurst. Discover what it was like 
growing up in the village from Victorian times to today. 
Find out together how schooling has changed. Explore 
spots on the route that tell us about the jobs children 
did and the games they played. Even if you aren’t local 
you’ll still find out a lot about children’s lives during the 
last 150 years.  

Childhood today is very different to what it was like in 
Victorian times (1837–1901). Most children were born 
at home, not in hospital. Within a few days many were 
baptised in the parish church; Roman Catholic children 
would go to Horsham. Sadly some children died when 
they were very young, under five years old, and a few 
have headstones in the graveyards at St. Mary’s Church 
and The Chapel. 

In early Victorian times there were a number of small 
private schools in the village. From the 1840s to the 
1860s a Mr Boorer ran an ‘academy’ in Billingshurst. 

The churches, including the United Reformed Church 
and the Baptist Chapel (now The Chapel) ran Sunday 
schools. As well as reading the Bible the children were 
taught the 3Rs: Reading, wRiting and aRithmetic. 
Children were expected to help at home or work on a 
farm, in a shop or later in service in the larger houses.  
Sunday school was the only chance they had to learn 
these basic skills. 

Nationally charities, usually supported by churches, 
built lots of schools and the government started to give 
grants to them, including National Schools, like the one 
in School Lane. Even in these schools you had to pay to 
attend. Schooling wasn’t free until 1891 – even though it 
was compulsory for 5–10 year olds from 1880.  

At the same time the government stopped the amount 
of work children could do. They spent their free time 
playing games such as marbles and skipping. They 
used toys made from natural materials such as conkers 
for battles and elder wood for pop-guns. There were 
fun events to join in such as the village fair. Then there 
were national events to celebrate such as coronation 
parades, just as there is a carnival procession today to 
the Billingshurst Show. 

After World War II the government created separate 
schools for older pupils and raised the leaving age to 
15. They built grammar schools for academic students 
and, as here in Billingshurst, secondary moderns for 
more practical youngsters. At Five Oaks a school for 
children with Cerebral Palsy, Ingfield Manor, opened 
in 1961.

At the end of the 20th century lots of Victorian 
schools closed, including ours in Billingshurst, and 
were replaced with new buildings. 

Family Trail

Over the years the school curriculum widened. 
Needlework became compulsory for girls whilst the 
boys took drawing lessons. History and geography were 
introduced for both. 

Schooling in Billingshurst was typical of elsewhere 
though it did lead the way in school meals when in 1931 
it became the first school in West Sussex to provide 
cooked lunches. 

During World War II (1939–45), when bombs were 
dropping on London, many children were sent away 
or ‘evacuated’ to the country. Children and teachers 
from Oliver Goldsmith School in south London came to 
Billingshurst and stayed with people in the village. They 
shared the school building in School Lane: the London 
children and the Billinghurst ones each used it for half 
a day. For the other half of the day they used different 
halls around the village.

A school run by nuns also came to Billingshurst during 
the war as their convent in Newhaven, on the Sussex 
coast, was damaged by bombing. The Sisters of 
the Immaculate Heart of St. Mary ran their school at 
Summers Place from 1945–84. It was a girls’ boarding 
school but boys and girls from the village also went 
there as day pupils.

In the 1950s huts were built along School Lane for 
cookery, woodworking and science. Peter Lines 
remembers children from villages such as Shipley and 
Coolham came for lessons there as they didn’t have 
suitable facilities in their schools.
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     Billingshurst Library car park
This area was an orchard with apples, pears 
and hazelnuts. Peter Stockwood, remembers 
“being caned by Mr. Gee [the Weald School 
headteacher] for scrumping apples” (taking 
them without permission). 

     St. Mary’s Church
   Climb the steps towards the church. 
They are called ‘Ten Steps’ but how  
many steps are there? 
The church is nearly 800 years old. If open, look 
at the font where children were baptised. The 
church keeps a list of all the children baptised 
here, going back to Tudor times!

Walk round the back of the church. There was a 
schoolroom here. It was a day school, for boys 
only; the girls had a separate school.  

   Do you think it’s a good idea 
for boys and girls to go to separate 
schools?  
Reverend Bull, the vicar, pulled the schoolroom 
down so he could put in stained glass windows. 

   Can you spot a date on the 
drainpipe? This was when Revd. Bull 
finished the work on the church. 
     The old workhouse
From about 1725 these cottages were used 
as the Billingshurst workhouse. Families who 
worked but were too poor to pay their rent 
lived here with other people in need. In 1835 
the workhouse closed. Families were separated: 
adults were sent to a workhouse in Petworth, 
children to one in Wisborough Green. This 
building was then used as a school.  

Private property: please respect residents’ 
privacy.

     National School
   Can you see a date on the house 
at the end of School Lane? This was a 
‘National School’. It opened in 1865 
taking children from 5 to 10 years 
old. It replaced the school in the old 
workhouse.
   Did you notice the windows are high 
off the ground? It stopped children 
looking out and not concentrating. The 
main punishment was a painful ‘stroke’ 
(being hit with a cane across the hand)!
It wasn’t all bad in Victorian times as children 
were given lots of days off school – to go to 
fairs or the annual bonfire. 

   Look at the photo. None of the 
children had a uniform. Do you think a 
uniform is a good idea?
The house next door was a separate building for 
the infants, built in 1912. The land had been part 
of the school’s playground where pupils did drill

   Can you do some drill now?  
See the web site for the drill.
Private properties: please respect residents’ 
privacy.

     The Bowling Alley
This wooded slope used to be grassland. 
Peter Lines remembers “Some children (when 
it snowed) tried going down on a piece of 
corrugated iron…it was rather a dangerous thing 
to do especially if you ended up in the hedge 
at the bottom! I had a sledge that I made. My 
daughter used the same sledge there in the late 
1970s/early 80s”.

     Denecroft
   Look for a white cottage. In the 1930s 
Denecroft was a private school called 
St. Winefrides. Subjects included Italian, 
violin and typewriting: very different 
from those taught at the state school.  
Private property: please respect residents’ 
privacy.
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     High Street
The popularity of the motor car stopped 
children playing on main roads. 

In your grandparents’ childhood the High 
Street was where families came to do all their 
shopping; food, toys and clothes including 
school uniform. At Voice’s confectionery shop 
children bought sweets such as bubble gum and 
‘gob stoppers’. 

     Mothers’ Garden
   This is the oldest children’s 
playground in the village. It opened in 
1926. The Women’s Hall next door opened 
three years earlier. It has been used for a 
baby clinic, a playgroup and Junior Red 
Cross. 
     Carpenters housing estate
In Victorian times this was all farmers’ fields. 
Many children worked on farms: haymaking, 
bean planting and “cow minding”. 

     Billingshurst Primary School
This opened in 1972 with the infants and juniors 
being run as two separate schools until 2010. It 
had its own outdoor swimming pool. It was a bit 
cold!  

   Can you see the bell tower? The bell 
used to hang at the old school in School 
Lane.
     The Weald School
Opened in 1957 for 400 students aged 12 to 15 
years old. It was a secondary modern school 
meaning it taught some practical subjects 
such as gardening, woodwork and cookery. 
Billingshurst children who passed the ‘11+ 
exam’ went to a grammar school in Horsham, 
Midhurst or Steyning. They learnt academic 
subjects including foreign languages, Latin and 
sciences. 

   Which kind of school would you have 
preferred? 
     Holy Well Lane
When the junior school opened in Station 
Road there wasn’t enough room for all the 
children so some classes stayed at the old 
infants’ building in School Lane. This path 
connected the two schools.  

     The Chapel
   Look inside the meeting room 
window. This was used for the Sunday 
school. Can you spot a big table? It 
bends in the middle to make a double 
sided desk. The top of the desk has 
inkwells; holes where each child put a 
pot of ink which they dipped their pen 
in to write.

   Instructions for Victorian school drill 
– see web site.
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Billingshurst

Get active     Spot a clue

Share a memory or  
something to think about

Now let’s get started! As you 
explore look out for fun 
things to do:
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Points of interest

Trail

Billingshurst Library Car Park

St. Mary’s Church
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