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By Paul Checkley 
 
A fascination has grown in me over the past years….. As Deputy Headteacher 
and a historian, how could I fail to be interested in the school’s development over 
the past 350 years?  
 
Yet it is a history that does not fully, or readily reveal itself. We have a range of 
documents, maps and personal recounts to call upon, yet often, as in all history, 
these can ask as many questions as they answer!  
 
In this short piece I attempt to give an overview, but also put forward a personal 
interpretation, on a few of the key moments in the school’s past. 
 
The School badge proclaims proudly the date 1665. This makes Woodchurch CE 
School one of the oldest schools in Wirral, probably vying with Barnston for that 
title. The evidence for this date is strong. In Holy Cross Church the charity board 
at the rear details:- 
 

“William Gleave, of the City Of London, Esq., died in the year 1665, and 
left to the parish of Woodchurch £ 500-00 for the erecting of a free school at 
Woodchurch. £ 400-00 whereof to be laid out in land in fee-simple at the value of 
£ 20 per annum for the maintenance of a Schoolmaster for ever, and the other 
£100 for building of a School House.” 
 
This legacy is supported by the original trustee document, which is kept in the 
Cheshire Records Office. 
 
This was a large sum of money from a gentleman of some wealth. But why 
should a man resident in London care so much about education in a small 
northern parish? When we look to the original trustees of the school we find 
several members of the Gleave family, who were obviously important locally and 
in church life. It was in Woodchurch where William’s roots lay and this was 
echoed in this handsome bequeathal. I wonder if he realised his legacy would 
still be bearing such fruit today? 
 
But can we actually claim ‘a school’ existed in 1665? This is unlikely. Legal 
documents would point to the school actually opening its doors to the first pupils 
around 1673 at the earliest. The delay was caused by the need to complete the 
building, and ensure an income, which would pay for the upkeep of the school 
and the wage for its teacher. The school’s trustees purchased a farm in Newton-
Cum-Larton, near West Kirby, which was rented out, and the yearly income was 
used to pay for the school’s expenses. 
 
Certainly the school’s doors were open by 1676. Documented is another 
handsome gift……. 



 
“Richard Adams, Master of Arts, born in the Parsonage House, at Woodchurch in 
his life time, in the year 1676, purchased and gave for ever to the use of the free 
School lately founded, a certain study of books, in number 394, with a Scrutore 
the same containing.” 
 
Where was the first school situated? Maps and archaeological evidence place 
the building very exactly. To the left of the church lych gate, on the car park 
before the present ‘Jubilee Rooms’, and overlapping with the present churchyard, 
was the site of the first school. An exploration of the dates on the gravestones 
show the gravestones in this area of the churchyard to be far newer – the school 
was obviously built before the need to extend the churchyard. The wall of the 
churchyard shows evidence of later rebuilding, and a plethora of maps pinpoint 
this position. 
 
What of the Jubilee Rooms? It has been said that this building formed part of the 
original school, but the evidence for this is far from strong, neither architecturally 
nor by document. 
 
For the next two centuries the school remained a small establishment in a 
backwater rural village of population no greater than a hundred. The school 
served the boys of farmers and herdsmen, although there is evidence of pupils 
coming from farther afield within the parish, from Prenton, Irby and Upton. 
 
It was not until 1840 that girls were first allowed to enter the school. The rector 
and his wife, Joshua and Hamilton Georgiana King, were instrumental in building 
an extra room – this event is celebrated in a memorial to the rector’s wife, a 
brass plaque on the southern wall inside the church. Unfortunately many girls 
failed to maintain their schooling as their families demanded they stay at home to 
look after younger children and helped run the home. 
 
When did the school move to its present location, away from the church? The 
‘new school’ was opened in 1873 and extended over the next ten years, the main 
classroom being the building that houses the present school kitchen. This 
building is attached to the ‘School House’ and the location of the connecting door 
can still be seen inside the kitchen.  
 
The church had been trying to relocate the school for a long time, mainly 
because the rector found it ‘inconvenient’ to have the school so close to the 
rectory and also because the building was in need of extensive repair. Relocation 
had been fought against by some locals, including the Shaw family, who owned 
Arrowe Hall. Indeed, John Shaw threatened to take out a court injunction against 
the trustees of the school to prevent such a move as early as 1811:- 
 
 "Liverpool 14 September, One thousand eight hundred and eleven Reverend 
Bryan King understanding that you are about to purchase or have purchased a 



piece of land in the Township of Arrow for the purpose of removing the present 
free school and building one in this newly purchased piece of ground I beg to 
inform you that such a proceeding is against my will. As a trustee of the school 
and as a principal land holder in the Township and that if you make any attempt 
for this purpose I shall feel it my duty to apply to the Court of Chancery for an 
injunction to restrain you from any such proceeding. I am your humble servant, 
John Shaw" 
 
The school has remained on its current site since 1873, but what is the history of 
the present building? During May 1941 the school was badly damaged by 
bombing, but was quickly repaired. Yet the after effects of the war years were to 
bring huge and permanent changes to the small village of Woodchurch, and its 
school. 
 
It was after the Second World War that Woodchurch rapidly lost its rural flavour. 
The Blitz had destroyed or damaged over 26,000 homes in Birkenhead and this 
figure did not include many thousands more that were hardly fit to live in: - 
 
“crumbling ceilings, damp walls, rat infested cellars and rotted floors” 
       (Birkenhead News, 1944) 
 
It was estimated over 10,000 new homes were needed. Building commenced in 
Woodchurch in 1946, and included ‘rural’ cottage style homes with open aspects, 
and certainly if you view Home Farm Road today, the original concept can be 
witnessed. The one thousandth house was opened in 1953. During the 1950’s 
demand for houses and escalating building costs led the later developments to 
adopt cheaper, standard designs. From a population of 100, within ten years the 
population of Woodchurch had risen to 10,000, the original village centred on 
Holy Cross Church being enveloped by the huge housing estate. This obviously 
had great repercussions on the school. 
 
In 1945 the school had 100 children from the parish on roll including a few senior 
pupils over 11 years old. By 1956 this number had reached 375 children in nine 
classes. 
 
As the estate grew, other schools were being built, but such was the demand for 
school places that at one point the school had to close itself to new admissions, 
despite the fact that extra classes were being housed in the church hall. An 
interesting comparison – in 1945 all the children under eight years old were able 
to be in one class, but by 1955 class sizes were at 49 children in each! 
 
In response to the population expansion the diocese decided to undertake the 
building of a much larger school, which incorporated the old classrooms, but they 
only originally planned for 280 pupils. 
 



Work actually began on the new school building on February 11th 1954, the 
foundation stone being laid on May 3rd. The children moved out of the old school 
on November 26th 1954 and the builders began to convert the old classrooms 
into a kitchen on December 3rd. 
 
The new school was officially dedicated by George Ellison, Bishop of Chester on 
the 14th. September, 1955. It is interesting to note the headteacher’s comments 
in September 1962, that for the first time ever in the school’s history there was a 
separate class for each age group. 
 
What changes have there been since? A reception classroom and extensions 
have been added to the original ‘new’ school, but probably the biggest changes 
have been instigated through the foresight of the current headteacher, Mrs. G. 
Jones. The entrance to the school is no longer on Church Lane (another first for 
the school!) but is now situated next to the school house. This enabled the school 
to incorporate new foyer, offices, headteacher’s room and larger classrooms for 
junior children, and allowed the building of a new room which holds a state-of-
the-art computer suite. 
 
Woodchurch CE School continues to develop. By the time you are reading this 
work will probably have started on a library extension. Could William Gleave 
have ever envisaged how far his £500 would act as a catalyst to developments 
which have affected the lives of so many people in Woodchurch and beyond? 
 
Above all it should be remembered that the true history of a school is enmeshed 
in the lives of those people who have entered its doors. Many of their faces can 
be seen on this CDRom and yet we can never know all their memories and 
reminiscences. Doubtless many people viewing this CDRom will have their 
memories jogged to recall some scene from their childhood. Do let us know. I 
wonder how many children have crossed the threshold of the school during its 
history? Now there’s a question I could ‘work on’ with our present day 
pupils……...! 
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