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OXHEY VILLAGE ENVIRONMENT GROUP
Local History Sheet 36a

by Audrey Adams
from a Dissertation (1994), Open University
Part A
I
NTRODUCTION

A cluster of five small brick-built cottages stands behind the bus stop on Watford Heath. These cottages
were once an elementary school, built in the 1850s to serve the hamlet of Watford Heath, which is situated
south of Watford on the main road to Harrow and Pinner. This elementary school is of particular interest
because it was among the first - possibly the first - to introduce the teaching of cookery.

Former Watford Heath School
From the left: site (possibly) of the kitchen (now No.5) and the main school (Nos. 4 and 3).

The early history of the Watford Heath School is unclear. It was built in the 1850s - the original architec-
tural drawings, dated 1854, still exist - but was closed in about 1860. In 1873, the school was reopened as
a Church of England mixed elementary school for about 60 pupils on the initiative of the Reverend Newton
Price (Beal, 1968).

Newton Price (1834-1907) was chaplain of Oxhey Chapel and became the first vicar of Oxhey when the
new parish church of St Matthews was consecrated in 1880. He had been headmaster of Dundalk grammar
school before his ordination and took a keen interest in education (Watford Observer, 1907). He persuaded
the managers of the Watford Heath school to introduce cookery to the school curriculum, and in 1875 a
purpose-built kitchen block was erected in the school playground. The building cost £100, which was do-
nated by Mr William Eley of Oxhey Grange, the local landowner. It was designed by W.H. Syme, a Wat-
ford architect, in a "plain, brick-built style" (Price, 1877), and fitted out to resemble a cottage kitchen.
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Price retained many documents relating to the Kitchen, and on his death in 1907 they were given to Wat-
ford Library. This was especially appropriate as the Library was another of Newton Price's consuming in-
terests during his lifetime. (Watford Observer, 1907).

The Kitchen Journals, covering the years 1875-81, are of particular interest. These are basically account
books giving a detailed breakdown of the expenditure on every meal cooked in the Kitchen. But they also
list the menu cooked, the names and duties of the pupils involved and handwritten notes and recipes. There
seems no reason to doubt the authenticity, date or provenance of the Journals, and they are of particular
value in describing the day-to-day activities of the Kitchen. However, the accounts should perhaps be re-
garded with slight suspicion: they were completed by the teacher in charge of cookery, who owed her live-
lihood to the maintenance of the classes and may have considered it politic to paint a rosy picture of the
School's finances.

WATFORD HEATH SCHOOL, KITCHEN

The kitchen was opened with a demonstration lesson from Mr Buckmaster, a lecturer at the Kensington
School of Cookery (a national training centre for prospective elementary school teachers). A month later,
on 20th April 1875, he made a successful return visit. Cookery lessons were held twice a week, on con-
secutive days for maximum economy. The classes were conducted by pupil teachers who had attended an
eight-week course in practical artisan cookery at Kensington. A maximum of six girls did the cooking, and
two or three younger girls were on hand to assist and clear up. Right from the beginning, the emphasis was
on practical experience, with each girl being allotted a specific task in the preparation of an "ordinary din-
ner" (Price, 1877) . This was an innovation of great importance, and one that was to set Newton Price on a
collision course with the Schools Inspectorate. Although the subject of Domestic Economy had been in-
cluded in the Educational Code since 1874, the limited time allotted to this subject (40 hours per year) per-
suaded most schools to teach cookery through demonstration, if at all. (Hurt, 1979).

The meals were plain, simple and nutritious: for example, Boiled Bacon, A-La-Mode Beef, Toad in the
Hole or Mutton Broth, all served with plenty of vegetables, and a pudding - perhaps rice, treacle or apple -
to follow. A particular favourite was Sheeps Head served with rice: a hand-written recipe appears in the
journals opposite the entry for 25th May 1875. It is difficult to imagine a modern 12-year-old (or indeed
anyone older) tackling a recipe which began:

"Clean the head well, and let it soak in warm water to draw out the
blood.....", and ended: "....The brains should be boiled, then chopped
very fine, and laid on the head, here and there, in small lumps".

This dish became so popular among local residents that Newton Price later complained that the price of
sheeps heads had become "abnormally dear in the neighbourhood" - up from ninepenca each to one-and-
tuppence. (Price, 1887)

The children were charged 2d each for their dinner, while the teacher was paid one shilling per lesson -
though -if the meal cost more than 3d per head, the excess was deducted from her salary. This happened
rarely. Newton Price insisted on detailed accounts to instil "method and regularity and to assist supervision
by the school managers" (Price, 1877). The 1876 accounts showed a total loss of over £15, as follows:

1. Loss on food (784 rations) 2:16:3
2. Coals 1.0. 0

3. Fee to Kensington Training School 3.3.0

4. Teachers' Fees 55,0

5. Receipts and printing 17.-9

6. Aprons etc 16. 5

7. Extra furniture 3.10.11

15. 9.4

The cost of running the school kitchen was a controversial subject, and Newton Price was well practised at
justifying and defending the expenses incurred. In reviewing these accounts, Newton Price pointed out that
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items 3 and 7 were optional, non-recurring payments, while he dismissed the loss on food as "trifling". In-
deed, he argued that the kitchen could become self-supporting if the dinner charge were raised to 3d - a
price at which he was sure there would still be plenty of customers. (Price, 1877) .

Newton Price involved the School Kitchen in catering for local groups involved in "improving" activities
including the Oxhey and New Bushey Recreation Society, the Choir and the Workmen's Club. The older
girls in standard VI - aged 13 or so - had the opportunity to cook a "trial dinner" unaided: if they passed
this test, they were permitted to assist in the preparation of occasional suppers for local organisations, for
which they were paid. These suppers were a useful way of giving the girls extra practice without cost to
the kitchen (Price, 1877) . "The Times" of 1877 contained an anonymous account of a supper prepared for
50 members of the local Youth's Guild:

"The supper was to be held in the village school-room, and was announced for half past
seven.... There were five or six little waiters, children from the school who had helped to
cook the supper in the large kitchen situated a few feet only from the school-room, who av-
eraged about fourteen years of age, ready to do their work, and right well they did it under
the superintendance of a most willing school mistress. The repast began with haricot and
milk soup. Both of them were excellent, but the haricot soup was most appreciated by the
company....Method, regularity, cleanliness, and economy are the watchwords of the kitchen.
.. .Here was a most excellent supper - nourishing, well-cooked, palatable - and only costing,
it seems almost incredible, about 9d a head...."

To be continued

The photograph of Watford Heath replaces that in the original Dissertation. It is from a postcard
published by Warren, Photo. Watford, c1900.

Support Them Or Loose Them—PLEASE....

Community spirit is something we all need to work
at, like everything we value, we have to work at it

A community is built on more than houses, people - ki Lok n sow
need places where they can meet neighbours, s

friends and other residents. Our shops and local
business help to build this foundation

Every day we read that Supermarkets are dominat-
ing-our shopping habits, and they contribute to is-
sues around global warming.

Local shops and businesses offer the opportunity to
step off the daily treadmill, slow down and take
time to talk to each other as well as the shop
keepers.

Local business providing quality goods and ser-
vices to local people. You’re more than the next
customer at the check out, you’re an important part
of keeping these businesses trading. Buying locally
means less traffic so helps with global warming.
Please help us to keep Oxhey a community, less
shops will make Oxhey a dormitory where people
just work and come home to sleep.

Lets keep Oxhey special, get to know your commu-
nity, visit a local shop today.
Lets use them not loose them.





