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S t Saviour’s School was founded in 
Shoreham in 1858 and moved to 
Ardingly in 1870. 2020 therefore 

heralds the distinguished landmark of 
150 years of education at our current 
site. Although the founding date carries 
undoubted significance, the anniversary 
of the arrival of the school at Ardingly, 
arguably, inspires greater feeling. It is, 
after all, the buildings and landscape 
of the College that provide a sense of 
connection down the generations: the 
shared experiences of many thousands 
of Ardinians that have walked through 
the Archway, congregated in the Chapel, 
gathered in the Under, and gazed at 
the view from the Terrace. As we reach 
this milestone, it is fitting to explore the 
school’s earliest days at Ardingly and 
consider how experiences from 150 years 
ago still resonate today.

Shoreham to ardingly 

The Shoreham site was never considered 
to be more than a temporary residence. 
As with Lancing and Hurstpierpoint, 
Woodard’s intention was for St Saviour’s to 
move to its own purpose-built location. The 
estate at Ardingly was acquired for £6000 
in 1862 and, as with all Woodard’s Sussex 
schools, the architect was R H Carpenter. 
The Foundation stone was laid on 12th July 
1864 and can be seen today on the right-
hand wall as you approach the Dining Hall. 

The building project was anything but 
straightforward. The contractor was not paid 

and a court case ensued. Woodard’s son, 
William, who had just completed university, 
was appointed to supervise the work from 
then on. As he stated: “We have been our 
own builders and agents, have made bricks 
on the ground, used our own sand, done a 
portion of the necessary carting.”

By 1868, Woodard had raised £250,000 
to fund his Sussex schools. With £100,000 
spent on Lancing and £40,000 spent 
on Hurstpierpoint, there should have 
been ample left to finance the estimated 
£40,000 cost of building Ardingly. 

By 1870, however, only a little over 
£15,000 had been spent. Woodard’s 
ambitions for Lancing’s Chapel and his 
projects in the industrial midlands diverted 
attention and finances away from Ardingly. 

Despite the school buildings being far 
from complete, in the early hours of 14th 
June 1870, the 250 boys of St Saviour’s 
set off by train for Haywards Heath. They 
walked the three miles from the station to 
the College “on a hot and dusty day” and 
took part in the formal dedication ceremony. 
“All the boys from the three Sussex schools 
gathered round the partially finished 
buildings. A long procession was formed, 
brilliant with academic and ecclesiastical 
colour, and a circuit of the buildings was 
made, the united choirs of St Saviour’s, 
Lancing and Hurstpierpoint chanting psalms 
as they moved.” A chapel service was held in 
what is now the Dining Hall, led by Samuel 
Wilberforce, then Bishop of Winchester. 
At the end of the celebrations, the boys 
returned to Shoreham for one final day 
before breaking up for their summer holiday. 

PioneerS

When the boys arrived for the start of the 
new school year at the end of July, three 
blocks had been built: Headmaster’s 
House, School House (now Prep School) 
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The architect’s original plan 
for the building of Ardingly.

The purchase of the Saucelands estate in 1862 was the first 
step in moving the school from Shoreham to Ardingly.
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Drawings published in The Builder showing plans 
for the School at Ardingly 1867

Left: The Contract with the builders signed by 
Woodard from A School with a View, D. Gibbs 2008

and the Dining Hall. Conditions were 
bleak: there was no heating or lighting 
and the Headmaster’s House had no 
running water. The School House and 
Dining Hall buildings were connected but 
the Headmaster’s House was beyond the 
empty site for the Chapel with no linking 
path or passage. 

The Chapel foundations had been laid, 
which provided a playground for the boys 
in good weather, but for much of the time 
it was a sea of mud. For the first few years 
there were no adequate toilet facilities and 
the boys had to make use of huts in the 
woods. The primitive conditions had tragic 
consequences: scarlet fever broke out at 
the end of August and five boys died. 

Despite this inauspicious start, the building 
and landscaping works continued with 
the boys in situ. Indeed, the boys were 
co-opted into the efforts, particularly the 
creation of playing fields, as the grounds 
were levelled and prepared. Construction 
of North School commenced in 1873 
and work on the Chapel started in 1875. 
Progress was stop-start, however, as and 
when money was available. Ardingly was 
Woodard’s third tier school and therefore 

Ardingly in 1879 with the unfinished North School

the fees were kept deliberately low at just 
£15 per annum, which left no surplus for 
the building works. 

The accounts reveal a surprising way of 
supplementing the meagre finances: from 
the end of 1870 the College kept and 
sold pigs, producing small annual profits 
each year. Letts, one of the historians 
of Ardingly, comments, intriguingly: “It 
is not known where the pigs were kept 
but any suggestion that they slept in the 
dormitories must be strenuously denied.” 

It was philanthropy rather than pigs, 
however, that enabled the building works 
at Ardingly to continue, particularly the 
generosity of Martin Gibbs, owner of the 
farm that would eventually become the 
Pre-Prep. Gibbs financed the creation of 
the Terrace in 1878 and the dedication of 
the Chapel in 1883 was made possible 
with the completion of the roof thanks to 
another gift from Gibbs. 

C M Neale was a pupil from the Shoreham 
days of St Saviour’s who made the move to 
Ardingly. His memories were published in 
the Annals of 1912/13 and offer a glimpse 
into what life was like for the boys in 1870. 
He described the first twelve months as 
“trying” – which feels to the modern reader 
like a considerable understatement – but 
continued, “We had survived the fever and 
much of the pioneer work had been done 
with the new buildings and the surrounding 
land … when I left in 1872, it was natural 
for me to feel persuaded that St Saviour’s 
School, Ardingly, had entered a new and 
more splendid age.”

We will be marking this anniversary with 
a series of special events. Join us as we 
celebrate the story of the last 150 years 
and look ahead to the next chapter of 
development at Ardingly. 

Visit ardingly.com/alumni and update 
your details to make sure you hear about 

all the latest news and events. 


