
                   SARAH JANE KING 
   FLORENCE (nee ARCHBOLD) MILLER 
        SALOME VALENTINE WALLACE 
                           (1877-1932) 

     the first three women who served as  
   Head Teacher of Timberscombe School 

The first Head Teacher of Timberscombe School, William Curle, was hired as the 
school was being built, likely assuming his position in 1806. Funds to establish a  
school at Timberscombe had been bequeathed in 1714 by Richard Elsworth of 
Bickham Manor at the time of his death, aged only 22 years old. However a 
foundation stone was not laid until 1805 (1), beginning the construction of the L-
shaped building seen above. The arched doorway, visible on the left, was the 
entrance to a narrow semi-detached wing housing the first schoolroom. On the 
right, the larger building, called School House, was built to accommodate a Head 
Teacher and his family. Perhaps quite sensibly, one of the first things William Curle 
did was marry Susannah Hole, from Timberscombe, on 30 September 1806 (2).

The photograph above was taken by Herbert (Bert) John Hole, likely between 1911 and 1914. The chimney 
seen on the upper left is on the school addition built throughout 1876 and 1877. The photograph was 

donated to the St. Petrock’s History Group by Tim Collins.



The next three Head Teachers at Timberscombe were all married men whose wives 
were instrumental to the school. William Brown Wood, whose father was the Head 
Teacher in Dunster, became Timberscombe’s Head Teacher from 1810 to 1856 and 
married Joan Merchant of Timberscombe, who worked with the infants and 
elementary students (3). Thomas Willis Smith was appointed in 1856 after 
completing his qualifications at the Diocesan Training College in Oxford, with his 
wife, Harriet Ann (nee Kingshott) Smith hired as the supplementary teacher. (This 
did not end well. Mr. Smith invited a Frenchman, M. Freemeaux, to live with him 
and his wife at School House to “exchange language teaching”. Unfortunately this 
launched an affair between Freemeaux and Mrs. Smith, which Mr. Smith reported to 
the vicar at St. Petrock’s. Perhaps to Mr. Smith’s surprise, both he and Mrs. Smith 
were dismissed—but that’s a story for another newsletter).(4) By the 1861 Census, 
Thomas Charles Packer was listed in Timberscombe as School Master, living at 
School House with his two children and his wife, Charlotte Matilda Packer, also 
listed as School Mistress. On the10th of November 1876, Mr. Packer wrote in the 
school’s Log Book that a Miss Sarah Jane King had been appointed “as Mistress, to 
take charge of School on January 1st 1877 in place of Mr. and Mrs. Packer who 
retire with pension”. 

Sarah Jane King was born in Bridgwater, Somerset, where she was baptised on 3 
July 1856, the daughter of William, a Master Blacksmith and Jane (nee Elliott) King 
(5). At the age of 15, Sarah was listed as a “Pupil Teacher” (6) and at the age of 20, 
she became Head Teacher at Timberscombe 
School, with the endorsement of the vicar, Rev. 
Robert J. Crosswell (7). On her first entry in the 
school’s Log Book, on 8 January 1877 she wrote 
“I, Sarah Jane King take charge of this Mixed 
School assisted by two monitresses”.

One of those was Mary Elizabeth Bale, She
was born in London but had come to 
Timberscombe as a child and had grown up at
The Rose & Crown Inn, the public house on
Brook Street where her mother was House
Keeper (8). On her fourth day, Miss King gave 
Miss Bale a lesson and recorded “she promises 
to be a good teacher” (9). 

Apparently this was not the case, as the next 
years seem to be constant battles with Mary Bale 
showing up for work late, or not at all, with 
complaints of noise and unruliness from her                                                                                                                  
class and even reports of Miss Bale striking and 
pinching children (10).                      
                                                                                                       c. 1910, at the schoolroom door                 



A second assistant teacher, Annie Jane Reed, born in Wootton Courtenay in 1863, 
was hired after a quick trial on 27 January (11) but after a promising beginning, 
seemed little better. She and Miss Bale were constantly battling each other, Miss 
Reed was not preparing class lessons or even showing up for work and had little 
control over the children. Surprisingly, Miss King, while expressing her frustrations 
in the Log Book, appears to do little to correct the situation. She does not seem too 
get much hand-on help either. It was during this time period that a second 
classroom was being constructed at the Timberscombe School.  A Diocesan 
Inspector reported that all problems were due to the current small classroom and 
that when “the great addition” was completed “there is no doubt that the school will 
do well” (12).

Despite the opening of the new wing, the Log Book reflects little or no improvement. 
After months of strife, both Miss Bale and Miss Reed left—but on their own accord. 
(Miss Reed resigned 12 December 1878, stating she was too tired in the evenings 
and “I intend to give up teaching”.) Replacements did not seem to fare better and 
sadly an Inspector’s Report on 30 April 1881 began “This school has scarcely done 
well” (13). On the 4th of November 1881, Sarah Jane King wrote, without any 
further comment, “Rev. R.J. Crosswell sent an advt. for Schoolmaster” (14). Moving 
quickly, by 23 November, the School Managers resolved to choose between two 
selected male candidates and on 9 January 1882, Mr. Samuel Overmass took 
charge of Timberscombe School (15). Unusually the departure of Miss King—who 
at this point was still 25 years old —is not mentioned in the Log Book (normally 
notice is made of a leaving Head Teacher’s service) or in any church records (16). 
Regrettably Sarah Jane King seems to disappear from any other records as well.
                    
                                                             
Thirty-two years later, when Timberscombe School reopened after Summer Break 
on 14 August 1914, a new Head Teacher was slated to begin his duties. Mr. John H. 
Miller, who was previously employed at Blackheath in southeast London, had been 
selected for the position and was approved by the County Education Committee on 
10 June 1914. At the same time, his fiancé, Miss Florence Archbold had been 
offered the job of Infant Teacher at Timberscombe, but with the condition that she 
would be “Mrs. Miller” by the school’s opening (17). She was—they married at 
Greenwich, London—but World War I had been declared on 4 August and Mr. Miller 
had already been called to active duty in the Territorial Force.

Newly married and alone, Florence Miller was quickly trained and certified as Head 
Teacher, becoming the second woman at Timberscombe School to hold that 
position. It was one that she had not expected but would hold until her husband 
was able to return. Interestingly one of her first decisions was to disregard the 
existing syllabus in history and geography and instead “took the history of the 
present war and the geography of the countries connected with it” (18), seemingly 
seeking to make the lessons more relevant, perhaps not only for herself but for the 
many children whose fathers had suddenly left. 



A c.1916 photograph featuring John H. Miller, seated on the left and Florence Miller on the right. Previously 
the photograph was believed to have been taken by Herbert (Bert) John Hole—the original photograph was 
embossed with a decorative “B. Hole” on the lower right—and the couple had been identified as Herbert and 

Gladys (nee Churchill) Shephard, Head Teacher and Infants Teacher at Timberscombe School from 
1911-1914. However other photographs of Mr. And Mrs. Shephard do not appear to be this couple. Also Bert 

Hole died an early death in 1915. At least 10 of the children in this photograph were not admitted to 
Timberscombe School until after his death, including his daughter Rita Hole, who did not start school until 

1916. The photograph could well have been taken by Walter Groves Hole or Charlotte Groves Hole, the half-
brother and stepmother of Bert Hole, also photographers, who were maintaining his studio.

The photograph was taken on the western side of Timberscombe School, with the 1877 additional wing in  
the right foreground and School Room, the accommodation for the Head Teacher and family, in the right 

background. A slate sundial created in 1829 by William Brown Wood, the second Head Teacher, is visible on 
it’s western wall, as it is in modern times, albeit a bit higher. A copy of this photograph was donated in 2019 
by Sue Copping of Combe Dingle, Bristol, the daughter of of the late James Henderson of Timberscombe. 

Many of the children in the photograph were identified by the late Kenneth Grabham of Timberscombe.

For the next two years and in the midst of war, Florence Miller had charge of 
Timberscombe School. Mr. Miller returned on the 28th of August 1916, writing in the 
Log Book, “I have taken over the School and Mrs. Miller has taken over the Infants 
Dept to which she was originally appointed in 1914“. Perhaps sounding more 
appreciative, also in the Log Book is a 16 July 1916 report by the County 
Commission Inspector which wrote of Florence Miller as the “Head Mistress who is 
capable and efficient” (19). Mr. and Mrs. Miller remained at Timberscombe until 31 
January 1920, when they left to take new positions at the Brenton Schools in 
Staffordshire, where both of them had accepted posts as Head Teachers (20).



On the 2nd of February, a Mr. Hoddinott came to Timberscombe on a temporary 
basis to run the school just until a new Head Teacher took over. That happened on 
26 May 1920 when Salome Valentine Wallace commenced duties. The Log Book 
shows that her first day involved Rev. Henry Herbert Bell, the vicar at St. Petrock’s 
from 1900 to 1933, meeting with Miss Wallace to consult with her which children 
would be needing dental treatments (21).

Quite unlike Sarah Jane King or Florence Miller, Salome Wallace began her work 
as Head Teacher of Timberscombe, not only with experience but also with an ally. 
Hired at the same time to be her Assistant Teacher was Isabella Elizabeth Wallace
— her sister.

Salome Wallace and Elizabeth Wallace were born in Islington, London, respectively 
in 1872 and 1873, daughters of Mark and Elizabeth Wallace (22). Their father was 
a Police Constable (23). On the 1891 Census, eighteen year old Salome was 
already listed as a School Board Teacher in London and Elizabeth was employed 
as a Dressmaker. By 1911, Salome was Head Teacher at the Halstock School of 
West Chelborough, Halstock, Dorset with Elizabeth working with her as Assistant 
Teacher, positions they held for the rest of their careers. Living with them was their 
widowed mother. Possibly in their first years at School House in Timberscombe, 
their mother still was with them, On 13 December 1923, Salome Wallace wrote, 
“Miss B. Wallace absent three days owing to mother’s illness“ (24). Salome was 
always referred to as “Miss Wallace” with Elizabeth identified as “Miss B. Wallace”. 
Not once is it revealed if she was known as Bessie, Beth, Betty or any other “B” 
possibility.

         Anonymous photograph of Salome Wallace, c.1922, donated by the Timberscombe School, 2020



The photograph of Salome Wallace on the previous page was taken in the school 
garden that had been established as a Wartime Garden in 1918, but which Miss 
Wallace found in “a very neglected condition”. It became a priority to her with 
lessons in the garden, potatoes taken up (although she recorded “not an abundant 
crop”) and when the weather was bad, “theory-nature study” took place indoors 
(25). 

On 8 April 1921, the children were taken to the playground to observe an eclipse of 
the sun, naturally followed by “a lesson on the heavily bodies” (26). Among other 
changes, Salome Wallace was lauded for establishing “Parent’s Days”, which were 
credited with fostering more local interest in Timberscombe School (27).

In the first year of the Wallace sister’s tenure, a scabies epidemic plagued the 
school, requiring that it be closed for six and a half weeks to be cleaned and 
distempered (28). Worse though was 21 November 1922 when an outbreak of 
Scarlet Fever began with siblings, Agnes and Herbert Stenner being hospitalised. 
Only two days later, Salome Wallace wrote that she was grieved to report the death 
of five year old Leonard Copp and while there were no further deaths, the school 
was ravaged for the next couple of months. The 1920’s in general were difficult 
years with ongoing bouts of influenza, whooping cough, ophthalmia, chicken pox 
and measles. Salome and Elizabeth Wallace were not immune.The school had to 
be closed twice due to the Head Teacher having “a critical illness”, apparently 
influenza (29) and Elizabeth often missed days due to illness. 

                Elizabeth Wallace, aka “Miss B”, on the left, c. 1925, donated by Maurice Huxtable



Salome Wallace resigned on 22 July 1932, after 34 years of teaching. She seems 
to have been irritated on 25 August when the School’s Governors shortened the 
Summer Holidays by a week and without a new Head Teacher in place, Miss 
Wallace had to return for the last week in August. A temporary Head Teacher, Nora 
Brennard took over on September 1 (30). Elizabeth Wallace kept working until 31 
March 1936 (31). Some sources suggest that she is the same Elizabeth Wallace, 
born in London (but in 1874), who on 9 June 1937, arrived for a holiday at 
Honolulu, Hawaii on the Passenger Ship, the Mariposa (32). It is probably not the 
same Elizabeth Wallace, but for the sake of Miss B, one hopes it might have been.

Both Salome and Elizabeth moved into a house called St. Valentine’s in Minehead, 
sharing it with other retired teachers (33). Salome Wallace died in 1947 and was 
buried at St. Petrock’s. Elizabeth Wallace died in 1959 and is buried near her sister 
(34).

     A photograph of The Timberscombe school children in 1923, with Elizabeth Wallace on the left end of the 
back row. Salome Wallace is in the same row, third from the right. This seems to be the only school 

photograph showing both sisters. The anonymous photograph was donated by Edgar Webber of Cutcombe.                                                                
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  We need your help to identify the place/people/dates in these
                                           photographs.

    They are local to Timberscombe and are in the school archive. 
They include the c.1910 photograph that is on the second page of 
this newsletter, taken of the children outside the schoolroom door.

  Any ideas would be very welcome. Please contact Tom Sperling
                                         or Marion Jeffrey.

Possibly taken at the school, it is safe to presume the photograph was
    taken by Herbert Henry Hole, who died in 1900. The following two     
         photographs may have also been taken by H.H. Hole.






