Tighnabruaich School
During the past eight centuries of recorded local history, the population of Kilfinan Parish has
mostly lived in the Kilfinan area. This began to change when gunpowder manufacture was
introduced to Millhouse in 1839 but in 1841, out of a population of just under 2,000, over half
continued to live north of Kilfinan Church. Of the six schools recorded in 1843, three were in
the north of the parish: Kilfinan parochial school, Otter Ferry and probably
Ardmarnock/Auchlick. The south of the parish was served by schools at Kilbride, Ardlamont
and most likely Portavadie. The Society for Propagating Christian Knowledge may also have had
a presence in the parish earlier in the century and there is evidence that they administered a small
sewing school at Millhouse in the 1860s.
As the century progressed, the development of steam shipping on the Clyde began to open up
Tighnabruaich and surrounding area to tourism and attendant commercial development. In the
1860s, references appear to a new school at Tighnabruaich; The Poltalloch Madras Mission
School. The name suggests that it was built on land owned by John Malcolm, Poltalloch, and
that it was probably linked to the Church of Scotland Missionary Chapel built “for the Poltalloch
District” in 1862; later Tighnabruaich West/High Church. The teacher in 1865 was the brother
of Rev Bain, Church of Scotland, Kilfinan and church and school shared at least one trustee.
Madras is apparently a name used to describe pupil teacher education, where older scholars
taught younger children. From extant log entries it can be seen that the pupil teachers were
sometimes found wanting!

Education for 5 to 13 year olds was made compulsory under the Education [Scotland] Act 1872
and Kilfinan School Board, made up primarily of local estate owners, met in 1873 to consider
the needs of the parish. By then, the number of pupils needing to be educated in the
Tighnabruaich area had reached 156: around Millhouse it was144. Accommodation in both
places was described as inadequate, wholly so in the case of Tighnabruaich. The Board therefore
decided to build new schools and school houses in Tighnabruaich and at Millhouse,
amalgamating Kilbride and Portavadie to create the latter. Existing accommodation for 68
potential pupils at Kilfinan and 30 in Ardlamont was meantime considered satisfactory while
Otter Ferry was provided with a new school-mistress’s house.

Otter Ferry Pupils - undated

Tighnabruaich School continues to stand on its original site. Post First World War, like many
Scottish senior primary schools, it became a Junior Secondary School where pupils sat a
“qualifying examination” prior to entering Secondary 1 and received a “leaving certificate” when
their compulsory education was completed. Pupils who went on to Senior Secondary education
mostly moved to Dunoon where they lived in lodgings during term time.

Senior pupils with a teacher and Head Teacher,
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The First and Second World Wars had a significant effect on the day to day life of Tighnabruaich
School. During WW1, a number of children were enrolled from various parts of Scotland
although the reasons are not entirely clear. From November 1914 to September 1916, however,
fourteen Belgian children from six families were admitted to Tighnabruaich School, the children
apparently being billeted at Stroncarraig, Mount Pleasant and Corran Cottages.
By comparison, the influx of evacuated pupils to Tighnabruaich School and community from
1939 to 1944 was large. Records show that 42 pupils were enrolled from St Stephen’s School
Dalmuir on 25 September 1939, 15 from Our Redeemer’s, Clydebank and 91 from several other
places, mostly in the Glasgow and central belt area. Admissions from various parts of Scotland,
and some from England, continued throughout 1940 and 1941, an estimated 76 and 167
respectively, including 32 pupils from Dumbarton Academy on 6 August 1941.
Some children obviously moved to the area with or to members of their family – and include
well-kent names like the Nicolsons of Kames View - while others were boarded out at various
addresses in the community. Miss Campbell, Church of Scotland Women’s Home Mission,
Craigengower, for example, registered 15 children from
Glasgow on 6 August 1940, as well as six subsequent
admissions the following year.

Craigengower: former property of
the Church of Scotland

Older residents recall that during wartime the day was
divided into morning school and afternoon school. The
late Christina Chambers [Totie Gillies] – a pupil at the
time - often talked of the evacuees attending one session,
local children the other

Unfortunately, return home dates are not well recorded. A number of children, however, seem
to have stayed for two to two and a half years – and some never left. The late Benjamin Hall, for
example, became a local resident.

Ardlamont School and Millhouse School were also causalities
of war. Both were closed in 1943 to allow for the training of
allied troops in the Ardlamont peninsula. Declining
population and a continuing shift towards Tighnabruaich as
the area’s commercial centre, meant that neither reopened.
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For similar reasons, Kilfinan School, with less than 10 pupils, closed in 1950 and Otter Ferry in
1966 making Tighnabruaich, to which pupils were bussed daily – as they still are - the only
surviving local school.
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The school leaving age was raised by several Education Acts; to 15 years in 1947, for example,
settling at 16 years in 1973. “O” Grades were introduced and “Highers” revised in 1962. From
1960, to prepare for this change, some pupils from Tighnabruaich Junior Secondary School
began to transfer to Dunoon Grammar School at 14 years, a year earlier than previously. In
1968, Dunoon Grammar School Hostel opened to accommodate all Secondary pupils from
outlying areas which meant that Tighnabruaich became a Primary School.

Over the years, Tighnabruaich School has offered a number of prizes for
various achievements ranging from sports and achievement in specific
subjects to best handwriting and perfect attendance. It has also
encouraged extra- curricular activities. Shinty has been consistently
popular at school and in the community but during the post war period,
for example, Miss Simpson and Mr Cross encouraged an interest in
tennis and Mr MacLeod, Head Teacher, in badminton. During the same
period, Mr Cameron and Miss MacLachlan, visited to teach music and
singing – and in the case of Miss MacLachlan violin – while Mr Stewart
was the weekly peripatetic gym teacher.
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The role of Tighnabruaich Primary School was extended in 1993 to include pre-school education
for three and four year olds in the mornings. Whole day sessions were introduced in 2019 and
provision also extended to include eligible two-year olds.
Over its history, Tighnabruaich School has seen a number of structural adaptations to meet the
educational needs of the time. Mid-20th century, the school building was updated with the
installation of electricity and central heating. Additional classrooms – now removed - were

erected to the rear of the building where Secondary pupils attended some classes and where
Secondary girls were instructed in domestic science. A dining room was built. The “shed” in the
left hand corner of the playground housed the Headmaster, science class and Secondary boy’s
woodwork class. The redundant Tighnabruaich High Church was acquired post war and served
as a gym and general purpose hall until the mid-1990s when it and the dining area were replaced
by a new kitchen/dining/gym hall with new toilets for the children, a new general purpose room
and cloakroom area. The toilet block at the front of the building was also demolished, a separate
Head Teacher’s office and staffroom created, the heating upgraded and the school redecorated.
Subsequent adaptions have been made to accommodate pre-school children, including a secure
outdoor area adjacent to the building where the old lunch hall was situated. Recently, the school roll
has risen and it is planned to erect a Portakabin in the grounds.
Existing paper records show that Connor Wilson, who enrolled with his brother Lewis on
26/10/09, was the 4,337th pupil admitted to Tighnabruaich School. Readmissions are counted
more than once, so the listing does not entirely reflect total admissions over the years. Nor does
it give any indication of the number of adults who attended various night classes which were
popular in the 1900s or highlight the important contribution made to school life by various
cooks, dinner attendants, cleaners, janitors, teaching and administrative support workers – not to
mention teachers and Head Teachers- throughout the school’s history. It does, however, give a
good indication of how many children crossed the doors of Tighnabruaich School from the
latter part of the nineteen century to the early 2000s.
The register at the beginning of the school year 2021/22 shows an attendance of 55 primary
pupils and 16 in pre-school.
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