
WATTS NAVAL TRAINING SCHOOL 

 

The Norfolk County School was opened in 1874 by Edward, the Prince of Wales (later to be King 

Edward 8th), on a 54-acre site near North Elmham. It was for the education of the sons of farmers 

and artisans. 

A railway link was established in 1884, leading to the opening of County School Railway Station – 

a rare example of a school having its own transport link. 

The school shut in 1895 and the site lay abandoned for a few years. 

The late 1890s was a time of great military development in both Germany and Great Britain. The 

latter was trying to keep up with the great naval development of its great industrial rival. 

Dr Thomas Barnardo, the great philanthropist who had dedicated his life to caring for orphans and 

poor children, wanted to do his bit for his country, and decided to open a Naval Training School, 

where orphaned boys could be trained in order to join the Royal Navy. 

He visited the site of the now abandoned Norfolk County School in 1899. He could immediately 

see why the school had closed – no heating, no baths and no fire escapes, but decided the site 

was ideal for his school. 

But the school and grounds were expensive – and the Barnardo organization was suffering 

financial hardship. 

Coming to the rescue was shipping magnate Edmund Hannay Watts, the head of the British 

Steamship Company. He paid over £10,000 for the site in June 1901 – as a tribute to the recently 

deceased Queen Victoria. 

Progress was initially slow due to Dr Barnado’s ill health, but in 1902 in the publication, ‘Night and 
Day’, he laid out his plans for the school. 

He wanted the school to be like, “a ship on the land.” The house would be fitted out like a HM 

Navy ship. 

The planned intake of 300 boys would be dressed in sailor suits and sleep in hammocks. They 

would be addressed by numbers not names – and their hair should be clipped short, military style. 

The Headteacher would be called the ‘Commander’ and the masters, all ex-Navy men, were to be 

known as ‘Petty Officers’.  

Each floor of the building would be known as a ‘deck’ and there was to be a balcony known as 

‘The Bridge’. The school would own its own boat based nearby where boys would learn seafaring. 

The intention was to school boys aged 10-14, although this was soon amended, and the boys 

admitted were actually 13-16.  They were meant to be trained for three years but in the years 

leading to the First World War, many were there for just one year. 

The school was opened on 9th March 1903 (although not officially), but by then E.H. Watts was 

dead (July 1902) and hence the school was named after him – the Watts Naval Training School 

(WNTS). His son, F.S. Watts took up the financial burden. 

The school was finally formerly opened on 17th April 1906 by Viscount Coke (the Earl of Leicester), 

as Dr Barnado had died the previous September. 

So, the two men behind the project, Dr Barnado and Mr. E.H. Watts, never saw their dream come 

to fruition. 



The site was like a self-contained village. As well as the school buildings and dormitories, it had a 

gymnasium, a laundry, both an infirmary and sanitorium, a chapel, its own cemetery and even a 

cinema. It also had a water tower and houses for the staff. 

The chapel was expanded in 1926 and included two stained glass windows dedicated to former 

student Frederick Humby, who died on the Titanic in 1912. 

The school taught the boys seamanship, gunnery, signals, drill and physical education, as well as 

music, in the hope they would join a military band. 

Life was very tough for the boys. They were expected to go barefoot between March and October 

(except for church parades). They had a physical inspection on a weekly basis (standing with 

hands above their heads) and were allowed one bath a week. They brushed their teeth with salt 

and had to gargle with salt water. 

Punishments for misdemeanors depended on the severity of the offence. Usually, it was standing 

on the deck for half an hour, but more severe punishments included six strokes of the cane on the 

bare buttocks in front of the whole school. 

Food was of poor quality, bread and dripping with a drink of cocoa (“in a tin mug”) for breakfast, 

soup - “ a thick, muddy mixture of bones and chunks of meat with plenty of fat and gristle on it, 

hidden under half an inch of grease” (according to one pupil) - or boiled rice with currants for 

lunch, and cocoa and broken ships biscuits for tea/supper. 

Throughout the opening years of the school, the daily routine changed, but this is a typical 

example: 

5:45 am = Reveille. Fifteen minutes to dress and make your bed. 

5:59 am = Bugle sound. One minute to pray by bedside. 

6:00 am = Bugle for ‘Cleanship’. This was sweeping, scrubbing and polishing – with a cross county 

run thrown in 

6:45 am = Breakfast – followed by more cleaning 

7:30 am = Inspection in main hall followed by Drill 

9:00 am = Assembly, including raising of the flag, singing the National Anthem and hymn singing 

10:00 = Lessons 

12:30pm = Dinner 

13:00 = Drill 

14:00 = Lessons – this could include ‘Special Duties’ e.g. working in the kitchen, laundry or 

bakehouse. 

16:30 = Drill Practice 

17:00 = Light tea 

17:30 = Homework then Recreation (reading, playing chess or draughts and playing outside in fine 

weather) 

19:00 = Brushing teeth followed by Inspection and washing 

20:00 = Assembly 

20:45 = Last Post  



20:59 = One minutes prayers 

21:00 = Lights out. 

All letters, to and from the boys, were censored. 

Boys who had families were allowed home during the Christmas period, whilst those without 

families remained. But going home was stopped in 1924 as the school authorities felt it exposed 

the boys to bad practices. 

It turned out the WNTS was paid a gratuity of £25 by the Admiralty, for each boy that signed up to 

the Royal Navy. The school managed to accumulate funds of £12,000 through this system. 

The Watts Naval Training School finally shut its doors in 1953. 

 

 

 

 


