Andrew (Bill) Bailey Rolle College 1969 -74, 2003-06

I had worked as a clerk in a large insurance office.  A friend encouraged me to look at teaching as a career.  I looked through the prospectuses of various colleges and decided that either Aberyswyth or Exmouth would fit the bill....Maths with Science, continuous assessment and by the sea!

I came down in the summer of 1969 and was interviewed by Harry Pratt, the Head of Maths.  A very nice man, very encouraging who sent me away with a book on ”New Maths” to break me out of the Victorian / Grammar School mould that I had been cast in.

That autumn my new wife, Cherrill, and I set up home in a furnished flat in Hartley Rd.  She immediately found a job and I became a “student”.  That is my hair got longer.  There was a buddy system in place and I was shown the ropes by my college “Father”.  There was no college bar in those days but we found solace in The Deer Leap and The Foresters' Arm (a great establishment demolished to make way for the Magnolia Centre)

The first week of each of the first three terms was dedicated to what we termed ‘Pathetic Studies’.  Aesthetic I didn't find it.  The college had only recently taken on students destined for Secondary School and some aspects of the course / lecturers were deeply wedded to the Primary/Junior School tradition.  So I grudgingly finger painted and tried not to “curl up into a little ball and float across the room” for the late Gordon Crone.  I wanted to get on with the Maths and Science.

Harry Pratt was an inspirational teacher, very relaxed but able to impart new ideas with infectious enthusiasm.  He lived in an office at the top of the brand new “Three Storey Block”.  It had a fabulous view that always mesmerised me when I visited him there. He led a team that included Brian Hughes (later to take his place), Tony Draper, Margaret Adams and Cynthia Mogford.   I enjoyed their teaching and learned a lot of mathematics and gradually grew to understand what a mathematician was.  It is not about “sums”.  

They all had different styles; Tony Draper was very relaxed but a hard task master... although a young man he died sadly. Margaret Adams came across as a gentle soul. Sometimes some of us found Cynthia Mogford quite difficult to follow; she could talk for two hours without seemingly drawing breadth.  Her subject was statistics and she interlaced the facts and theories with illustrations from her working life as a government statistician and with anecdotes from her private life.  Unpicking these three threads, delivered in parallel, was an art that some students didn't manage easily but I have fond memories of her.  And an eye for bogus statistics as a result!

I had used simple mechanical calculators in the insurance business but I was fascinated by the tricks you could perform on the Husqvana rotary calculators that the department had.  And then Brian Hughes introduced us to Boolean Logic and the department acquired a Busicom programmable electronic calculator. (The size of a large PC and 5 times the weight).    That set me off on a path that took me to building a PC with fellow student Dave Carne, learning how to write computer programs, and eventually creating and running a very large IT department at Exmouth Community College.  And I cannot forget, Bob White, technician.  He was a gentle fellow who lived down on the Colony initially.  I spent many happy hours in his garden shed learning the rudiments of television and television repair from him.

The Science Department was led by Ray Jones.  One of the Rolle College Taffia, for there were many Jones! A tall, blue eyed, cheerful man who could fire up the dullest of students. Eric Rolfe, Eric McDowell, Harry Smith were his teaching team.  Different characters, but all very welcoming and willing to talk through any point one to one.  My science was pretty rudimentary but I enjoyed catching up under their tutelage.  And I learned even more from the chief technician, Tony Rogers:  electronics, photographic processing, and basic engineering workshop skills.  The other technician was David Amos who was very skilled in the Blue Peter department fabricating classroom models from cardboard and bottles.  But his chief claim to fame was making the lobby of the Spicer building echo to the sound of a London Underground Train arriving at a platform, without artificial aids!

I blagged my way onto a Science Department expedition to darkest Matlock where we undertook fieldwork and paid visits to sites of industrial archaeology, the Qualcast Foundry and a working coalmine (remember them?).  The shock of seeing real work is still with me.   And I got to play with another programmable electronic calculator and was able to process the data we collected from a transect of a Derbyshire Hillside.  And I am still friends with Jack Skinner, the coach driver who whisked John Flook, Robin Bambridge and I out to country pubs where the locals taught us dominoes. 

Robin Bambridge features in two other memories.  The first was a field trip to Leigh Farm, near Ford Abbey.  It was owned by fellow student, Sandra Dare's (now Appleby) parents.  I can't remember why we went, probably a look at a mixed farm but Robin came back with a dead badger.  It was the end of summer term and it was quickly wrapped n a plastic bag and left in the bottom of a freezer.  That summer I spent as Tony Rogers' technician runner.  And when the smell got unbearable I dragged Robin in, he skinned it and buried the carcass in the grounds.  Out came the DIY tanning instructions and, much later, a set of clean, white bones.  All good for the “Science Collection”.  We were all encouraged to amass quantities of educational materials (junk) to illuminate our “teaching practices.”

On another occasion Robin and I decided to concatenate various discrete experiments to determine the components of air.  We worked late into the night stringing together U tubes full of various chemicals designed to dry a measured amount of air, extract the oxygen and CO2 and leave us with nitrogen and the oddments at the far end.  Each section was removed and carefully weighed then reinstalled.  Unfortunately one went in back to front and we drew acid into a tube of caustic soda, which got very hot and agitated.  The entire apparatus explode showering us in all sorts of nasty things and shards of glass.  Then we had to deep clean the lab.  My clothes fell into holes at the next wash but somehow we remained unscathed.

Whilst I was summer technician Tony Rogers and I took cine cameras and filmed the destruction of the chimney of the Salterton Road brick works.  I wonder what happened to that footage or the aerial photos that Tony took of the college from a home made balloon?

My personal tutor was Miss Barbara Curry, a historian.  I used to do DIY jobs for her at her bungalow in the Rivermead area.  She was my first real feminist and she frequently rose to my bait.

Besides proper subjects we were exposed to philosophy, sociology, education and religion.  There was English, too in the gothic grandeur of Langstone. The weekly education lecture was a low point for me although I enjoyed the encounters with John Ireland afterwards. I remember him as a pleasant, dapper chap with a distinctive style of speech and a dispenser of sound advice.  Before teaching practice he said: “ Forget all this modern stuff and do what they do in your placement”.  I always looked forward to him coming into a class on “observation” because he joined in rather than sitting awkwardly at the back.

I recall that we treated one lecturer very badly, a gentle retired missionary of old fashioned demeanour; our group of heathen wannabe secondary school teachers were rather uncooperative and rowdy.  One day a large, Clement Freudian gentleman sat in her place with an arc of chairs sat around.  We trooped in, sat down and he looked at us, smiling.  And we looked at him.  And he looked at us, and we looked at him, puzzled.  Eventually, Ray Braithwaite. asked when the session was to begin and our tormentor  rounded on him.  “Who asked you to speak” and a very lively debate ensued and some good lessons on class control delivered.  We treated Olive.... with more respect from then on. And he went on to become Deputy Principal..

Another area of the college I enjoyed was AVA.  Run by Don Leech he was assisted by Alan Gentle and latterly by Felicity Kirton.  I still have a stop motion cine film I made of the workings of the internal combustion engine, albeit in digitised format now. 

Three characters who never taught me but came to the fore afterwards were Ken Rocket.  He taught music but I knew him for playing trad in the town's pubs.  Alan Cotton worked in the art department before become the celebrity he is now.  And Phil Tushingham is a man who drove interesting left hand drive vehicles among them a Citroen DS and and a Karman Ghia and was a cousin to Rita.

Somebody who I still see around is Phil Livesey.  He encouraged me to join a couple of expeditions to Dartmoor.  We were based at Prince Hall and one occasion stands out.  He dropped a party of us off near Lydford Gorge; it was March and very cold.  The gorge was open to all in those days and we walked along its length marvelling, then along the old railway line, as snow started to fall.  I was well dressed in a brand new outfit loaned to me by a Royal Marine of my acquaintance.  And so we trekked across the moor, Yes Tor was on the route I remember.  The ground was frozen solid but every so often a foot would break through the grass into a void below, slow and hard walking with packs on our backs.  We set up our tents near one of the leats and with the sky darkening we ate our rations and most people turned in.  Three of us volunteered to walk into Princetown and report our revised location.  So to the Plume of Feather.  Yes, volunteered.  Here we found Phil and one or two from another party.  And after a glass or two we wound our way back in bright moonlight.  The leat had frozen solid in our absence, which shortened our journey quite considerably.  Boy was it cold that night! I kept my boots on!  Those who didn't had a great deal of trouble breaking back into them.  Back at Prince Hall the others had all decamped leaving 40 or so sets of plates and cutlery.  I had changed my clothes and set up my sodden RM kit around a wood burning stove and left them steaming and then, bleary eyed set to and washed up.  I sure felt virtuous until I went back into the bunkhouse and found the ashes of my borrowed kit.  That cost me a bottle of whisky and a lot of grovelling!

When the college bar opened we soon had people who would get up and sing.  Matt Cogan was the instigator and Laurie Dover and Jean Billett were two of the performers.  The bar was often manned by one of the porters, Mike Farrant, a big amiable guy with a beguiling smile and a great deal of tolerance.  Because the college hosted students who originated from Dartington we had many talented musicians amongst our number.

Whilst on the subject of drinking, a favourite monthly event was a Forester's Night.  The little town centre pub sported two small bars, barrels of beer and cider, a lot of red-faced old men and no spirits or fancy drinks.  The challenge was to arrive en masse and drink the house dry:  A feat achieved on more than one occasion.

Other entertainments included regular balls with well-known bands, and theatrical events.  The staff version of Under Milk Wood was superb (with so many Welsh on the books it couldn't fail).  But the highlight of those years was a termly review called “And So To Bed”.  Poetry, music, comic sketches, dramatic readings.  John Onley had a lot to do with that but I think most of the performers were students.

Then we got down to business.  Teaching practice. My observation day for my first, Kingsbridge, when I was supposed to meet my mentors and choose some topics to teach, fell into a pattern.  As I entered each classroom. The teacher handed me the chalk and said “We are just doing x or y or z would you like to take over?”  And off they went (I suspect) for a ten-minute smoke-o.  I was billeted in Stokenham and travelled in on the school bus each day.  I can remember teaching a biology class a suspect lesson about the muscles of the arm.  The best bit was when a kid at the back of the class fell off of his stool whilst I was writing on the board.  Without turning, I called him by name and told him to stand at the side of the class.  The class were amazed and I gained a lot of respect.  Just for being able to read a reflection in the door.. 

My second practice was at Heymoor Secondary School in Penzance.  Although maths was my main subject, they hadn't got a science teacher so my timetable was slightly unbalanced.  Electricity and magnetism was a mainstay of my lessons.  And I had to dilute the acid needed for the simple cells we made.  I did it backwards and everything got very hot and a great glass vat burst and I flooded the preparation room and took all the varnish off the floor.  Another deep clean at the end of a very tiring day.  

The highlight of that practice was finding myself with Matt Cogan and Laurie Dover in the Commercial Hotel, St Just late in the evening.  The St Just choir came in and the rafters rang until early in the morning.  Magic.   Matt Cogan had been a wireless operator on tankers and with the Diplomatic Service.  He arranged for Ann French, Laurie and myself to visit his erstwhile workmates at Lands End Radio.  It was a fairly quiet day on the airwaves, we had toured the station, fired up the standby generator, discharged a great lightning spike from a giant capacitor and then, in the days of male only operators, set Ann down to do an All Ships.  She had barely finished the first sentence when all the boards lit up and ships for miles around were calling in!

I went to a school in Torquay that was shortly afterwards merged with a neighbour to become Westlands.  Half my timetable was science and, again, I never saw the science teacher.  He was off on the observation day and fell sick the day the 6 weeks began!  But that just gave me a little more freedom.  The external professor who signed me off didn't realise that I managed to fit electricity and magnetism into each class's curriculum, thereby minimising the amount of kit I needed to prepare.

And then for the next thirty years I taught at Exmouth Community College.  And I was pleased to teach many of the sons and daughters of the aforementioned lecturers and to know they supported the Comprehensive Ideal.  I hope I gave them as good as I got from their parents.

When the family came along we took advantage of the Saturday Morning Family Club that operated across the campus.  Both the children and the parents made lasting friendships there.  

Over the years I transmogrified from Maths teacher to Computer Science Teacher, a role I loved.  I wasn't so happy at being dragooned into teaching IT but it did lay the foundations of my next, short career.

When I retired, I applied for a part-time post as an IT Support Artist at Plymouth University, Rolle Campus.  The interview with Noel Davis and Rosemary Smith went well but even if it hadn't I'd have been happy because, while waiting, I found an advert for my ideal boat.  I never did get my induction course, but soon I was sat there with some properly trained experts around me assisting the IT users of the Rolle, playing with the network, fixing machines.  It is amazing what daft things well paid and highly intelligent people can do to a computer. (Or with it).  The number of times I walked the length of the campus to switch on a monitor.  Or extract inappropriate objects from CD drives.

Noel is probably the most politically incorrect person I know.  But with his charm and his blue eyes and his ex-marine's bravado he had edge that was breathtaking. He would organise staff training “Away Days” in which the rest of us of both sexes, mostly middle aged, would find ourselves splashing about in the Exe or bounced around on the end of bungee straps.  I have never knowingly taken exercise but this came perilously close to it.

There weren't many survivors from my earlier Rolle Days, I think Ken the Gardener was the only one fully employed.  A few of the old lecturers and Alan Gentle would pop their heads round the door occasionally.  Besides the lecturers, I made a lot of new friends right across the various grades of staff, admin, porters, maintenance etc.  

When Rolle's demise was announced I bailed out early.  Its closure was great loss to Exmouth.  It bought young people into town, provided a cultural focus, not to mention much needed employment.  And then there was the education.....

