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The handsome Victorian edifice in Sherston High 
Street has stood empty since February 2005, when 
it was made redundant by the opening of the new 
village school. 

After a great deal of discussion, negotiation and 
consultation, the Old School has now been acquired 
for the village. Wiltshire Council has given planning 
permission that will allow the building to be used to 
provide a range of goods, services and activities for 
the good of the community. The first step along this 
path will be the provision of space for an enlarged 
post office and general store.   

Having acquired the building from the Diocese of 
Bristol on a 999-year lease, the parish council has 
in turn let it to Sherston Old School Community 
Interest Company (SOSCIC) on a 150-year lease. 
SOSCIC now has the task of breathing life into the 
old building.

 

New lease of life for 
the old school...

...at last
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CICstart
Community Interest Companies (CICs) are 

designed to allow a business to operate as a social 
enterprise for the benefit of a defined community. 
No individual member stands to make any money 
out of a CIC; any assets and profits must be used in 
the service of its community. All CICs are registered 
at Companies House and are overseen by a regulator 
who ensures that these criteria are met.

Our own Sherston Old School CIC was formed 
about a year ago and is limited by guarantee. It grew 
out of the Old School project group set up by the 
parish council. SOSCIC’s initial board of directors is 
chaired by Peter Sidebottom. The other members are 
Richard Hulme, Mike Johnson and Geoff Martin. All 
four have lived in the village for some years and they 
bring an impressive range of relevant experience and 
expertise to the project. Peter is a property developer 
with domestic and international experience, Richard 
a property agent, Mike a planning consultant and 
Geoff a chartered accountant.  At present these are 
the only members of SOSCIC, but that is about to 
change.

SOSCIC had to come into existence in this initial 
form so that it could acquire the building on behalf of 
the village and secure planning permission. It is now 
ready for the next step, which is to make membership 
available to all members of the community, subject 
only to their being prepared to pay £1 should the 
company fail.

 

What’s the big idea?
SOSCIC has two main aims. The first is the 

preservation and maintenance of the building. The 
second is to make it available as a space for business 
and enterprise to operate. The vision is for the Old 
School to be a hive of activity, providing a range of 
goods and services in the centre of the village.

Work will start as soon as possible on the first 
phase of the Old School’s new life. This will involve 
basic work to ensure that the entire building is 
weatherproof and in good repair; and additional 
work so that Paul and Gail Mather can move in and 
set up their enlarged and improved post office and 
general store, hopefully this year and in time for their 
Christmas rush. (Though it’s never possible to predict 
what builders will find once they start to investigate 
an old building.)

The second phase of the operation will see the 
rest of the building renovated and made suitable for 
tenants. As well as the post office and general store, 
there will be a number of units available to let within 
the building. It’s envisaged that these will be taken 
up by shops, offices and businesses of various kinds, 
with the possibility of some space also being available 
for non-commercial community use. For example, 
Wiltshire Council has said it might be interested in 
setting up a contact and information point in the 
building. Other more local possibilities might be a 
village archive, information point, and exhibition 
space and/or meeting room.

 

Ground Floor Plan
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Who pays the bills?
Crucially, SOSCIC is receiving generous grants 

from two locally based charitable trusts. They are the 
Eleanor Barton Trust and the Sam Thompson Fund. 
Their support is vital, not only in financial terms but 
because it gives a signal of confidence in the value and 
viability of the project.

Further grants have come from the old North 
Wilts District Council and from Wiltshire Council. 
The first outside body to support the project was the 
Malmesbury and Villages Community Partnership 
(MVCAP), whose grant paid for initial publicity and 
consultation costs.

Most of the money that the parish council needed 
to buy the property from the diocese came in the 
form of a loan from the Public Works Loans Board 
(PWLB). This is a national body whose job it is 
to make loans to local authorities under suitable 
circumstances from the National Loans Fund. The 
parish council has undertaken to repay this loan 
over 50 years. It will get the money to do this from 
SOSCIC, which in turn will get it in the form of rent 
from the Old School tenants.

The parish council has agreed a £2000 grant under 
its discretionary powers to enable SOSCIC to meet 
some initial costs, such as insurance. However, council 
taxpayers have not had to pay anything towards the 
acquisition of the building, and the intention is that 
they should not have to pay anything towards its 
maintenance. Both the parish council and SOSCIC 
have set out to avoid the need for any increase in the 
parish precept.

The cost of the first phase of the project to include 
the area for the new post office and general store is 
some £700,000 which covers the original purchase 
of the entire site as well as building and professional 
fees. 

The plan is that once it’s up and running the 
Old School should be self-funding. But to get to 
that stage, more money is needed for SOSCIC’s 
immediate running expenses and for the completion 
of the second phase: getting the whole of the building 
in a state fit to receive all those tenants. 

SOSCIC has the funding to complete the first 
phase of work on the building and make a start on 
the second, and is applying for further grants with 
every hope of success. An appeal for donations will 
shortly be launched, so all of us in the village will be 
able to make our own contribution.

 

How did we get here?
When the school moved out in 2005 the Bristol 

Diocese, as owners, put in an application to convert 
the building to three dwellings and to build a further 
two in the yard at the back. Over a hundred villagers 
attended a public meeting and were unanimous in 
their disapproval of this scheme, preferring to see the 
Old School put to commercial and/or community 
use.

In 2008 this was confirmed in a ballot of 1300 
villagers, of whom 722 replied, with 95% in favour.

The parish council took it on from there. Further 
public meetings and exhibitions were held and 
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Cliffhanger was able to carry updates on the progress 
of the scheme. Behind the scenes a great deal of 
laborious negotiation has been going on, finally 
making it possible for the deal to be struck, with 
funding assured for the initial phase.

  

Not only but also
As well as the creation of a vital hub for the village 

in the Old School building, two other significant 
gains have come out of the negotiations, largely at 
the urging of the trustees of the Eleanor Barton Trust 
and the Sam Thompson Fund.

For some years, ownership of the field beside the 
village hall has been divided between Wiltshire 
Council and the diocese. That has now changed. The 
field, which operates as an alfresco extension of the 
village hall, will now belong to the village hall under 
a 150 year lease.

The other good news is that the parish council has 
acquired the Knockdown Road allotments site from 
Wiltshire Council on a 20-year lease. This should 
allay the fears that have been voiced, that the land 
may be made available for housing.

  

Thanks to them
None of this would be happening without a colossal 

investment of time, energy, expertise and goodwill. 
The main players have obviously been the parish 
council and the four SOSCIC members, in particular 
John Matthews as parish council chairman, Martin 
Rea as parish council vice-chairman and village hall 
committee chairman, and Geoff Martin who did a 
lot of the spadework as parish council treasurer, a 
position from which he has now resigned so as to give 
undivided attention to the Old School project. In the 
early stages, the Old School project group had the 
services of Lynda Fleming as secretary. Other local 
residents who have contributed in various ways are 
Ian Ashby, John Knight, Graham Morris, Graham 
Singer, Julian Squire and Andy Taylor.

The trustees of the Eleanor Barton Trust and the 
Sam Thompson Fund have been most supportive, as 
have Councillor John Thomson and his colleagues 
at Wiltshire Council. In its dealings with the 
diocese, the parish council and SOSCIC have had 
valuable support from the Reverends Malcolm Ross, 
Andrew Evans and Christopher Bryan together with 
churchwardens David Bush, Roger Whitehouse, Sue 
Harvey, Ness Whiffin and Sue Robinson as well as 
the entire parish church community.

 

All aboard
Things have been brought to this point through 

the efforts of a few dedicated people. Now it’s time 
for us all to get involved. You can show your support 
now by becoming a member of SOSCIC. This costs 
absolutely nothing. All you have to do is to complete 
the application form certifying that you are prepared 
to pay £1 in the event of the project collapsing and 
SOSCIC going bust. As a member you will have the 
right to attend general meetings of SOSCIC and you 
will be able to help shape the development of the Old 
School by letting the directors know your views and 
by voting members on and off the board.

Membership application forms are being distributed 
with this special issue of Cliffhanger and more are 
available at the post office. They are also available on 
line at www.sherston.net and www.sherston.org .

If you have a business or some other enterprise 
that you think might find a home in the Old School, 
it’s not too early to investigate the possibility. 
Prospective tenants should contact Graham Singer 
(phone 01454 238600 or email mail@grahamsinger.
com).

Many villagers remember the days when the High 
Street had its butcher and baker, and maybe not a 
candlestick maker but certainly numerous other 
traders. With the Old School project, we can put 
something like that back into the village. It’s a step 
towards making us more self-sufficient and cutting 
down on those petrol-guzzling trips to town. Fill up 
the form and be part of it. 
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