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At the turn of the (last) century, the world was changing rapidly. Trains were faster, cheaper and more comfortable than ever before. The new craze of bicycling had given men and women unprecedented independence. And the modernisation of telegraphy and the recent invention of the telephone meant that information could be exchanged over huge distances in a mere matter of minutes.


And so a frazzled and harried world was ready for the pioneers in thinking, education and imagination to advise and instruct on the perilous “Age of Hurry”. Passionate thinkers, committed campaigners, they give invaluable guidance for anyone troubled by the rush and bustle of the early century’s information overload.















 


The books in “Found on the Shelves” have been chosen to give a fascinating insight into the treasures that can be found while browsing in The London Library. Now celebrating its 175th anniversary, with over seventeen miles of shelving and more than a million books, The London Library has become an unrivalled archive of the modes, manners and thoughts of each generation which has helped to form it.


From essays on dieting in the 1860s to instructions for gentlewomen on trout-fishing, from advice on the ill health caused by the “modern” craze of bicycling to travelogues from Norway, they are as readable and relevant today as they were more than a century ago—even if the exhortation to “never drink beer or spirits” has been widely disregarded!
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Delivered to the Students of the Froebel Educational Institute on January 21, 1897


BY SIR ALFRED MILNER, K.C.B.





SIR ALFRED MILNER’S busy life as a barrister, a journalist, a private secretary to the Chancellor of the Exchequer, a Governor of the Cape of Good Hope, a High Commissioner for South Africa, a Member of the War Cabinet, a Secretary of State for War, a Fellow of New College, Oxford, a member of The London Library and a writer of history and advice on over-achievement lasted from 1854 to 1925.
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I am not going to address you on the subject of Education. If that is very wrong of me, I hope you will forgive it, and, above all, that you will realize that I am not personally to blame. For my presence here to-day is due to my friend, Mr. Montefiore. He invited me to address you, and as he knows me very well, and as it is impossible to know me without being aware that I am quite unqualified to speak on any educational topic, I must assume that in asking me he intended that, whatever might be the subject of my remarks, they should not be connected with Education. And if so, I am not sure that he was not right. Nine out of ten annual addresses delivered here are likely to deal with one or other of the innumerable aspects of that great subject, which must necessarily always hold the place of honour in an institution such as this. It may be as well that now and again a casual ignoramus like myself should speak about something different, if only to serve as a foil to his predecessors and his successors. It was easy enough to see what I was not competent to talk about, but that did not take me very far. A much greater difficulty arose, when I came to ask myself about what I was competent to talk. It is perfectly clear that no man or woman has any right to stand up and lecture his or her fellow-creatures, whether in large or small numbers, on any subject on which he or she is not, in some sense, an authority. “On what subject,” I said to myself, “am I an authority?” The self-examination thus set on foot was not an agreeable process. I ran over rapidly in my mind a large number of themes of common human interest in the most various fields of intellectual activity, Literature, Science, Art, Invention. It did not take me long to recognize that, despite my advanced age, I had not the faintest claim to speak with authority on any of them. This was a little daunting, but my self-respect rose to the occasion and supplied me with an excuse. “You do not pretend,” it said to me, “to be a student, a man of letters, or an artist. You cannot be expected to excel in Literature, Art, or Science. Your life is one of practical business. You belong to the world of affairs.” I took the hint at once, with a great feeling of relief, and began to recall to mind the numerous pies in which I have had my finger, if perchance one of these might be fit to be dished up for your information or amusement. First I tried to count up my achievements; but, alas! there was not one of them big enough to hang a sentence upon, much less a lecture. Then, in a moment of inspiration, I began to think of my mistakes. At once an illimitable field opened before me. My difficulty now became simply one of selection.


But here I was not without a clue to guide me. In questions of practical conduct no counsel is of much avail which is not based on personal experience. But the experience must not be merely individual. The errors which a man commits owing to his personal idiosyncrasy, or to circumstances peculiar to himself, are not worth his discussing with others, except possibly with very intimate friends, and then only on rare occasions. He must get over them as best he can for himself, but he had better not talk about them. To do so is mere egotism. It is almost as ill-bred to call attention to your personal defects as it is to make a parade of what you imagine to be your excellences. But the matter is different the moment the failing of which you are conscious is one which you cannot help seeing is a very general one. If the mistake you know you have made is being made all around you, it is no longer egotistical to dwell upon it, always provided you have something useful to say. If the personal experience of the most ordinary man can be made to contribute to the diagnosis of a common ailment, then it possesses an importance which the merely individual failing, even of a Napoleon, does not possess.


Now there is one mistake which I am always making, and which I can see plainly is being made by innumerable people of my acquaintance, including some of those, whether men or women, whom I most admire—yes, by women, allow me to say with all respect, every bit as much as by men. It is, I feel no doubt whatever, a failing peculiarly characteristic of our own time. The mistake I refer to is that of being in a hurry, or rather, perhaps I ought to say, of allowing oneself to be hurried. It is not so much the mere act of hurrying, as the sense of hurry, the feeling that you haven’t got time, that you ought to be doing things faster, or doing more things, than, as a matter of fact, you can do. This feeling, with all its attendant evils—constant discomfort, scamped work, moral and physical wear and tear—is an endemic disease amongst us in the present age. It is not a sin. It is not a vice. But it is a very great piece of mismanagement, and we all know that mismanagement, if it is only sufficiently gross and extensive, may do much more harm than murder.


Every successive epoch of history, as we look back upon it from a distance, seems to have some dominant moral characteristic. Our own age, when our great-great-grand-children come to pass judgement upon it, will be known as the Age of Bustle. And they will note with sarcastic interest—if there is any philosophy left in those days and the excessive scurry of the previous generations has not resulted in universal shallow-headedness—that the Age of Bustle immediately succeeded, and indeed in a sense resulted from, a period of unprecedented fertility of invention, and, above all, of great time-saving inventions. Men can do now, as a rule, incomparably more things in a given time than they could a hundred years ago. They can travel to India and the Cape as quickly as their ancestors could to Rome or Vienna. They can send a message to the other end of the world in less time than it took to send one to the next county. And over and above such great discoveries as the railway and the telegraph, there are innumerable minor inventions which economize time—shorthand, lifts, pneumatic tubes, the electric light, the bicycle, the motorcar, and a hundred others. Yet the result of all this is, not that we have more time, but that we have less. You can hardly take up a paper without reading how somebody has fallen down dead with heart-disease running to catch a train, when there was another train going in ten minutes. Who ever died of heart-disease running to catch a stage-coach, though there might not be another for twenty-four hours? But then, of course, heart-disease, as well as all the nervous disorders, which are due to excitement and to rush, are almost as much on the increase nowadays as consumption and the infectious diseases, which result from want of air and insanitary conditions generally, are on the decline.


It is only another instance of the old, old story, that the actual effects of any great change of human circumstance are constantly the very opposite of what a priori reasoning would have led you to expect. Look at the exactly analogous case of labour-saving machinery. How many hundreds of hands does a single steam-hammer or power-loom economize? Is the army of labourers thereby diminished? On the contrary, it has been enormously increased. There is not less toil in the world, but more toil, for all the toil that machinery has taken off our hands. There is not more leisure in the world, but less leisure, for all the time which invention has made us a present of. And the reason is not far to seek. The mere fact of our being able to do more things in a given time has tempted us to undertake many more things. The time economized in one direction has been more than swallowed up by new enterprises.


Look at travel. In old days the wealthy Englishman made what was called the Grand Tour. He visited, at an immense expenditure of time owing to the slowness of locomotion, the principal countries of Western Europe. Has the fact of his being able to reach them more rapidly led to his staying longer in them and knowing them better? No. It has simply caused him to substitute the tour of the world for the tour of Europe—not to see Europe better, but to see Europe, Asia, Africa, and America—all superficially. It has produced the genus Globetrotter. Or to take another instance. In the badly paved and badly lighted streets of old London, with the lumbering coach of last century, it was as much as the lady of fashion could do to attend one rout in an evening. Now she can bowl along gaily on C-springs to three or four, but she talks dreadful twaddle at all of them. For her mind is fixed, not on what she is saying or on what is being said to her, but on nodding to fifty people in half an hour. It follows her wandering eye, while her tongue goes on mechanically without its assistance. But then, as everybody else is doing the same, it doesn’t matter. Nobody listens, or could hear well if they did listen, and any individual fatuity is lost in the general babel of meaningless chatter. And then people complain that conversation is not what it was. How can it be in such conditions? The basis of good conversation is ease, repose, leisure, presence of mind, play of mind. Here you have discomfort, haste, tension, absence of mind, distraction of mind. Quantity and quality never yet could get on together, and in social intercourse they disagree more hopelessly than anywhere else.


What is constantly asserted of conversation is no less constantly asserted of correspondence. And with equal justice. People complain that nowadays hardly anyone writes a good letter. That is saying too much, but it is not too much to say that there are fewer good letter-writers. Why? Because we have an admirable penny post and a delivery every two or three hours. Because we have a cheap and ubiquitous telegraph service. What a temptation to expand yourself in fifty different directions! So my lady dashes off ten notes and two telegrams in the same time in which her grandmother would have written one letter, very carefully worded, and in the finest copper-plate hand. This all helps to keep up the bustle of life, but it does not tend to promote epistolary style. Style, indeed, is somewhat at a discount all round, especially having regard to the tremendous amount of our education. I admit that our ancestors were sometimes a trifle stilted. But will not our descendants say of us that we were more than a trifle scrambling?


A curious and characteristic feature of the Age of Bustle is the idolatry of mere pace, pace for its own sake quite irrespective of any object to be gained by it. That people who are always in a hurry should be grateful for anything which takes them along quickly, is natural. But, as in so many other cases familiar to the learned, that which was at first valued as a means to an end, ultimately comes to be worshipped as an end in itself. So now we idolize pace even when there is nothing whatever gained by it. If there is one thing more than another which delights the multitude, and which spurs the ambitious youth of the day to frantic emulation, it is the “breaking of a record.” And as demand begets supply in such matters, records are being broken every other week. There may, no doubt, be some value in these feats, if they are a proof of increased strength, or stamina, or agility, in the race, though as evidence of these things they are somewhat misleading. For the record-breaker is often, even physically, a very one-sided creature, who has cultivated a particular aptitude at the expense of a well-balanced bodily development and of his general health. Still there is something to be said for doing a thing faster, if it means that your capacity of doing it has improved. But what is the use of doing a thing faster than it ever was done before, if you yourself contribute nothing to the achievement, and if the time which you save is absolutely of no use of you? There is a particular season of the year when every Londoner of properly constituted mind and adequately filled purse is in a mortal hurry to get to Perth. Not that Perth is a particularly inspiring place in itself, but it is a great distributing centre of tourists and sportsmen. Now till quite recently you could get to Perth, travelling through the night, by a train which was very fast, certainly, but not so fast as to be dangerous or uncomfortable, and which arrived at a reasonable hour in the morning. This, however, was not good enough for the Age of Bustle. So a year or two ago we invented what is known as the “Railway Race to the North.” This means that you can now get to Perth by a train which goes so fast that the passengers are rattled about like dice in a box, that they are occasionally upset at Preston, and that, when not upset, they arrive at Perth, after a sleepless night, much too early for breakfast. That is progress in travelling as it is understood in the Age of Bustle.
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