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Praise for Charlotte Mason:


This book presents a well-written and scholarly account of Charlotte Mason and her world, placing her firmly in the great tradition of Quaker thinkers, and tracing her development as an educationalist and the influences upon her. The importance of her Quaker background, which has never been explored before, sheds new light on the formation of her educational principles, which are still practised in our schools today.


Heather Eggins,
Visiting Professor of Education,
University of Sussex


‘For the children’s sake’ could surely be the bequest of Charlotte Mason’s lifelong work in founding both the Parents’ National Educational Union (PNEU) and Home Education in the nineteenth century. Indeed, both organisations, and the magazine, Parents’ Review, continued well into the 20th century and still have resonances in twenty-first century education, with its renewed emphasis on parents. It is to Margaret Coombs’ great credit that she has woven an excellent, imaginative and fascinating story of the well-known educator.


Miriam David,
Professor Emerita of Sociology of Education,
UCL Institute of Education


I have long been familiar with Charlotte Mason’s Home Education Series and Essex Cholmondeley’s The Story of Charlotte Mason (1960). I am inspired by Charlotte’s passionate opposition to behaviourist, mechanistic and utilitarian approaches to education, which were dominant in her day and remain so in many quarters. But I always felt that the real Charlotte Mason was an enigma. What explains her innovative ideas and her determined, charismatic personality? This scholarly and engaging book provides definitive answers and reveals the origins of Charlotte Mason’s passion for universal education. I think everyone who worked or studied at her Scale How ‘House of Education’ in Ambleside felt her pervading spirit. Now, all readers of this book will have a more complete understanding of this amazing person, her considerable achievements and her continuing importance.


Dr Hilary Cooper,
Emeritus Professor of History and Pedagogy,
University of Cumbria


This much needed book answers longstanding questions about the family background and influences on Charlotte Mason. Margaret Coombs’ meticulous research reveals the hitherto unexplored and unexplained early family life of an often overlooked educator. Charlotte Mason always thought that her work would ‘speak for her’ but Coombs’s detailed scholarship helps the reader to understand the origin of an educational philosophy that spread across the world and across social classes. It is an important addition to the currently available secondary material on an enigmatic woman.


Stephanie Spencer,
Head of Department of Education Studies,
University of Winchester


Margaret Coombs has accomplished impressive archival research in tracking down traces of the illusive Charlotte Mason. Because of this work, it is possible to better understand where Mason came from and how her background influenced her choices later in life.


Rachel Neiwert,
Assistant Professor of History,
Geography and Political Science,
St Catherine University, Minneapolis


Margaret Coombs’s diligent research over many years has revealed much that was hitherto unknown about the life of one of the prominent educationists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This lively biography reveals how much of Charlotte Mason’s beliefs and attitudes were influenced by her family background and, because the book does not finish with Miss Mason’s demise in 1923, shows that her theories and method are still in use today. Past students of Charlotte Mason, former pupils of PUS schools and home schools, as well as anyone with an interest in the development of education, will find Margaret Coombs’s book an eminently readable insight into the educational and social life of the late Victorian and Edwardian period.


Caroline Heal,
Editor of L’Umile Pianta
2002–2014


Margaret Coombs has shown herself a tenacious researcher, tirelessly digging into the life of Charlotte Mason. Her discoveries will surely generate fresh discussions on Mason’s life and work, helping us in the twenty-first century to probe further into the life and work of this remarkable educator.


J. Carroll Smith, EdD,
Editor of Essays on the Life and Work of Charlotte Mason (2014)
and Director of the Charlotte Mason Institute


Margaret Coombs offers the twenty-first educator who is attracted to Mason’s design for education an engaging glimpse into the nineteenth century formation of Charlotte Mason that has long been necessary. Coombs writes with a twinkle in her eye and a sparkle in her voice that brings the people and places in Mason’s world attractively alive. Curiously, by situating Mason’s accomplishments and proposals in the rich detail of her time, Coombs animates Mason’s educational ideas in a manner that will make them more appealing than ever to those who care deeply about education in our times.


Deani Van Pelt,
Director of the Barbara Mitchell Centre for Improvement in Education
at the Fraser Institute, Vancouver
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Charlotte Mason stands resolutely with her back to the hedge, c. 1894;
Mary Louisa Armitt is probably the seated lady on her left.
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A Timeline for Charlotte Mason (1842–1923)







	1720/21

	John Gough, Charlotte’s Quaker great-grandfather was born in Kendal.






	1780

	Charlotte’s father, Joshua Mason, was born on 3 January at Hall’s Mill, Laurencetown, Co. Down, Northern Ireland, to Arthur and Mary Mason, birthright Quakers.






	1795

	Joshua Mason was apprenticed to Richard Jacob as a tallow-chandler and soap-boiler in Waterford.






	1802

	Joshua Mason married Sarah Jacob at Waterford Meeting. They had eight children: Richard Jacob, Joshua junior, Mary, Sarah, Hannah, Arthur Newburgh, Huldah Jane and Joseph.






	1815

	Sarah Jacob Mason died on 15 September, 1815.






	1817

	Joshua Mason was appointed a freeman of the city of Waterford.






	1818

	Margaret Shaw was born; the precise date and location of her birth are unknown.






	1819

	Joshua Mason married Sarah Leckey, a Carlow Friend. They had four children: Caroline, who died in infancy, Emily, Isabella Blessing and William Leckey.






	1831

	Sarah Leckey Mason’s sister, Anna, married Joseph Robinson Pim at Carlow Meeting.






	1835

	Joshua moved with his second family and Huldah Jane to Staplestown Mill, Co. Carlow; Joshua Mason Esq. was recognised as a gentleman.






	1836

	Sarah Leckey Mason died on 22 January.






	1840

	After Huldah Jane Mason married Peter Doyle in church they were disowned by Carlow Friends.






	
1841


	In June, Joshua Mason left Staplestown for Australia with Joseph. It is not known when or where he met Margaret Shaw before embarkation. The Pim family had moved to Birkenhead.






	1842

	On c. 1 January, Charlotte Maria was born to Margaret Shaw, probably at the home of Huldah Jane and Peter Doyle at 41 Garth Village, Garth Point, Upper Bangor, North Wales.






	1843

	The Doyle family returned to Ireland; where Margaret Shaw and Charlotte lived is not known.






	1844

	Joshua Mason returned from Australia and married Margaret Shaw at St Mary’s Church, Dublin, on 25 January. Margaret was living in Wellington Street, central Dublin; Joshua was in Kingstown, the port of Dublin.






	1844–c. 1852

	It is not known where Charlotte and her parents lived. They may have lived in Dublin while remaining in Ireland and probably also stayed at Douglas, Isle of Man, c. 1847.






	1849

	The Doyle family moved to Oliver Street, Birkenhead.






	c. 1851–1852

	Joshua, Margaret and Charlotte arrived in Birkenhead. Charlotte must have attended the Holy Trinity National Society elementary school for girls, precise date unknown. The Masons may have lodged near, or with, the Doyles or the Pim family in Holy Trinity parish.






	1854

	In August, Charlotte began her pupil-teacher apprenticeship at Holy Trinity’s girls’ and infants’ school. The Doyles crossed the Mersey River to Everton.






	1855

	Joshua Mason, gentleman, was living in Flat 4 at Exmouth Place, 48 Watson Street, with Charles McErithy. Margaret and Charlotte must have been living elsewhere.






	1856

	Charlotte’s half-sister Hannah arrived in Birkenhead with her husband, Edmund Birchall, and their children.






	1857–1859

	Gore’s Directory recorded that Joshua Mason, gentleman, had moved to Victoria Road, Oxton. Margaret Mason was seriously ill.






	1858

	Margaret Mason died at 15 Whetstone Lane, the home of the Heighisway family, on 16 September. She was buried at St Werburgh’s Roman Catholic Church, Grange Road, Birkenhead, on 18 September.






	1859

	On 15 March, Joshua Mason died in New Road, Tue Brook, West Derby, Liverpool, near the Doyles’ house. On 19 March he was interred in the Hunter Street Quaker burial ground. At Christmas, having successfully passed her pupil-teaching apprenticeship, Charlotte won a second-class Queen’s Scholarship to train at the Home and Colonial Training College (known as the ‘Ho and Co’) in London.






	1860

	Charlotte began her first year’s training on 25 March (Lady Day). She made friends with Selina Healey, later Mrs Fleming; Elizabeth (Lizzie) Pendlebury, later Mrs Groveham; and Sally, later Mrs Coleman.






	1861

	Charlotte became ill. She left the Ho and Co a year early, on Lady Day. In April, she was appointed mistress of the William Davison Infantine School in Worthing, Sussex. Lizzie gained her first-class certificate at Christmas.






	1862

	At Christmas, Charlotte won a first-class certificate for teachers in charge of schools, finally confirmed in 1871.






	1863

	Probably during this year, Lizzie married John Groveham and moved to Bradford.






	1864

	An older girls’ class was opened within Davison School. Charlotte made her first visit to Ambleside to stay with Selina Healey at her school at Loughrigg View.






	1868

	Charlotte met Miss Emily Brandreth; this definitive friendship lasted until 1879. Selina Healey married John Fleming, an Ambleside architect.






	1874

	Charlotte was appointed senior governess at the Bishop Otter Memorial College for gentlewomen in Chichester.






	1876

	Fanny Williams began the Bishop Otter training.






	1877

	Charlotte suddenly resigned as senior governess at Christmas, on health grounds.






	1878

	After working three months notice part-time, Charlotte recuperated with Miss Brandreth. They travelled to Switzerland during the summer.






	1878–1879

	Charlotte stayed with friends and taught in Selina Fleming’s school while writing geographical texts.






	1879

	Contact with Miss Brandreth apparently ceased. In late summer, Charlotte moved to 2 Apsley Crescent, Manningham, Bradford, where Mrs Groveham had transferred her middle-class ladies’ school.






	1880–c. 1882

	Fanny Williams joined Charlotte at the Groveham household and taught at the Belle Vue Higher Elementary School in Manningham.






	1880

	Charlotte’s first book, The Forty Shires, was published by Hatchards.






	
1880–1884


	Stanford published Charlotte’s Geographical Readers for Elementary Schools.






	1882

	John Groveham died of appendicitis on 25 October.






	1885–1886

	Charlotte Mason lectured to ladies on ‘Home Education’ to raise funds for a new parochial institute for St Mark’s Church, Manningham.






	1886

	Kegan Paul published Home Education.






	1887

	Mrs Emeline Steinthal met Charlotte in the spring. Mrs Steinthal hosted a drawing room meeting at 2 Walmer Place to initiate the Bradford PEU which was established by an autumn meeting at Bradford Grammar School. In November, Charlotte sent a copy of Home Education to the Countess of Aberdeen to enlist her support for the new Union.






	1888

	Lady Aberdeen invited Charlotte to address a meeting at Hamilton House on 5 June.






	1889

	In November, Miss Clough invited Charlotte Mason to Newnham College, Cambridge, to meet leading educationists and clerics. Lord and Lady Aberdeen hosted a meeting which set up the Central Council. They were chosen as presidents of the Union.






	1890

	On 18 January the P(N)EU Executive Committee was established.






	1890

	In February Charlotte Mason launched Parents’ Review, a monthly journal. On 18 February, the first P(N)EU Council meeting was held. On 3 June, the first AGM at London House constituted the PEU as the Parents’ National Educational Union.






	1891

	In April, Charlotte Mason left Bradford after eleven years in the Groveham household. She stayed at Selina Fleming’s school and launched the Parents’ Review correspondence School (PRS) in June.






	1892

	In January, with Mrs Parker’s support, Charlotte Mason opened the House of Education to train governesses for home schoolrooms at Springfield House, Ambleside and started the Mothers’ Education correspondence Course (MEC) in June.






	1893

	During the summer, Charlotte Mason invited Elsie Kitching to work for her in Ambleside.






	1894

	Charlotte Mason travelled to Florence with Mrs Firth and was inspired by frescoes at the Church of Santa Maria Novella. In late spring, Mrs Henrietta Franklin visited Charlotte Mason at Springfield. In July, Miss Mason defeated the Lady Isabel Margesson who had challenged her authority.






	1894

	In the autumn, Mrs Franklin opened the first PRS school in London.






	1895

	In January, Charlotte Mason moved the House of Education to Scale How.






	1896

	In January, the students launched their journal, L’Umile Pianta; Kegan Paul published Parents and Children.







	1897

	Mrs Franklin organised the first PNEU annual conference in London. Miss Mason succumbed to chronic invalidism; up to 1914, she travelled each year to Bad Nauheim, Germany, with Miss Kitching to take the baths treatment. R. Amy Pennethorne started the two-year training.






	1898

	Fanny Williams was appointed vice principal of the House of Education; the 1898 London PNEU conference was the last one attended by Charlotte Mason.






	1900

	Ellen Parish started the training; former students established PRS classes and schools.






	1901

	Agnes Drury began the training






	1903

	Mrs Steinthal finally relinquished all PNEU commitments for the Anglican Mothers’ Union.






	1904

	On 17 February, Miss Mason’s A Short Synopsis of Educational Theory was accepted by the Executive Committee who backed publication of her books as the Home Education Series. Mrs. Franklin was finally appointed as sole hon. organising secretary of the PNEU. Mrs Franklin introduced PNEU reading courses. School Education came out in November






	1905

	Kegan Paul published Ourselves and re-issued Home Education and Parents and Children for the Home Education Series.







	1906

	The fifth volume, Some Studies in the Formation of Character, was added; Burgess Hill PNEU School was founded.






	1907

	The Parents’ Review School was renamed the Parents’ Union School (PUS).






	1908–1914

	Charlotte Mason’s life of Christ in verse, The Saviour of the World, was published in six volumes.






	1911

	Government recognition of the Ambleside training was withheld. Miss Mason purchased Scale How with a mortgage.






	
1912


	The Winchester children’s gathering was organised by Mrs Franklin. Miss Mason wrote The Basis of National Strength in six letters to The Times.






	1913

	These letters were published as a PNEU pamphlet. Mrs Steinthal resigned from the Mothers’ Union.






	1914

	Mrs Steinthal launched the Liberal Education for All Movement pilot at Miss Ambler’s elementary school at Drighlington in Yorkshire during the spring. In September, Charlotte Mason and Elsie Kitching were rescued from Germany after war broke out.






	1915

	Miss Mason took mineral baths in Wales until 1921.






	1916

	The Liberal Education for All Movement was pronounced a success; teachers’ conferences were held. Miss Mason’s and Miss Agnes Drury’s pamphlets on The Theory and Practice of a Liberal Education were widely circulated.






	1917

	H.W. Household, Director of Education, introduced PUS liberal education methods into Gloucestershire schools until 1936. The movement spread to other LEAs.






	1918

	Essex Cholmondeley started the Ambleside training.






	1919

	In April, Miss Mason signed her last will to safeguard the continuation of her work.






	1920

	The Whitby children’s gathering was held in May; Miss Mason’s health improved. She attended teachers’ meetings in Gloucester and Bradford in September.






	1921

	In January, Ellen Parish succeeded Fanny Williams as vice principal of the House of Education. Mrs Steinthal died suddenly on 7 August. In October, Miss Mason finished An Essay Towards a Philosophy of Education, published posthumously in 1925.






	1922

	Miss Mason joyously presided over Whitsuntide conferences at Scale How.






	1923

	Miss Mason died on 16 January. Her funeral was held on 19 March; she was interred in St Mary’s churchyard, Ambleside, between W.E. Forster’s memorial and the graves of the Arnold family. On 29 March a memorial service was held at St Martin’s in the Fields, London, preceded by a memorial conference. Miss Parish succeeded Miss Mason as principal of the House of Education.










Foreword



 


Charlotte Mason was a prominent and much respected figure on the education scene in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and in the context of the history of education in the UK, her educational ideas deserve to be more fully understood than they have been in recent years. But Charlotte Mason’s educational ideas are not simply of historical interest. Within her educational philosophy, her emphasis on the individuality of each child and on the entitlement of every child to a wide and personally fulfilling curriculum still has a clear relevance to the continuing educational debate today. In the UK, many of Charlotte Mason’s ideas did indeed become thoroughly incorporated into primary school practice in the course of the twentieth century. Her distinctive contribution has been largely forgotten, but as an educationist who was a prime mover in the shift from the Victorian classroom, with its almost exclusive emphasis on the three Rs and payment by results, to the child-focussed philosophy of the modern primary classroom, Charlotte Mason deserves greater recognition. In the USA and Canada today, Charlotte Mason is better known, and her ideas are currently the focus of much re-thinking of what education is about, especially among those who have misgivings about what the state system has to offer.


Added to all this, Charlotte Mason’s own life story, from the back streets of Birkenhead to the salons of Victorian and Edwardian high society, is a fascinating tale. Margaret Coombs has reconstructed the life of Charlotte Mason here in far greater detail than has ever been achieved before. It was, for instance, previously generally accepted that Charlotte Mason was the only child of her parents. She was probably the only child of her mother, who Margaret has shown was a Roman Catholic, but Margaret has also shown beyond any shadow of a doubt that Charlotte was most certainly not the only child of her elderly father, Joshua Mason, who had a long and colourful history before he fathered Charlotte. Joshua was a Quaker, in his younger days a successful member of the Quaker community of south-eastern Ireland, and descended from Westmorland Friends who set up schools in Ireland. All this was totally unsuspected before Margaret, through her painstaking and detailed research, discovered a whole new dimension in Charlotte’s personal history. The implications of this – Charlotte’s Quaker connections, the sad death of her father and mother while she was still a teenager, Charlotte’s half-brothers and half-sisters in Ireland – have been a major part of Margaret’s research. This research has explained much of Charlotte’s later beliefs and attitudes.


I first met Margaret about thirty years ago, when I was principal of Charlotte Mason College, and since then we have corresponded about her research, and from time to time have met, usually among the Charlotte Mason archives held in the Armitt Library in Ambleside. Thus I have seen Margaret’s investigations develop, often from a mere hint in the records, into a coherent and detailed analysis of Charlotte Mason’s history.


It is probably true to say that most biographers find that there are areas of their subjects’ lives that are particularly difficult to piece together, either because the subject of the biography has for whatever reason left little trace, or because other sources, relatives, friends or even other biographers have been economical with the truth, or even deliberately misleading. Margaret was faced with all these problems in good measure. Charlotte herself, for reasons that Margaret analyses very thoroughly, had little to say about her early childhood or family. But perhaps even more problematic was the fact that the archive materials available on Charlotte Mason have been through multiple vicissitudes; various parts have been lodged in different locations, brought together only in the 1990s. It is now known for certain that some materials were destroyed. What remains is still a considerable archive, but Margaret’s researches have gone far beyond the archive in Ambleside. She has investigated archives in Liverpool, Birkenhead, Lisburn in Northern Ireland, Dublin, Waterford, Kendal and at leading Quaker libraries and the Bodleian, as well as hunting down sources on the internet.


The result is an objective analysis of Charlotte Mason’s life, family connections, educational thinking and personal motivations, as she progressed from her childhood on Merseyside to college in London, and then to teaching in Worthing and lecturing at Bishop Otter Memorial College in Chichester, followed by teaching again in her friend’s school in Bradford, during which time she established the PNEU as a national organisation to disseminate her educational ideas, and finally to the setting up of her own House of Education in Ambleside to train governesses, many of whom later taught in PNEU schools. In the process, Margaret presents us with a kaleidoscope of the personalities who influenced education and social attitudes, amongst whom Charlotte Mason found her niche.


Margaret Coombs has not only provided a lively account of Charlotte Mason’s life, but has also placed it firmly within the social and educational context of the Victorian and early twentieth century periods.


John Thorley,
Former Principal of Charlotte Mason College, Ambleside
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I first discovered Charlotte Maria Shaw Mason in the journal Parents’ Review at the former British Library in 1981. After Professor Dennis Smith guided my 1984 thesis to completion, many questions remained unanswered. Twenty-five years later, I returned to the challenge of investigating Charlotte’s mysterious past, knowing that the gracious Essex Cholmondeley wanted a new biography to be published. The interest and enthusiasm of myriad friends, relations and colleagues, who cannot all be named, has spurred me on.


Through Hugh Boulter, then Director, WES/PNEU, and Doreen Russo, the guardian of the PNEU movement, I met many Charlotte Mason College Association (CMCA) members who shared their Ambleside memories: Frances Bailey, Esther Card, Essex Cholmondeley, Dorothy Cooke, Beryl French, Lydia Hering, Hedy Joss, Peggy Lane-Roberts (Mrs Steinthal’s granddaughter), Sister Sheila Mary SSC and Geraldine Walton, whose husband, Dr Courtenay Walton, delighted in analysing Charlotte’s health records. Bill Percival, former Charlotte Mason College (CMC) Principal, introduced me to Joan Fitch and the Revd John Inman, among others. Sadly all have now died. Jane Lane-Roberts kindly gave me permission to quote from the Steinthal papers, lent by her late mother.


Since 1983, it has been a longstanding pleasure to share discoveries with Professor John Thorley, CMC Principal 1983–1994, who painstakingly brought order to scattered PNEU records. At the Armitt Library, Deborah Walsh, Curator, read an early draft and gave permission to use pictures and archive materials. Deborah, Sue Osman and the Armitt volunteers have been unfailingly thoughtful in responding to every request. Caroline Heal (CMCA), former L’Umile Pianta editor, cheerfully corrected my grammar, designed the family tree and was on hand with wise counsels. Jeremy Hills skilfully explored census records while Bob Russell, with unstoppable enthusiasm, traced many of Charlotte’s numerous paternal connections from the eighteenth century to the 1990s! Victoria Waters unearthed interesting new sources. Professor Heather Eggins read and commented on the text. Canon Brenda Harding, former CMC lecturer, Dr Caroline Ramazanôglu, Dr Carole Satyamurti, Hilary Strudwick and Rae Pearson have been unfailingly supportive. Henrietta Arthur, Josephine Macdermott and Julia Smith recalled their PNEU school education.


The late Robert Drake enjoyed sharing his Mason researches. The late Sir Ian Anstruther elegantly corresponded on the Victorian age, Oscar Browning’s sexuality and Patmore’s ‘The Angel in the House’. In Worthing, Della West, former headteacher, produced the Davison CE High School archives and log book, which the present headteacher, Christopher Keating, has kindly allowed me to cite. Professor Gordon McGregor has enabled me to draw upon his graphic history of Bishop Otter College. Angela Loewi generously gave permission to use all material relating to her grandmother, the Hon. Mrs Franklin, including diaries lent by the late Joe Franklin, grandson.


Archivists at record offices and libraries have been exceptionally generous with their time: Mrs Elen Wyn, Bangor University Library; the Bodleian Law Librarian, Oxford; Janet Carter, Bishop Otter College Archives, Chichester University; Carmel Flahavan and staff at Carlow Local Studies; Kate Greenaway, Cheltenham Ladies’ College; John Benson and colleagues, Chester Record Office; The Church of England Record Centre, London; Arabella Woods at the former DES library; Dublin Registry of Deeds; Kate Holliday, Central Archive Collection, Kendal; Lambeth Palace Library; Claire Drinkwater and Nazlin Bhimani, Research Support and Special Collections Officers, Newsam Library, UCL, IOE; Karen B. Morgan, North London Collegiate School; Peter Monteith, King’s College Cambridge Library Archives; Mrs Fyfe-Shaw, National Roman Catholic Library, Farnborough; Dr Maureen Watry, Head of Special Collections and Archives, Liverpool University; Dr Raymond Refaussé, Responsible Church Body, Dublin; A. Jones and colleagues, Swyddoc Archifau, for Welsh birth records; Frances Lansley, West Sussex Record Office; Teresa Nixon and staff at West Yorkshire Archive Service; and Francesca Anyon, Wirral Archives.


Liverpool Record Office researcher, Roger Hull, found Joshua Mason’s burial note, which led me to Quaker records; Donal Moore, Waterford City Archives, produced Joshua Mason’s handwritten freeman application. At Birkenhead Reference Library, I learnt that Margaret Mason was buried in St Werburgh’s churchyard. Mrs Margaret O’Brien drove me to Staplestown House, presently owned by Sean Swan.


The Friends have gone the second mile and further. Tabitha Driver and colleagues at Friends’ Library London guided my understanding of the early principles of the Religious Society of Friends. Peter Leeming discussed Kendal Friends’ history; Joan Johnson, Friends’ historian and archivist, showed me Waterford and gave access and permission to draw upon Waterford Friends’ and Newtown School Mason archives and pictures, answering numerous questions. At Friends Historical Library Dublin, Christopher Moriarty, Curator, gave unstinting assistance. Kenneth Wigham cheerfully allowed me to quote from his father’s Newtown School history.


Eileen Whalley accompanied me to Lisburn, where Muriel Cameron produced key Friends’ records. Arthur Chapman, historian and former headmaster of Lisburn Friends’ School, cheerfully showed us linen-making, John Gough’s grave, Moyallon Meeting House and Hall’s Mill. Elizabeth Dickson, present Principal of Lisburn Friends’ School, generously gave access to the archives and permission to draw upon Newhouse’s history of Lisburn School. With Joan and Roger Johnson, we were welcomed at The Church Restaurant and Bar, set within St Mary’s Church in Dublin, where Joshua Mason married Margaret Shaw.


Since we met in Ambleside in 2008, I have enjoyed talking about Charlotte Mason with many Mason enthusiasts associated with the Charlotte Mason Institute, USA, including CMI Director Dr Carroll Smith and Andra Smith, Professor Jack Beckman, Dr Benjamin Bernier, Lisa Cadora, Andrea Eliassen, Nancy Kelly, Tim Payse in Sydney, Gladys Schaefer, Dr Jennifer Spencer, Amy Fiedler and numerous others. Dr Deani Van Pelt also masterminded the digitising of the CM/PNEU archives; Marlene Power, Redeemer University librarian, was on hand to help in difficulty. It is encouraging that twenty-first century British academic historians of women’s education are exploring Charlotte Mason’s achievements.


I am immensely grateful to Adrian Brink and Emily Reacher at The Lutterworth Press for seeing the point of an inimitable Victorian educationist and to my editor, Lisa Sinclair, for her creative endeavours and friendly encouragement in effectively preparing Charlotte Mason’s biography for publication. Steve Calcutt’s computer support and Jane Stuart’s practical help have been warmly appreciated. Martin, Dan and Anna have cheered me on all the way.
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Introduction:
Who Was Charlotte Mason?




Miss Mason was grande dame, grande âme. Her thoughts and her tastes had lineage. To be with her, to come under the spell of her courteous and considerate self-possession was to know what it must have been like to meet Madame de Genlis or some other of those great ladies of the ancien régime who won fine culture through teaching children and through sharing with them the love of things which are beautiful and true. Miss Mason had a genius for education. She had an inbred good sense and an unfatigued sensibility. Her mind was tempered by great literature. She loved the humanities. She had a very distinguished gift of leadership in co-operation. There was a tenderness, a humility in her self-confidence.… And the greatness of the thoughts she lived with made her greater-hearted as her experience deepened and as the circle of her pupils grew nationwide.… 


Charlotte Mason represented the culture of the home-school at its best.… This, I think, was her great contribution to the thought of her time.… Through Ruskin and Thomas Arnold of Rugby, she was in direct succession from Wordsworth.… The liberal movement through Rousseau found expression in Miss Mason’s work as in that of her predecessors.… She was steadied by a deep religious conviction, by the reverence for human personality which has in it the quiet awe of faith in divine guidance.1





This glowing tribute to Charlotte Maria Shaw Mason (1 January 1842– 16 January 1923) was composed for her memorial anthology of eulogy, In Memoriam: Charlotte M. Mason (1923), by Sir Michael Sadler CB (1861–1943), distinguished liberal educationist, former government adviser and Master of University College, Oxford, at the time. Sadler greatly admired John Ruskin (1819–1900), a major influence on the Victorian educated classes. For many years, aristocrats and educationists had metaphorically gathered at the feet of Miss Mason, the gracious principal of her House of Education at Ambleside, in the Lake District, the only contemporary training college for governesses. Sir Robert Morant (1863–1920), Permanent Secretary to the Board of Education from 1903 to 1911, and Horace Household (1870–1954), Director of Education for Gloucestershire from 1903 to 1936, admired her liberal educational ideas. Miss Mason’s use of Aids to Scouting (1899) as a school book inspired Sir Robert Baden-Powell (1857–1941) to found the Boy Scout movement in 1908 after hearing that his brigadier general had been successfully ambushed from a tree-top in 1904 by his son and Katherine Loveday, the House-of-Education-trained governess!2 In Ambleside, Miss Mason made friends with people of standing such as Frances Arnold (1833–1923), the youngest sister of Matthew Arnold (1822–1888); the three gifted Armitt sisters, Sophia, Annie and Mary Louisa; Canon Hardwicke Rawnsley (1851–1920), co-founder of the National Trust; and Gordon Wordsworth (1860–1935), the poet’s grandson.


Charlotte Mason’s lifestyle, her manners and her morals were quintessentially Victorian. As Victorian social standing was important to our heroine and because she was customarily addressed as Miss Mason by all who knew her at Ambleside, the title ‘Miss’ will be used throughout this biography as a mark of respect.


In January 1895, Miss Mason settled her House of Education in the stately Georgian mansion, Green Bank, previously owned by Mrs Dorothy Benson Harrison (1801–1890), daughter of Robinson Wordsworth, a cousin of William Wordsworth (1770–1850), the romantic Lakeland poet. This spacious domain gave Miss Mason a gracious setting in which to receive her students and many distinguished visitors. She drew upon Ambleside’s rich inheritance of Norse names in renaming the house ‘Scale How’, meaning ‘summer lodge on hill’. Wordsworth used to visit Green Bank regularly as Dorothy, the owner, orphaned at eleven, had lived with his family at Rydal Mount until her marriage to Benson Harrison at the age of eighteen.3


As the acknowledged founder and philosopher of the Parents’ National Educational Union (PNEU) (1887–1989), Miss Mason was revered as a saintly Madonna figure and leading educational guru, famous for treasured epigrams such as ‘Education is an atmosphere, a discipline, a life.’ Her credo, ‘for the children’s sake’, founded upon her respect for children as persons, lay at the heart of her teaching.4 From 1914 onwards, her liberal educational programmes, designed for upper- and educated-class home schoolrooms spreading across the British Isles and the colonies, were introduced into state schools, bringing widespread acclaim. As the PNEU movement declined in Britain towards the end of the twentieth century, Charlotte Mason’s educational philosophy was transported overseas to America, Australia and other lands, where it is being enthusiastically resurrected, practised and reinterpreted for the new century.


Born in the early years of Victoria’s reign, Charlotte Mason grew up during a time of educational ferment and growing recognition of children’s rights. Wordsworth’s romantic revival and the writings of ‘new’ Enlightenment educationists such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778), with Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746–1827) and Friedrich Froebel (1782–1852), had engendered a fresh awareness of children as personalities. As the Victorian age progressed, far more children were surviving to adulthood. The sound preparation of succeeding generations for the responsibilities of Empire demanded reverent attention to the education of mothers. For the higher classes, a well-ordered home life was deemed essential for those gentlemen obliged to ‘encounter all peril’ through toiling at ‘rough work in the open world’.5 Rigid social class divisions, the outcome of a civilising process extended over past generations, were believed by the upper echelons of society to be fixed in accordance with divine laws, although these invisible barriers were already being breached by the emergent new middle classes. By the late Victorian age, the popular image of womanhood as the passively decorative ‘Angel in the House’ was giving way to matriarchal dominance as upper-class married and independent single women joined committees and engaged in philanthropic works outside the protected domestic sphere, sometimes challenging established patriarchal authority.6


The dilemma faced by Victorian female educational pioneers was how to open up academic education and acceptable work opportunities for middle-class women whose families could not support them without prejudicing their health, social standing and chances of marriage. Three educationists who helped Charlotte Mason to establish the PNEU addressed this concern by developing school and university education for women. They were Anne Jemima Clough (1820–1892), the first principal of Newnham College, Cambridge, from 1871; Dorothea Beale (1831–1906), principal of Cheltenham Ladies’ College from 1853 and founder of St Hilda’s College, Oxford, in 1893; and Frances Mary Buss (1827–1894), headmistress of the North London Collegiate School from 1850 onwards. Miss Buss and Miss Beale were among the first cohort of women attending evening lectures at Queen’s College, Harley Street, boldly founded by the Christian socialist Professor the Revd Frederick Denison Maurice (1805–1872) with other King’s College London professors in 1848. Linked to the Governesses’ Benevolent Institution, established in 1843 to provide training and relief for indigent women, the lectures were intended to raise the standard of governesses’ knowledge. Maurice’s campaign for higher education and qualifications for women challenged the widespread misconception that intensive academic study not only caused dangerous ‘overpressure’ and physical prostration, but also wrecked feminine beauty and womanly charm. The pejorative appellation ‘the third sex’ was crudely applied to campaigning groups of strong-minded, intelligent spinsters, as suggested by the well-known ditty attributed by some to J.C. Tarver:


Miss Buss and Miss Beale
Cupid’s darts do not feel
How different from us
Miss Beale and Miss Buss.7
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Frances Buss, Principal of the North London Collegiate School.



[image: ch01_002.jpg]



Dorothea Beale in her study at Cheltenham Ladies’ College.


Apart from marriage, what did the future hold for gently nurtured, less assertively intelligent, single Victorian gentlewomen? After a year or two at a private school, they rejoined the home circle under their parents’ protection, their days taken up with acquiring accomplishments, light reading and social calls. For those of slender means, becoming a private governess was usually the only option. Precariously poised between the nursery and the servants’ hall, the despised, ‘ignorant’ governess remained the proverbial butt of unkind humour. As this book will show, addressing this tension while steadily raising her own social and intellectual standing was skilfully achieved by Charlotte Mason in the application of her educational philosophy and methods, first to home and subsequently to school education.8


Charlotte Mason was an outstanding personality. She met the challenge of unprotected spinsterhood with a graceful verve that commanded attention and respect. By the 1880s, she was already a published writer. Her lectures to ladies were published as Home Education in 1886; they inspired a young mother called Mrs Emeline Steinthal (1856–1921), with whom Miss Mason founded the Parents’ Educational Union (PEU) in Bradford in 1887 and launched the cultural journal Parents’ Review in 1890, the year the PNEU was nationally constituted. In 1891, Charlotte Mason moved to Ambleside and started the Parents’ Review School (PRS), renamed the Parents’ Union School (PUS) in 1907. The PRS offered educational programmes for children under nine learning at home. In January 1892, she boldly opened her House of Education to train governesses for home schoolrooms, followed by the Mothers’ Education correspondence Course in June of that year.


A deeply religious woman, Miss Mason was observed to conduct her personal relationships with grace and charm, speaking in a quiet but impelling voice. On the evening of her death, Dr Hough of Clappersgate, who attended select patients, told the House of Education students,




Wherever she went the charm of her presence brought sunshine and happiness. She made all about her feel at ease and then acted as a magnet for drawing out all that was good in them. Her beautiful face was in her the index of a beautiful soul.9





The reverential devotion in which she was held enthralled Miss Mason’s far flung followers as much in her absence as in her presence. Nurtured by chosen women disciples at Scale How while quietly reigning from the blue sofa in the drawing room, she was a remote but dynamic presence, missing nothing with her searching blue eyes.




I can’t conceive that there is no Miss Mason lying as usual on her couch, so gentle, so quiet and serene amid the soft greys and blues of her cushions and rugs, that we shall not hear her low, but quite determined voice, or see again that little movement of her hand, that said so much.10





Nothing was known of Charlotte’s early life. Although her disciples were reluctant to peer behind her veil of secrecy, their tactful reticence did not inhibit eager speculation about what lay hidden.11 The unspoken question remained: How had a previously unknown, frail, spinster school teacher, apparently without patriarchal familial backing or wealth, achieved so much in so short a space of time? Miss Mason’s lifestyle at Scale How, fashioned from the best elements of cultured Victorianism, appears to have been deliberately designed to keep spontaneous personal revelation at bay. Her conversation was modelled on the classic Victorian precept, ‘Servants talk about people; gentlefolk discuss things.’12 Everyone knew that Miss Mason suffered from life-long serious heart trouble, restricting all activity. Sometimes breathless, she would claim to be too tired to talk or to meet with more than one person at a time. No one was allowed to drop in without invitation. She was never photographed with the official House of Education groups; snapping by students or visitors was sternly prohibited.13 Just a few photographs, mostly captured unobserved, have survived; several of these are included in this volume.




When asked if she would not dictate some notes of her life, her only reply was – ‘my dear, my life does not matter. I have no desire that it should ever be written. It is the work that matters and, I say it with all reverence, it will some day (not in my lifetime) be seen to be one of the greatest things that has happened in the world’.14





In this manner Charlotte Mason effectively inhibited her followers from delving into her private past, determined to forestall a biography. Why? This seems inconsistent in one who clearly enjoyed the acclaim she had won towards the end of her life and was not averse to a little ‘spin’ about past achievements. Reticence was sanctioned by Holy Writ:




There was another reason why Miss Mason never talked of herself. It was a matter of principle.… ‘The laws of life and conduct are laid down for us by our Lord and we do well to ponder every hint that the Gospel story gives us’. On this particular point she would, as that part of the Gospel came in its natural sequence, dwell on the words ‘If I bear witness of myself, my witness is not true’ and she would say to the students – ‘My dear friends, think of this. Do not dwell upon yourselves, your belongings or even your families unduly, in talking to others. This saying is literally true. If I bear witness of myself my witness is not true.’15





Fanny Williams (1850–1925) was vice principal of the House of Education from 1898 to 1920. A former student at the Bishop Otter Memorial Training College at Chichester in Sussex, she had known Miss Mason since 1876. Setting a ‘daily personal example of utter loyalty’ to Miss Mason and her ideals, her reminiscences for In Memoriam were said to be ‘so typical, so humble and loyal’.16 After Miss Mason died in 1923, she averred, ‘My memory [at seventy-three] fails me sometimes’, thus tactfully regretting her inability to recall more than a few fragments.




Moreover, dear Miss Mason was so much absorbed in her work that she spoke but little of her own life. For many years before her death those who lived with her tried to save her as much as possible from the fatigue of conversation; we always read to her in her few leisure hours.17





Daringly disregarding the implicit embargo on investigation, Elsie Kitching (1870–1956), who had lived with Miss Mason for thirty years as her amanuensis, guardian ‘dragon’, companion and mainstay, could scarcely wait to investigate her leader’s mysterious early life. Seeking answers, she confronted the same socially constructed barriers faced by the present writer.


In the spring of 1923, Elsie Kitching wrote to Mrs Elizabeth Groveham (1841–1930), formerly Lizzie Pendlebury, Charlotte’s longstanding college friend, also known to Fanny Williams. Elsie must have met Mrs Groveham during her sole recorded visit to Scale How on 8 December 1899.18 Lizzie’s response manifested loving respect for her friend’s resolute reticence:




I fully realise your difficulty and will do my best.… I have before me a confused mass of partially faded and undated letters which makes the task of selection difficult. The thought that suggests itself to my mind is this – to go through the letters as they lie, give them an appropriate date and send to you such pages as may be useful for your purpose.19





Although Lizzie had received Charlotte’s weekly letters from 1861 until 1879, when they lived together in Bradford, because they ‘were of so intimate and personal a character’ she released only about twenty fragments. Having selected some and copied others, she invited Elsie Kitching to her terraced house in Woodbridge, Suffolk, reluctant to reveal too much.20




The idea of a Memorial Biography is excellent and will be cherished by all who knew and loved her and will be stimulating to those who knew her work. In regard to the letters, there may be much that is helpful to your purpose.… At the same time, they are of so intimate and personal a character, that much of their contents would hardly be suitable for publication. I mean in this way. As a girl she was ever spiritually minded, and the letters reveal the earnest striving of the soul  for the light, which in after days she found in full measure.… I feel that you will quite understand.





Mrs Groveham added a missive from a former pupil at her Bradford Ladies’ School, who obliquely hinted at a major transformation, after reading the memorial recollections in the Parents’ Review:




In thinking of dear Miss Mason, I always remember her enthusiasm, her true culture and her essential goodness. One can hardly recognise in the printed portraits, the Miss Mason of old days. I think she must have been very happy in her work and evidently found her true sphere.21





Mrs Groveham asked Miss Kitching not to mention her name and to destroy the few selected excerpts. Both requests were disregarded. Their correspondence lasted intermittently until 1927. Elsie learnt, probably for the first time, that Charlotte had been orphaned as a teenager. She had studied with Mrs Groveham, then known as Lizzie Pendlebury, at the Home and Colonial Training Institution in London before being appointed mistress of the Davison Infantine School in Worthing in 1861. Mrs Groveham inaccurately told Elsie Kitching that the school had nothing to do with the government. She added that Charlotte, affectionately known to her as Lottie, and her parents ‘were at times resident in three different places: Dublin – Bangor – Liverpool’. She altered the date given on a postcard from 1841 to 1840, presumably to establish that Charlotte’s parents had married in 1840, the year before Charlotte had initially believed she had been born on 1 January 1841. Charlotte’s beautiful mother was an invalid. In 1927, Mrs Groveham unexpectedly added Birkenhead to the list of places where she believed the Masons had lived.22 Bound to her deceased friend ‘by the old kinship spirit’, Lizzie did not seriously breach Lottie’s sacrosanct confidentiality but sympathised with Miss Kitching’s desperate need to learn more.23 Having obliquely confirmed that Charlotte had taught in a government-funded school, Fanny Williams died in 1925 without further revelations.




She desired to hide behind Miss Mason’s greater personality and was unwilling that the least thought should be directed towards herself.24





Over the next few years, Miss Kitching collected material for a definitive biography. The archive, now held at the Armitt Museum and Library in Ambleside, abounds with the worn, labelled brown envelopes in which she gathered her findings. The Times’ obituary had stated that Charlotte Mason’s father’s name was Joshua; his Liverpool death certificate confirmed he was a merchant. This accorded with Mrs Groveham’s recollection that the Mason family had lived in Liverpool.25 Years passed.


After retiring in 1948, Elsie Kitching, known to Charlotte as ‘Kit Kit’, undertook further researches and visited Worthing. Information revealed in the statutory Davison School log book, kept by the mistress, and local census records must have perplexed and troubled her. Unable to progress, she spent her remaining years reflecting on her leader’s educational philosophy, protesting that, by comparison, the biography was of secondary importance.




Her devotion, her self-effacing vigilance guarded Miss Mason literally day and night, year in, year out, even through these later years she has lived with the one purpose of guarding and promoting Miss Mason’s work.26





‘The better part of valour is discretion.’27 Elsie’s flat gravestone, adorned with a ‘K’ at each corner and set at the foot of Miss Mason’s Celtic tomb, proclaims that the subservient Kit Kit laid down her life for her leader as, indeed, she gave her all in thirty years of unremitting service. Having purchased the space in Ambleside churchyard on 1 April 1924, Kit Kit’s will directed ‘that no headstone be erected and the grave space kept flat as a standing place for the visitors to the grave of the late Charlotte Mason’.28 With this dramatic gesture of extreme docility, Elsie quelled her curiosity and upheld Miss Mason’s mythic status in death.


A definitive biography was long awaited. After the Second World War, Charlotte Mason Foundation members believed that the survival of the PNEU critically depended upon making the acknowledged founder’s educational ideas more widely known. They asked Essex Cholmondeley (1892–1985) to complete Miss Kitching’s unfinished work.29


Essex Cholmondeley was a most suitable choice. Distantly connected to Reginald Heber (1783–1826), the well-known hymn writer and Bishop of Calcutta, she was descended from a line of rural clerics.30 Essex’s father, Reginald Cholmondeley (1857–1941), a former army captain, was wealthy. In 1911, he employed twelve indoor servants, from the butler and two footmen to the cook-housekeeper, children’s nurse and seven maids. After a home education, Essex stayed with her aunts in London, enjoying the dances and parties of the Edwardian era, and was presented at court. During the 1914 war she taught sick children in hospital. Helen Wix (1882–1982) (CMT 1903) from Sydney, Australia, had gained a first-class House of Education certificate. As governess to Essex’s younger sisters, Hester, aged sixteen, and Joan, aged five, in 1911, Helen clearly demonstrated the benefits of an Ambleside education.31


A tall, graceful woman, Essex (CMT 1919) took the training under Miss Mason’s rule; it was subsequently termed the Charlotte Mason Training. She admired the principal as a frail but impressive elderly matriarch. Aged twenty-six she was appointed senior monitress and drill monitress, gaining a first-class certificate with distinction. Serious and spiritual, Essex probably understood Miss Mason’s quest for holiness better than anyone. She protectively concluded that Elsie Kitching’s difficulty in finishing the biography lay in the fact that ‘Charlotte Mason’s story is one of thought rather than incident.’32


Did Essex ever tell Miss Mason that her aunt was Mary Cholmondeley (1859–1925), the well-known author of Red Pottage (1899), a daring, satirical, best-selling novel? This popular work, which attacked the self-righteous pretensions of the English middle classes and the bigotry of intolerant clergy, was enjoyed by Queen Victoria and preached on at St Paul’s by the Bishop of Stepney. Times were changing; fin-de-siècle novels of the new women genre challenging the probity of cherished institutions from marriage to religion may have delighted the avant-garde but were, assuredly, forbidden at Scale How as ‘twaddle’.33


After teaching at Hatherop Castle in Gloucestershire, Essex was recalled to Ambleside to assist Miss Kitching with the PUS in 1924. After world travel with her parents and sister Joan in 1929, she was appointed vice principal at the House of Education in 1930. Ellen Parish (1869–1947) (CMT 1902), another first-class student and Miss Mason’s chosen successor as principal from 1923 to 1934, was unwell. Essex briefly succeeded her as an innovatory principal from 1934 to 1937, subsequently serving on the Charlotte Mason Foundation and supporting PNEU schools until she was seventy.34


After Elsie died, Essex reluctantly agreed to finish the biography. The pressure to publish must have heightened once it was known that Monk Gibbon (1896–1987), a poet and grand old man of Irish letters, was writing about his friend, the Hon. Mrs Henrietta Franklin CBE (1866–1964), who had dominated the PNEU since 1894. Monk Gibbon brought out his lively and endearing account, Netta, in June of 1960, the year the official biography, The Story of Charlotte Mason 1842–1923 by Essex Cholmondeley, was published.35


Until now, Cholmondeley’s biography has been the main source of information about Charlotte Mason’s hidden early life. When the book was re-issued in 2000 for a wider, transatlantic audience, Eve Anderson, a former student, stated unequivocally, ‘It is an accurate account.’36 New evidence, presented here, disproves this assertion.


I first discovered references to Charlotte Mason and the PNEU in the journal Parents’ Review at the round Reading Room of the old British Library in 1981, where Charlotte Mason studied in 1885.37 I was researching the history of education for parenthood and sought the PNEU archives.38 A visit to the offices of the World-wide Education Service of the PNEU in London yielded nothing. Introduced to Mrs Geraldine Walton (CMT 1928), I asked about the archives. This impressively stately lady looked me straight in the eyes and said, ‘All the records have been destroyed!’39


Mrs Walton put me in touch with Essex Cholmondeley, whom I visited on 5 April 1982 at Nynehead Court nursing home near Wellington in Somerset, a beautiful mansion, previously owned by Edward Clarke. Coincidentally, in 1684 Dr John Locke (1632–1704) had advised Clarke on his son’s education via letter and published these letters as Some Thoughts Concerning Education in 1693. A frail but graciously charming lady of ninety-one, Essex was following doctor’s orders by staying in bed that day. She explained that it had been necessary to re-write the biography because Miss Kitching had employed a ‘rather unreadable, scholarly style’. Within the loving atmosphere enveloping her elegant room, she revealed next to nothing about Charlotte’s early life. Fixing her large and beautiful eyes upon me, she whispered dramatically, ‘All the papers were destroyed!’40 On a sudden impulse, I telephoned the Institute of Historical Research and learnt that Mrs Walton, as Chair of the PNEU Council, had deposited thirty boxes of PNEU records at the University of London Library a few years earlier!


After carefully scrutinising the two supposedly autobiographical extracts entitled ‘Memories’ and ‘Recollections’ opening Chapter 1 of The Story of Charlotte Mason, I discovered there were no original documents. The ‘Memories’ excerpt was not published in Volume 1 of the Parents’ Review as stated; no manuscript of ‘Recollections’ has surfaced. Accordingly, I concluded that they were an artificial reconstruction, compiled by the two biographers, perhaps partly from scraps and hints let fall by Charlotte Mason, to present an appropriate background for the founder of the PNEU.41 Other letters, cited in the early chapters, were either unreferenced or actually altered.


The ‘Memories’ and ‘Recollections’ were charmingly composed, painting tender pictures of Charlotte’s isolated childhood, apparently spent mainly on the Isle of Man, playing with her mother, whose name was not given. The references to 1840s fashions were authentic. Her mother dressed elegantly; Charlotte wore a Holland overall to play on the beach.42 Mr Mason, said to have been a Liverpool merchant, was inexplicably given the initials J.H. There is no certain evidence that he was a drysalter. Whoever suggested this must have been unfamiliar with the short story Angelina or L’Amie Inconnue, by Maria Edgeworth (1768–1849), in which Lady Diana is appalled at discovering the true background of her companion, Miss Burrage:




Daughter to a drysalter, niece to a cheesemonger. Only conceive! A person who has been going about with me everywhere. What will the world say?43





By way of compensation, Charlotte’s father was described as ‘a refined and simple man, very fond of books’. The mention of seaside holidays at Douglas on the Isle of Man suggested that Miss Kitching had discovered Charlotte Mason’s 1861 Worthing census return. In 1982, the late Robert Drake was the first to show that Charlotte gave Douglas, Isle of Man, as her birthplace for the 1861 census and recorded her age as twenty. Ten years later, she was twenty-nine and had been born in Bangor, Caernarvon.44 A copied letter, allegedly sent by Mrs Groveham, underpinned The Story’s claim that Charlotte was an only child of only children.




As regards family ties Miss Mason’s position was unique. From herself I understood that both her parents were only children, of whom she was the only child. If corroboration were needed, it would lie in the fact, that during her period of training, her holidays were spent in College as she had no relations.… With my much love, yours affectionately, E. Groveham. 7th May 1924.45





Significantly, this note labelled ‘COPY’ is the only typed letter to be found among Mrs Groveham’s boldly handwritten screeds in the archives. No hand-written original has appeared. Did Miss Kitching, who typed up many copies of later correspondence, file a fabricated letter with the handwritten others? The phrase ‘If corroboration were needed’ is telling. What Lizzie really knew about Lottie’s family remains obscure.


‘Recollections’ plausibly traced Charlotte’s teaching career, her love of books and some of her educational ideas back to her early childhood. Mr Mason was said to have lost all his money in 1848 and 1849. These years may have been carefully chosen to explain why Charlotte trained as a teacher. Less disgrace was attached to severely reduced circumstances during the ‘hungry forties’, at the peak of Chartist political unrest, economic downturns and the far-reaching effects of the Irish potato famine. Anne Jemima Clough, one of Charlotte’s leading advisers, opened her Ambleside school in 1852 because her father, a respectable cotton merchant, had lost money through trading with America, where the expanding cotton industry was in direct competition with Great Britain. Mrs Groveham also challenged Miss Williams’s incorrect assertion that Charlotte’s father had been ruined by the American Civil War (1861–1865), which further curtailed cotton imports to Lancashire factories, causing mass unemployment.46
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Four torchbearers, Agnes Drury, Essex Cholmondeley,
Ellen Parish and Elsie Kitching, with the students.


‘Memories’ and ‘Recollections’ offer a confusing mixture of stereotype and realism in the lightly sketched picture of an impoverished, lonely childhood, spent with erudite parents who read all the time but probably educated her at home. Both pieces echo aspects of the literary home education recommended by John Ruskin (1819–1900), Charlotte’s later Lakeland neighbour, but curiously none of the hallmarks of the Victorian upbringing of home-bred girls familiar to Miss Cholmondeley, such as languages, embroidery, watercolour sketching, singing pretty melodies or playing the pianoforte, are described. Instead, the strange pictures in Austen Henry Layard’s Nineveh (1848/9), allegedly opened up a ‘sort of Milky Way of Knowledge’ for little Charlotte.47 The explanation for these anomalies must surely lie in the difficulty faced by such partial, yet essentially honest, disciples in reconciling the little they knew of her background with traditional veneration for her cultured social standing.


Respectability and gentility were integral to the domestically oriented civilising process during the Victorian age. These concepts helped to pinpoint the different levels of status within a hierarchical social order undergoing rapid change. Respectability was held by the aristocracy, the upper class and the new middle class to represent the summit of male and female working-class ambition. It was associated with docile industry, orderly family life, cleanliness and godliness. Respectability marked off the deserving from the undeserving poor. In contrast, gentility incorporated subtle nuances, which popular advice manuals were endeavouring to expound to the upwardly mobile. It suggested more gracious social standing than that conferred by industrious respectability. By late Victorian times, when education was everywhere discussed, the ‘educated classes’ emerged. Differentiated from the bulk of the rising new middle classes by their preference for culture over ostentatious displays of wealth, the educated classes advocated ‘plain living and high living’, usually because they could not afford conspicuous consumption. Some argued that while a lady could be made, the status of ‘gentlewoman’ was conferred only by birth. Reduced circumstances did not necessarily destroy gentility, which was thought, by those who laid claim to it, to have slowly evolved after centuries of civilisation. Charlotte Mason was destined to prove, if only to her secret satisfaction, that it was possible to absorb centuries of civilisation within one lifetime and to rise within the rigid society that was opening up by the late Victorian age.48


Essex Cholmondeley told me the biography was not very good without explaining why. Her subsequent letters expressed an overpowering desire to learn of any new discoveries: ‘I am so glad the work progresses; indeed I can hardly wait for it.’ After her death in 1985, Mrs Walton kindly commented, ‘Little did her readers realise the long and devoted labour that lay behind this not entirely satisfactory book.’49 Sadly she died at the age of ninety-three before the more complete story she had quietly expected could be told. Having done her best with her troubling commission, she was not prepared to compromise Miss Mason’s reputation by revealing the few secrets that, assuredly, Miss Kitching had discovered. Instead she concluded that any attempt to tell the story of Charlotte Mason must lay stress on that ‘life hid with Christ in God’ upon which she based her teaching.50


The time has come to cast aside the earlier anxieties and subterfuge that have obscured Charlotte Mason’s secret past and early education. Since the 1980s, her educational ideas have been embraced with enthusiasm across the Atlantic, in America, Canada and in Australia and other lands. Led astray by the Cholmondeley biography, which misrepresented her early life out of misplaced loyalty, Charlotte Mason has been lifted out of her Victorian historical context and family background. Painstaking research, described elsewhere, has thrown fresh light on her secret early life before the PNEU, revealing her remarkable spirit and determination to overcome all obstacles.51


Who was Charlotte Mason? Thanks to gaining access to meticulous records kept by the Religious Society of Friends, I learnt that she was not the only child of only children. Charlotte was the thirteenth child of her ageing Irish Quaker father, Joshua Mason, and her young Roman Catholic mother, Margaret Shaw, about whom little has been discovered. On her father’s side, Charlotte was descended from a multifarious family, solidly rooted in the egalitarian, puritan ethos of the Religious Society of Friends, reaching back to the seventeenth century in Westmorland and the eighteenth century in Ireland. By uncovering the hidden backdrop to Charlotte Mason’s life and the emergent picture of her father’s life and times, subtly transformed in the Cholmondeley biography, we surely gain a better understanding of the roots of her personality. These were expressed by her earnest searching for the Light, her capacity for immensely hard work and her bold business acumen, which powered her educational aspirations and dreams of validation as a writer and philosopher. Respected for their honest business dealings, Quakers valued education and endeavour in all walks of life, as shown by Charlotte’s family history. Joshua Mason’s own rise from a mundane apprenticeship to the status of gentleman miller foreshadowed Charlotte’s arduous journey to high standing. Accordingly, the unfolding of Charlotte’s interesting paternal Quaker background and her parents’ problematic relationship and religious differences sets the scene for her remarkable rise and unexplained break with all family ties.





2.



A Westmorland
Quaker Heritage


Charlotte Mason’s Irish father, Joshua Mason (3 January 1780–15 March 1859), a birthright member of the Religious Society of Friends, was sixty-two when she was born. Their Quaker heritage has been traced back to the seventeenth century in Westmorland and to the eighteenth century in Ireland. Charlotte’s later absorption with the writings of seventeenth-century divines and philosophers from John Bunyan (1628–1688) and Benjamin Whichcote (1609–1683) to John Locke (1632–1704) suggests her father’s influence. Did stories of her Westmorland ancestors engender a longing to settle in Ambleside?


Charlotte’s paternal great-grandfather was John Gough (1721–1791); her great-great-uncle was his older brother, James (1712–1780). They were born in Kendal, Westmorland, where the Religious Society of Friends was powerfully established from 1652 onwards.1 James’s remarkable memoirs give a graphic account of their lives and the spiritual challenges they faced.2


The Religious Society of Friends, known as ‘The Children of the Light’ or ‘Friends of the Truth’, was founded by George Fox (1624–1691) in northern England. A weaver’s son, he started out as a shoemaker and shepherd. From 1647 he travelled to encourage seekers after truth to join with him as Friends. His original conception of an inward or divine principle, which he defined as ‘that of God in every man’, resonates with Charlotte’s later emphasis on ‘true inwardness’. As a distinctive, reforming, puritan movement, the Religious Society of Friends emerged during a century of religious dissent, beleaguered by the troubled years of the Cromwellian English Civil War (1642–1651). The appellation ‘Quaker’ may have been first used after Fox’s trial before Justice Bennett in Derby in 1650, when he reputedly called upon the judge to tremble before the Lord.3 During the seventeenth century, the Friends faced decades of fierce opposition and persecution. George Fox was a victim of such persecution; in 1651 he was imprisoned for preaching, for blasphemy and for refusing to fight in the Civil War. As the power of the established Church was reinvigorated with the Restoration of Charles II to the throne in 1660, other dissenters, notably Baptists and Presbyterians, shared the Friends’ dissatisfaction with the Church’s dominant clericalism. Quaker worship and objections to paying tithes to maintain the Church were deemed illegal, leading to harassment and prosecutions. Suffering Friends drew up their historic Peace Testimony in 1660 to tell the whole world that ‘All bloody principles and practices we do utterly deny.’4


William Edmondson (1627–1712), also from Westmorland, took the movement to Northern Ireland, where the first Friends’ meeting was established at Lurgan in 1654. George Fox gave Edmondson an inspiring epistle to read to Lurgan Friends and visited Ireland in 1669 to set up an agreed structure for the discipline of members.5


Inspired by the revelation of the inner light of Christ in everyone regardless of gender, race or class, Fox’s preaching was rooted in Scripture. Clear understanding of the Bible was achieved through the working of the Holy Spirit in each believer, a view that Charlotte would hold dear. Quakers were set apart from other Protestant groups and Roman Catholics by their profound understanding of the Scriptures. Their direct approach, which bypassed the established Church’s doctrine, was condemned as blasphemy.6Undeterred and guided by Fox, the Friends rejected the need for priests and the sacraments of baptism or marriage. As local groups of Friends formed, they met together for worship in reverential and companionable silence. There was no leader; men or women might speak in the silence, guided by the inner light of the Holy Spirit.7


This enlightened movement spread across England, Ireland and the New World, proclaiming a humane philosophy of social justice, equality and philanthropy, which later found expression in anti-slavery campaigns. Notwithstanding theological controversies, there was remarkable uniformity in matters of practice. Both James and John Gough were raised in the tradition of plain dress, without frills, wigs or ribbons. They adopted plain speech, using ‘thee’ and ‘thou’ in treating everyone without undue deference. Except when praying to God, Friends did not doff their hats before any person, superior or otherwise. Simplicity in behaviour was integral to their passion for Truth. Quakers did not swear oaths as there was no need for a truthful person’s testimony to be ratified.8


Led by Fox, Quakers valued a broad, practical education for boys and girls to enable them to study the natural world and to prepare for life.9 Fox advocated apprenticeships for boys in suitable trades. Honesty and fairness were key elements. Well-schooled in mercantile arithmetic, Quakers earned a justified reputation for trustworthiness in trade, banking and other business dealings, as well as for quality of workmanship. Quaker families prospered, consolidating the membership in close networks within a relatively small but effective body of Friends.


A clear framework of local monthly meetings, regional quarterly meetings and national yearly meetings, organised by clerks of both genders, was established to foster communication between Friends. Business-oriented meetings and meetings for discipline or the conduct of local affairs were conducted quietly. Quakers paused to discuss the issues patiently without scoring debating points, until general agreement was reached by consensus to achieve clear resolution.10


Before Charlotte’s Quaker great-great-grandparents, John Gough (1686– 1737) and Mary Mansergh (1677–1747), were born, George Fox arrived in Kendal at Whitsuntide in 1652. Perhaps Mary Mansergh’s parents, William and Mary Mansergh, were taken to hear Fox preach as young children. The Mansergh family came from Kirkland, later attached to Kendal Meeting. Fox met large numbers of ‘seekers’ and preached at several meetings. On Pendle Hill at Firbank, by a ruined chapel of ease, about 1,000 people stood on the hillside in the afternoon to hear Fox preach. Now marked with a plaque, the rock where he stood is called Fox’s Pulpit. This Westmorland fortnight was described as ‘the creative moment in the history of Quakerism’ that launched the movement.11


On 18 January 1711, John Gough, possibly a tobacconist and Quaker travelling minister, married Mary Mansergh at Kendal Meeting House, thus setting the couple on the path to becoming Charlotte’s great-great-grandparents.12 Growing up towards the end of the seventeenth century, they benefited from greater freedom to worship conferred by the 1689 Toleration Act and from a religious movement that was settling into the organised framework put in place by George Fox. Although Kendal Friends established a strong presence in Westmorland, their first meeting house was not built until 1687. The third elegant meeting house built in 1816 still stands on the former site. Charlotte’s Quaker ancestors lie at rest in one of the older burial grounds for Kendal Friends.13


Mary and John Gough had four children. Their firstborn, James, arrived two days after Christmas in 1712. Their daughters, Mary and Alice, were born in 1714 and 1716 respectively, but may not have survived to adulthood. Charlotte Mason’s great-grandfather, John Gough, was the last born on 30 October in 1720 or 1721.14


Aged twelve, John Gough senior had been one of the first day pupils at the Friends’ school opened at Stramongate in Kendal town centre in 1698, which remained active until 1932. Thomas Redbank (1694–post-1764), who gave his name to the school, started as the teaching assistant to the first headmaster, John Jopson. Rising to become a forceful headmaster himself, Redbank conducted the school for forty years from 1715 until his retirement in 1764.15 The Friends sought ‘to provide their children with a sound and thorough education, as they regarded education in the same light as George Fox, as a power which might be of great use in supporting their sect’.16


John Gough junior was devoted to his older brother and always ready to be at his beck and call. James was intellectually brilliant and a significant role model. Many Quakers, notably George Fox, wrote memoirs. Much may be learnt from James’s fascinating Memoirs, which he recorded at the age of sixty-six. They were edited by John and published after James’s death in 1781.




I was born at Kendal in Westmoreland on 27.12.1712 and from my parents, John and Mary Gough, professing the Truth as held by the People called Quakers, I received my education in the same profession.





James recalled that their mother,




who was an industrious, careful, well-minded woman, taught me to read and when I was a little turned of five years I commenced at School in a Friends’ School … until my fifteenth year.17





James worked hard; ‘having a good genius and a propensity to learning’, he mastered Latin and Greek and was famed locally as a fine scholar.18 John followed James to Redbank’s school from about 1726 until 1736 and did well, if not as noticeably.


James and John were greatly influenced by their mother. Their father may have often been absent, travelling in ministry. As a thoughtful Quaker mother, Mary Gough took responsibility for her children’s home education, a duty that would re-emerge in her future great-great-granddaughter’s critique of late Victorian parenthood. Writing in a gentler, more child-centred age, Charlotte would have challenged her ancestor’s belief in the puritan method of suppressing rather than fostering the development of the child’s ‘will’.19




My mother made it her maxim in her plan of education to accustom her children to useful employment, frugal fare and to have their wills crossed, in order hereby to render us better fitted to undergo any future hardships in life that might be allotted to befal us.20





Alas, James, who was said to have a certain ‘gaiety and sweetness of temper’, felt that his mother’s strictness was as ‘bread cast upon the waters, Eccl. 11’. He wriggled out of doing the useful occupations she set for him out of school hours by asserting he had school exercises or talks.21 Like most boys, he loved to be at liberty; he would grow into seriousness.




But if my mother seemed to err on the side of severity, indulgence and connivance would have been more pernicious in its effects.… I was sensible of my mother’s anxious care for my preservation from evil.22
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