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CHAPTER 1


Introductory







The introverted society thus created provided an experience from which many public school boys never recovered, and the boarding system has been blamed for most of their subsequent failings—their veneration for authority, their obsession with tradition, their frustrated sex lives.


Anthony Sampson, The New Anatomy of Britain





With this book I complete a study begun some years ago with The Rise and Fall of the British Nanny.


There is no need to read the first book in order to follow the second; although a number of things in it—the aspects of child psychology looked at, an explanation of some odd sides to Victorian sexuality are examples—add force and depth to certain areas we shall deal with here. But the two books are completely independent.


The book about nannies was easier to write than this one. In discussing systems of upbringing in early childhood you will inevitably discuss the sort of adult produced, and by extension discuss, or reveal, the sort of adult you think should be produced; in discussing systems of education you are doing that too, but you are also dealing with types of society. People are in rough agreement about the qualities desirable in a person, the ends of upbringing (security, ability to love, responsibility etc.), though they may differ as to means (more or less discipline and so on); but as to the sort of society we should live in, no one is agreed either on ends or means.


Hardly anyone had written about nannies before. Here dozens, even hundreds of scholars, biographers and autobiographers have trod the ground bare. See us as we shuffle into the history class and slump at our desks: Gardner B., Leach A. F., Hollis C., Mack E. C., Bamford T. W.—an excellent effort, Bamford, though never be afraid to speculate a little; all right, Gathorne-Hardy, wipe that smile off your face, there’s no substitute for sound scholarship; Trelawney-Ross A. H., D’E. Firth J., West J. M., Dancy J., Rodgers J., Blunden E., Lamb G. F., … a motley crew, and there are many more. I doubt if you’ve heard of many of us and almost certainly not of our books. The public schools have yet to find their Gibbon.


I am not he. Yet oddly enough this book is in one way unique; it is the only complete history. (Gardner, who makes the same claim, has not written a complete history; or it is complete only in the sense that he has put in a whole lot of schools everyone else has had the sense to leave out.) No other book that I can find—certainly not Gardner—deals with girls’ public schools and progressive schools. No other book takes the story up to today; at around 1920 loyalty and fear of libel shrink the general histories into vague mumblings, those of individual schools into catalogues of swimming pools built.


I am conscious of failure. I have far too little about girls’ schools (there is very little), Catholic schools, Scottish schools and day schools—but the last is because I am less interested in them. Where so many have burrowed, I could hardly hope to find anything new. The quotation from Anthony Sampson I put at the head of the chapter is the intelligent man’s idée reçue about the 19th century and early 20th century public schools. I cannot quarrel with it; yet the precise truth is infinitely more complex and contradictory, and, at the depths where these complexities and contradictions start to emerge, often fascinating, sometimes sinister and strange.


There is the difficulty of accuracy and the impossibility of finding the truth. Every school is different for everyone in it, different at different moments for the same person. And covering so much wider an area and so much vaster an extent of time than anyone else means that in any one sphere someone in the classroom—and many outside—know far more than I do. I must often be wrong in detail, though I suspect that from my view high above the whole field I may sometimes gain a new perspective. At any rate, it is from that general distance that I write.


A number of things will emerge. I quite often stray from the strict definition of my subject and look at schools which no decent person would dream of describing as a public school. This may irritate some people, particularly in the classroom (actually, there is no strict definition of public schools, though it will become clear what they are). But, just as a study of the lunatic may give one valuable insights into the sane, so we can often learn a good deal from studying the often bizarre institutions, and the wild figures who ran them, which hover from time to time on the fringes of our field. In the same way, what happens in other closed communities—battleships, prisons, monasteries—can help to explain what goes on in public schools, particularly what began to go on from about 1850 onwards.


There is today what one could describe as a school of radical egalitarian history. Eric Hobsbawm, who is of this school, wrote recently that capital exploitation, and any society based on it, was bad at the time, left a bad legacy, and that the historian should unequivocally condemn it. The true study of the historian was to investigate the working people, the lower classes; and that their quality of life was how a civilisation should be judged, their attitudes and concerns were what constituted its history. If that is true, then is not the examination we are about to embark on, an examination of what must surely be only a slim wafer of upper class and often distasteful privilege, a waste of time? I hope an answer to this will emerge too.


There is, however, bound to be much that many people will find distasteful. The cruelty of boy to boy, of master to boy, the almost unbelievable savagery, sometimes overtly sadistic, of the beatings in certain periods, the initiation rites, primitive in their content and in their effect—all this is disturbing.


And class. A friend of mine attacked me for being a snob because I wrote about nannies; which is as absurd as saying I was an astronaut if I wrote about space or a criminal if I wrote about crime. I am not a snob nor are these books snobbish—indeed, I doubt that it is any longer possible to be snobbish in that strange English class way now. At least it is difficult. But anyone who writes about England in the 19th century or early 20th century—in fact about any period of our social history, but particularly then—has to deal with class. Those who are made uneasy by the subject—through guilt or rage—will just have to bite on the bullet; or rather bite on a whole magazine of bullets.


And finally sex. Here is a quotation from an article about Waziristan which appeared in the Wall Street Journal:




Drinks are served by Geba Kahn, first mess sergeant, who has been serving in the mess since 1910. At eighty-seven, he must be one of the oldest soldiers anywhere.


The visitor asks Geba Kahn what the British officers used to do here in the evenings half a century ago.


“Play bridge, sir,” says Geba Kahn.


“Oh, tell him what else,” one of the Pakistani officers says.


“Sodomy, sir,” Geba Kahn replies.





I have felt compelled to go fairly fully, though I hope with care and discretion, into certain sexual aspects of public schools, partly because it is another area which my peers in the classroom have unaccountably neglected; but also because a good deal of what I have to suggest is still relevant today—and not just to public schools.


I wrote the book and read for it as I went along, at each stage discovering new aspects which altered my direction and modified or even changed what had gone before. In particular it was not until I had reached the very end that I read a number of books of anthropology to try to see how people of other cultures brought up their adolescents. What I read then threw quite dramatic light on certain cardinal aspects throughout the work; I have put what I found at the end so that the reader can also experience that sudden clarification as the perspective abruptly shifts.


But before we reach that moment there is a long, sometimes arduous, always, I hope, interesting and sometimes very exciting journey ahead. Let us cast ourselves back, back well over a thousand years, and set off in search of that extraordinary and powerful institution—the English public school.



















CHAPTER 2


Early History I: The Primitive Skeleton of Public Schools







Older than the House of Commons, older than the Universities, older than the Lord Mayor, older than the House of Lords, older even than the throne or the nation itself.


A. F. Leach, Schools of Medieval England





The snobbery of public schools about their age is absurd—but not surprising. They are the oldest institutions we have. A. F. Leach, trembling into an ecstasy of veneration and excitement at the head of the chapter, was writing about St. Peter’s, York Minster, founded by St. Paulinus in AD 625. He subsequently admitted that King’s School, Canterbury, founded around AD 598 when St. Augustine established the Cathedral, was older. One thousand three hundred and eighty-eight years ago—“older than the nation itself”.


When Christianity first came to Britain, it brought with it services, prayers and songs that were all in Latin. Whenever a cathedral, monastery or even large church was built, therefore, they were almost invariably accompanied by schools. These were of two sorts (often combined): a song school to teach choristers to sing, and schools to teach Latin for the services. For this reason the last were called grammar schools. Thus from the start we can see two fundamental influences whose last remote tremors can still be detected today. The first of these derives from the fact that they were not just associated with the Church; the identification was far closer. They were almost a part of the Church. The first teachers were secular clergy, that is clergy who had taken vows of chastity, obedience and so on, but who worked in the world and not in a monastic order. Some early headmasters even had the power to excommunicate, and this continued into the 14th century.


But the major purpose of the schools was to provide recruits for the new Church. And so close was the association, so strong the tradition, that the later public schools were still churning out deans and canons and bishops in dozens. The route to a bishopric via a headmastership was common right up to the 20th century.


The main subject—and this is the second fundamental influence—was Latin. “The Art and Science of Grammar”, as Alcuin describes it at St. Peter’s, York. But, although the Latin bias is crucial, from the start certain schools had a surprisingly wide curriculum. At St. Peter’s again, whose documents survive, they were taught rhetoric, law, music, Latin verse (“to run over the ridges of Parnassus with lyric feet”), astronomy, natural history, mathematics and, of course, the Scriptures.


We can learn something from the pupils. Practically all histories of this subject say that “Public schools were founded to provide education for the poor”; they then seize the chance of some glib sarcasm and point out how they “ended by being anything but public and being reserved—with trifling exceptions—for the very rich.”


This does not seem to me to be historically accurate. We have just seen that the main purpose of the grammar schools was to provide recruits for the new Church. True, it was the poor who were taught. But this was not out of charity, but because, until the Church grew powerful, there was no incentive to learn. The training, such as it was, of the rich and noble took place in their own houses, or those of their peers. Therefore the poor had to be recruited. This, at any rate, is the inference I draw from two scanty but crucial accounts in the early centuries: “Whatever youths he saw of remarkable intelligence, he got hold of them”, it was said of Albert, headmaster of St. Peter’s. And King’s, Canterbury expelled them if they were “not of native genius, but fools … [lest] like drones they consume the bees’ honey”.


The cleverest poor boys were seized to fuel the Church. No doubt they were easily persuaded. Life in those early centres, primitive as it would be, was probably preferable to that of the very poor. As the centuries passed this did, in fact, become an adjunct to the charitable activities of the Church: as education became a method of advancement this charity gained in weight. The origin was not charitable. This correction to the received view may seem trifling, but it is significant; it shows in operation for almost the first time that process, so common with the schools and so vital to grasp, whereby anything that persisted gained, by that fact alone, the momentum of tradition. Frequently what persisted was ridiculous or unpleasant. Sometimes it was beneficial. The idea that the poor should be educated free continued strongly into the 17th century, and was still feebly alive in the 19th century.


Finally, it seems possible that the practice of taking children into schools very young was established now. Early services were largely sung, and it was therefore necessary to have a number of boys whose voices had not broken. The earlier they were taken, the more easily they could be trained and the longer the Church would have the use of them. But since they couldn’t sing absolutely non-stop, all day, the custom grew up of giving them an elementary education which they would go on to complete at the grammar school. Thus was set the first division into lower and upper school, from which eventually evolved prep school and public school.


Peering back through the immense stretch of thirteen centuries it is almost impossible to discover what life was like in those tiny communities growing up in the first religious centres. Occasionally a law or a complaint survives. Little else. No doubt conditions were hard. The great gateway of St. Albans School, founded in the 10th century near the Abbey, was built in 1361 to house the pupils. It was strong enough and uncomfortable enough to be used as a prison in 1553, a rôle it repeated in the Napoleonic wars. As much as for defence, this strength was probably designed to prevent the pupils running away—a frequent complaint in later centuries. Lessons would begin at dawn to save candles, and all day the air would be filled with the drone of repetition. Because of the shortage of books, learning meant learning by heart; a concept that easily ignored the invention of printing and survives today. Discipline and life were rough. In 1309 the scholars were forbidden to carry arms inside or outside St. Albans. People who did not hesitate to beat small babies, would hardly scruple over boys or youths. Alcuin gratefully describes how his school brought him to man’s estate “with whippings of fatherly discipline”.


But how much is missing, how many subjects which will soon preoccupy us and let us flesh out the bare outlines have left no trace. Sex, for example, which for one over-lengthy and feverish period is to sweep the public schools like a medieval plague, raging unchecked in the dormitories, changing rooms and studies, now torturing, now delighting, dictating the contents of sermons, the forms of social life, the minutiæ of discipline, influencing the curriculum, the sport, even the very architecture, this great theme has vanished almost without trace. But I have dwelt on the few early facts at some length because, extraordinary as it may seem, they contain the essential seeds from which, with the inevitability of an embryo following the dictates of its genes, the entire structure of the future grammar, and finally, public schools was ultimately to grow.



1 The growth of fee-paying; origins of boarding and houses



During the early Middle Ages the spread of Christianity, the growth in importance and power of the Church, meant the spread and growth of the grammar schools. As time passed their functions broadened. The general picture during this period is that the very poor, particularly the country poor, the villein, only received education in very rare circumstances; the nobleman’s son and the very rich (with exceptions to be discussed) were still educated in the houses of other noblemen and had a very different training. The schools now provided for the nascent middle class, giving them a clerical training for a clerical class to transact the nation’s business.


In the 14th and 15th centuries the Church and its institutions began the decline which was to lead to—or to excuse—the dissolution of the monasteries at the beginning of the 16th century. We now see wealthy individuals, the Crown and soon liveried companies, taking on the task hitherto performed by the Church. In 1382, for instance, William of Wykeham founded Winchester, and we may note three things: the earlier recruiting of the poor is in the process of becoming a charitable obligation. For this reason it is specified that the scholars must be poor. The school still has a strongly religious function (its warden could hear confessions and grant absolution); it trains choristers to sing and scholars for holy orders. At the same time self-interest begins to play a part in the foundations. Wykeham made provision that some founder’s kin should be included among the scholars. Fairly soon and for a number of years the scholars included practically no one else.


By the 15th century the schools had grown sufficiently in prestige for their founding and standing to be a matter of competition. Certainly, there is something competitive in Henry VI’s assumption that Eton, which he founded in 1442, would “excel all other grammar schools … and be called the lady, mother and mistress of all other grammar schools”, an assumption which a good many people, in subsequent centuries, have found maddening. Eton, at its start, combined religion and the founder’s self-interest in a way that was becoming typical, in that a large part of its function was to sing masses for Henry and his father.


To provide a continuity of education—but more particularly for continuity of self-interest—the Founders during these centuries and often later founded colleges at the universities and (or) provided substantial scholarships at them. Eton and King’s College, Cambridge, Westminster and Christ Church, Oxford and Trinity College, Cambridge, Merchant Taylors’ and St. John’s College, Oxford, are examples among dozens. This is a significant development in that it was to provide an important strand in what one can call public school incest—a spiritual and psychological phenomenon (in 18th century Eton a more or less physical one as well) which, deep into the 20th century dictated, among a good many other things, the ferocity of their resistance to change.


The 16th century is usually presented as the golden age of grammar school foundation, with Henry VIII, the poet prince, Renaissance scholar and great educationalist, leading the way. This is partly true; in part it is the reverse of the truth. The break with Rome and the dissolution of the monasteries meant that education would disappear unless a new basis for it could be found. In fact a great deal did disappear. Henry destroyed far more than he created and for a long time after him, it seems, there were fewer schools than there had been before. In Elizabeth’s reign the Speaker of the House of Commons said there were “at least 400 wanting, which before this reign had been”.


Nevertheless, this appalling situation did produce a great deal of activity. Throughout the century the Crown endowed new grammar schools—or much more usually used monastic and Church (or Catholic) property to re-endow old ones. Henry VIII with King’s School, Canterbury, Mary and Philip re-endowing St. Peter’s, York, Edward VI with Sherborne in 1550, Elizabeth with Westminster—dozens of schools were re-started at this time (which is why a good many schools have “King’s” or “Queen’s” in their name).


But the main thrust for new foundations comes from the liveried companies; this is the great age of merchant schools, like Oundle, Blundell’s, Gresham’s, Tonbridge. More rarely, wealthy individuals founded schools, like Sir John Port, who started Repton. They founded them for their souls, their children, the poor—and sometimes just to preserve their names. Edward Alleyn, who founded Dulwich, said that if the headmaster could not be of his family then he should at least be called Alleyn. They somehow kept this up for 238 years, until 1857.


Preservation of their souls and the education of their families—two stronger motives can scarcely be imagined. No wonder founders provided money to finance their schools: Tonbridge, for instance, was given land round St. Pancras by the Skinners’ Company. It would be tedious to give details of these endowments, except to note that they were numerous and, in individual cases (Eton, Winchester), large—particularly when added to over the centuries—and that they alone can sometimes explain the growth of a foundation into a “Great School”.


To ensure the permanence of such important aims, the proper use of so much money, the founders drew up statutes. These were the contract and legal conditions of endowment; they had the sanction of the law and were enforced in the courts (at colossal expense). Various supervisory bodies—provosts, wardens, elected fellows, governors—were set up to perform certain religious functions and see to the proper disposal of the income.


The statutes did more than this. They took whatever customs prevailed at the time and enshrined them: the practice of teaching the poor, what was taught and when, the numbers taught and so on. If they were new foundations they imitated existing ones. The statutes of St. Paul’s were frequently imitated. Thus traditions became law and change was entombed.


The statutes, ignorant of inflation, fixed the schoolmasters’ salaries at rates which invariably and rapidly became ridiculous: Bromsgrove in the mid 16th century, for example, fixed at seven pounds per annum. But when, after the Reformation, the custom of saying masses declined, the fact that they were so fixed allowed the fellows to pocket the money provided for masses. That this money was also meant to provide for the pupils and masters, they totally ignored. By 1635 the scholars of Eton were complaining of starvation.


These two facts alone made the taking of fee-paying pupils inevitable. But it is clear that, once it was found they were willing to come, they would have been taken anyway. The history from the 14th century on is that of the extent to which the rich took over the schools entirely.


Let me illustrate these developments. Already by 1286 all but sixteen poor scholars at St. Albans are to “pay fees to aforesaid master according to ancient custom”. By 1442 when Eton was founded even the scholars could be fairly well off. “No one having a yearly income of more than five marks [£3.30p] shall be eligible.” At the age of fifteen a scholar had to swear he had no more than this. But in fact five marks allowed in the son of a substantial middle-class family. It was a bar only to the wealthy aristocrats. These could come in, if they wished, as commensales or fee-payers. The statutes allowed for twenty.


By the 16th century the fee-payers are outnumbering the poor. In 1540 Provost Lupton of Eton left in his will a bequest to seventy scholars and 100 Oppidans (Oppidans because the fee-paying pupils came from outside but lived in the town). The division of Eton has remained the same ever since: seventy scholars, called “Collegers” who live in College; and the rest of the school, called “Oppidans” who live in houses around the town. Shrewsbury assumed at its foundation around 1560 a balance of 523 fee-payers, while there were 277 free Oppidani (in this case Oppidani because they came from the local town). Before long the Oppidani are paying fees too. By the 17th century fee-payers are either assumed openly—as at Bury in 1625, where the founder, the Reverend Henry Bury, wrote: “My intent and meaning is not to debar the Master and Usher from that common privilege in all free Scholes of receiving Presents, Benevolences, Gratuities etc.”; or else lip-service is payed to the tradition of educating the poor and then instantly ignored.


Although masters at smaller schools were badly off, and often actually poor, at large schools, by the 18th century, they could become extremely rich. At Eton, in 1730, the headmaster’s salary was sixty-two pounds a year; but there was an unofficial entrance fee of four guineas for the upper school (noblemen double); and every boy gave a tip when he left. In 1763 the headmaster got £411 in tips alone—say £6,000. The headmaster of Blundell’s is said to have amassed £60,000 in a twenty-three year reign—a marvellous sum.


In general then (there are exceptions), by the end of the 18th century the grammar schools that survived did so partly as a result of their endowments, but to a greater extent as a result of fee-paying pupils; the wealthier the pupils, the wealthier the school, the better it survived. The final flowering of this development, its identification with class, took place in the 19th century, but at any stage it is a development of enormous importance. It was to have three effects on the public schools.


The first is cultural. It is possible to argue, as we shall see when we look at other cultures, that a major function of education can be to pass on a society’s mores, its customs and values, as well as its fund of accumulated knowledge. If this is so, it is ridiculous to criticise this form of educational system for being conservative. That is its point. It is not there to lead society; indeed it cannot by its nature lead. It must wait until the culture has finally coalesced on one moral issue or another; it will then see that the decision is passed on. It is as absurd to expect innovation from an educational system with this purpose as it would be to expect the Oxford Dictionary to introduce new words.


This does not mean that education has to perform this function. The French public (State) system today does not do so. But if it is going to perform it, then what more sensitive mechanism could be devised than to make the educational system directly dependent on the culture financially? And it is surely significant that there is also in France today another very large sector (some seventeen per cent of the whole) which does perform this cultural function (teaching the Catholic religion) and that this sector is fee-paying. Conversely, one could argue that if a fee-paying system of education evolves, sooner or later it will take on this culture-transmitting rôle. In the case of the public schools, except in a hazy way, it was later.


Secondly, it gave the schools great and independent power. The present Headmaster of University College School (UCS) put it to me as the crucial difference between the private and State system. “We go to the wall if we don’t produce results. If we start getting deplorable results, we soon empty. A State school goes on however inefficient.” No doubt. But in past centuries the reverse was true. Provided those who paid the fees were indifferent, public schools could be as brutal, as inefficient, as licentious, as out-of-date as they liked, despite storms of public and government criticism which would have felled a Church or destroyed a political party. Most of their decisive moves to change were made because they realised their clients wanted it. A perfectly tenable case can be made that the reforms carried out by Dr. Arnold at Rugby in the 1820s and 30s were panic reactions to falling numbers.


And thirdly, the fee-paying system brought about—or gave the decisive boost to—the move to boarding. Since this makes the public schools unique among world educational systems (with qualifications I shall make later) and since we shall find that it is the ultimate root of their extraordinary power, we must look a little closer at this development.


It is possible that there was an impetus to boarding from the very start. By their nature religious communities tend to cut themselves off, and the 8th century description of Albert with his pupils at St. Peter’s, York—he “fed them, cherished them”—suggests boarding. Common kindness and common sense would have made such provision for poor boys likely. Also, the monopoly that the Church had on education meant that there were for many centuries very few schools. As a result, when education became more sought after, it was at first necessary, then customary, to travel far to get it. Nor, as far as the rich were concerned, would there be any emotional anxiety about this. They had long sent their children away at the age of seven or eight to be educated in other people’s houses.


By 1442 Eton shows both processes established. From the start pupils came from as far away as Devon and Lincoln and they boarded in the town. This was partly because the buildings were not finished, but the practice was known at other schools. At Winchester it had existed long enough for the town lodgers to be given a name—Street Commoners—and already outnumber the scholars.


Thereafter the development is continuous, the financial element clear. Sometimes it salved the consciences of the governors to allow fee-payers, provided they did not come from the local town. More usually they were a straight method of making money. The Headmaster of Bromsgrove, with his miserable seven pounds a year, was allowed to take “Tablers” to eat at his table. They slept in his attic.


At first it was more usual to board about the town near the school. Most of the 300 Repton boys did this in 1621. By the end of the Civil War a regularised lodging system had developed at Eton, with the lodging houses run by Dames or male lodging-house keepers called Dominies. By the early 18th century there were ten Dames’ houses and three Dominies, with a good number of pupils scattered haphazardly. The rate at which scattered lodgings developed into a scattered house system differed enormously. By the mid 17th century Winchester masters were running houses for profit; at Westminster in 1733 it is still Dames who did this. Gibbon’s aunt, Mrs. Porter set up a boarding house and he lived there. At Eton, masters had boys lodging for profit from 1798, and from 1800 on, partly for disciplinary reasons, but largely to make more money, they slowly took the place of Dames and Dominies. Similarly at Harrow: in 1770 there were a lot of Dames’ houses; in 1818 these were abolished and during the 1820s and 30s masters took over the lucrative trade.


By the early 19th century the large and successful grammar schools, except where specifically for day pupils, were almost entirely boarding; the smaller schools had a proportion of boarders, sometimes large, sometimes just six boys living in the headmaster’s house. But one can note that it was still a fairly loose haphazard system, various, flexible.


The fact of boarding, and more particularly the house system which developed out of it, was so important to the later public schools that certain writers have treated it as an inspired invention. At the end of the 19th century and beginning of the 20th century House spirit was, after religious faith, the most important spiritual reality to a good many otherwise rational people. For some it replaced religious faith itself. In the 1914–1918 war we will find people dying for their public school houses—for School House, Cock House, B House, Mr. Lyttleton’s House. Today I found a number of teachers (particularly at girls’ schools) saying that in the boarding house the public schools had created the ideal substitute family unit. This is rubbish, of course. Whoever heard of a family unit with sixty children and one parent? The house system is an interesting one from which derive certain conclusions but, like boarding itself, it was an accident. It arose as a result of those economic and historical pressures I have outlined, and once those pressures had vanished it was retained by the public schools, used by them and, like so much else in their history, justified by them for reasons, often excellent, sometimes absurd, which had nothing to do with its formation.



2 Classical tradition, methods of teaching, age taught, prep schools



There are two final bones, as it were, to add to the primitive skeleton of the public schools.


The first of these is the teaching of Latin (and later the classics). The essence of the situation is clear. Until the early 16th century the Latin that was taught was the contemporary and international language used for practical purposes. It was the tool by which clerks could earn their living, as practical as engineering in a technical college; it was the single avenue by which ambitious men could enter the two careers open to them—the law and the Church. It was a simple Latin—dog Latin.


During the 16th century two things happened. The Renaissance brought about the re-discovery of classical authors and classical Latin. This was too difficult for most ordinary men and at once started a move towards the vernacular, a move much re-inforced by the Reformation. The break with Rome led to a desire to separate the Church and England from the past and from the Continent. First the Church and soon the State were using English. At the start of the 16th century Thomas More wrote Utopia in Latin, Erasmus was sending letters so alive they are all being re-published today; at the start of the 17th century Walter Raleigh wrote his History of the World in English. Latin had become a dead, or almost dead, language. The 17th century finished it off. This was England’s spring: Shakespeare, Jonson, Donne, Hobbes, Burton, Jeremy Taylor. Picking almost at random, one can collect a corpus of literature—great and curious—before the 18th century to rival anything in the world. The same with science. The Royal Society had been established since 1660. Newton was alive, Harvey had discovered the circulation of the blood; in this century came the barometer, the telescope, the microscope, exploration—the whole world was opening before England. In the 18th century this practical and scientific genius was to bring industrial power, industrial power which was itself to finance, and then become fuelled by, a huge Empire, movements themselves reflected in works of enormous philosophic and intellectual power—Adam Smith, Bentham, John Stuart Mill.


These intellectual developments—indeed all intellectual developments—were  almost entirely ignored by the grammar schools. At around 1520 they became rooted to the spot, some of them scarcely to budge till the 20th century. Indeed, traces of the Latin and Greek Ice Age can still be detected: Winchester didn’t have a proper English department till the 1960s, Eton still has more classics masters than she needs or wants.


Certainly, at all times one can find individual schools with a wider curriculum; Uppingham in 1587 also taught Italian, Spanish, logic, arithmetic, geometry, music and natural philosophy (science). Christ’s Hospital had a fairly wide curriculum in the 17th century, which is one reason Blue Coat schools were set up around the country. And in nearly all schools something else was taught—even if it were only “Good manners” (often included in the statutes). But by far the greater number—and surely the picture is well known—taught Latin and sometimes Greek (and Hebrew) and virtually nothing else. Sleath, a 19th century headmaster of St. Paul’s—endowed, with its curriculum on statute in 1509—said to a questioning parent in 1837: “At St. Paul’s we teach nothing but the classics, nothing but Latin and Greek. If you want your son to learn anything else you must have him taught at home, and for this purpose we give three half-holidays a week.”


Nor was there anything inspiring in “the classics”. It is clear from a study of late 17th century text books and from personal accounts that for the majority it was the sheerest drudgery: grammar, parsing (explaining each part in a sentence grammatically), construing (translating) and learning by heart huge chunks of Iliad, Aeneid, etc. And this was because a true classical education—not just the reading, translating and appreciating the classical authors, but composing Greek and Latin verse—is beyond most people; the art of versifying is a sort of trick, a knack. Indeed this is probably one reason, the need to try to teach classics to everyone indiscriminately, for the endless and ferocious beating.


One result of this ridiculous concentration was that Englishmen did not learn English. Cowper said that scarcely one in fifty who went through Eton or Westminster could speak or write it fluently. That the same is probably true of other schools is shown by the extraordinary variety in spelling, punctuation and use of words which continued well into the 19th century.


Why did this state of affairs persist so absurdly? A number of reasons are usually given. For one thing, as Lord Eldon showed in 1790, it was actually illegal for grammar schools to teach new subjects. It was not made legal until 1840. More important (because the schools had long shown they could ignore the statutes if money was involved) the parents did not mind. Had they done so they could have sent their children to one of a number of private schools which appeared in the 18th century to supply this need—Cheam School in Surrey, for instance, which almost forbade the classics and taught English instead, with arithmetic, geometry, geography, drawing and dancing. But these schools seldom lasted because they ran out of clients.* Amongst the upper classes there was a robust attitude to education. “I don’t know why there is all this fuss about education,” wrote Lord Melbourne to Queen Victoria. “None of the Paget family can read or write and they do well enough.” The Paget family included several statesmen and a fieldmarshal. Finally, there were the schoolmasters. They were all classicists. It was their life and their livelihood. Why should they criticise the first and jeopardise the second? Besides, it was the tradition. The schools had already been teaching Latin in one form or another for well over 1,000 years. Why change? Tradition alone was enough for most parents and teachers.


However there are more subtle, complex and also interesting reasons for the persistence of, and concentration on the classics during this period.


It is important to remember, first, how exciting the Renaissance was; the 16th century was a voyage of discovery into a strange world of new ideas, new truths, new works of art. And it was open to any good scholar. It posed a challenge to the schools. It was rather as though today the problems and excitements of quasars and pulsars and black holes were accessible to any good sixth form willing to study physics and astronomy. This challenge was sharpened by the Reformation. Once their religious function—the saying of masses—was gone the schools had a choice: either they could continue mere grammar schools, or they could become real centres of learning. Many took this latter course and held to it, at least into the 18th century: St. Paul’s, Winchester, Westminster, Shrewsbury (especially later), Eton after Henry Saville. But it was not just these larger schools. Good scholars could be found all over the country. Even Dr. Johnson, it will be remembered, tried to teach. And it should be stressed here, now that they are unfashionable, that for those able to benefit from them the classics can provide a broad, as well as deep education. Not just the richness of a great literature, the study of a long and varied history and, once Greek is included, mathematics and philosophy and drama, but also logic, discrimination, a love of language and its precise, witty and subtle use and interpretation, a whole range of intellectual disciplines and qualities, ways of thinking which go beyond subjects and can be brought to bear on any of them.


Such benefits were open to relatively few, those intellectually gifted or with the knack; but that did not matter. The world, England, London, was very small—a handful of poets, critics, writers, thinkers, some aristocratic, some not, but nearly all steeped in the classics. And it was they, heirs to the Renaissance, who shaped English culture during the 17th century, and even more in the 18th century, as far as possible in the classical mould. The subjects of paintings and poetry and history were classical; the buildings imitated those of Rome and Greece, the statues wore togas and wreaths; the terms of reference, the examples in newspapers, magazines or politicians’ speeches were classical; that rolling 18th century prose, the prose of Gibbon and Johnson, followed the periods of Latin prose, just as a whole school of 18th century philosophy followed Plato. The classical past was not just revered. The 18th century had, in contemplating it, a feeling of safety, safety in its ideals, its achievements, its discipline; the past had in some way the secret of eternal life, eternal values. By drawing the essence of classicism across the centuries, by as it were pickling the present in the past, both would survive. We get, therefore, a curious phenomenon: the preservation of a whole way of life in the present by transfusing it with the indestructible safety of an adored past.


This aspect of 18th century civilisation was far more apparent than the scientific or industrial revolutions, particularly to the schoolmasters and scholars who, at a remove, helped to bring it about. To them, it was a great deal more “contemporary” to teach classics than, say, science or maths.


This for the minority; but the majority gained even from the rudimentary classics that could be lashed into them. During the late 17th and 18th centuries, when most people were uneducated, an easy way to separate those who were educated was to have them speak Latin. If Latin, however imperfectly known, then became an essential qualification for the most desirable jobs in the land, and if Latin could only be obtained by being bought then the rich could obtain those jobs just because they were rich. The possession of the classics became a rude but definite class distinction.


For all these reasons classics remained dominant. And, apart from the first diminutive appearance of class, a tiny note as yet hardly audible in the orchestra, we might observe two other nascent themes: the idea that, as far as scholarship went, the schools were only concerned with an able few; and the idea that academic qualification, however irrelevant, somehow fitted people for jobs outside.


Finally, how were the boys taught, for how long and at what age?


The class sizes, always crammed into one room, from the 16th century until well into the 19th century, would have made a modern comprehensive master first blench—then flee. At Sherborne in the 16th century the headmaster took the top three forms, the usher the bottom three; there were in all 144 boys, say seventy in each. In 1561 at Shrewsbury three masters tried to control 266 boys. Keate’s classes at Eton in the early 19th century were often 200 strong. At the same time, numbers fluctuated wildly. Schools could drop hundreds in a year or two. Repton had 300 boys at the end of the 17th century; then “only a few ragged boys” by 1705. Charterhouse slumped from 480 in 1825 to 137 by 1832. Thus it was almost impossible to engage new masters. Large classes and few masters further help to explain the violent discipline, the teaching of so few subjects and the inefficiency of the teaching. It was still going on at Totnes Grammar School at the end of the 19th century. Professor Dawkins, a friend of Corvo, said to John Betjeman: “You sat round a huge hall. Your education depended on whether or not the master reached you. Sometimes he did not reach you for months.”


Yet even in this chaotic system the seeds of one successful way of making boys work had already been discovered. That was competition—the public recognition and reward for success at work (and punishment for failure). Most histories credit Dr. Butler of Shrewsbury (Headmaster 1798–1836) with discovering exams. In fact, they were a regular part of the curriculum at St. Gregory’s (later Downside), at Douai in France as early as 1721.


The early history, incidentally, of these Catholic schools—Ampleforth, Downside and Stonyhurst—is intensely dramatic, almost melodramatic. Forced by anti-Catholic laws to set up in France at the end of the 16th century, their isolation abroad seems to have led to a concentration on their task far superior to that common in England. A boy called Langley, who was also at Charterhouse, said the teaching was far better at Douai. The subtle and ingenious monks had not only discovered the spur of regular examinations, but the use of separate classrooms and what we call “streaming”. “The scholars,” said Langley, writing home, “are divided according to their different abilities and capacities into several classes, and over each class presides a proper master.” Being abroad they were all confined in neatly disciplined dormitories, avoiding the hurly-burly of many outside boarders. Discipline (long a feature, this, of Catholic schools) was fierce. Whether or not Butler copied examinations from them, Eton and Harrow copied him; thus they spread through the public school system and by 1842 are reported general.


Schoolboys spent most of their life at school. Holidays were twenty or thirty days a year: twenty at Manchester Grammar in the 16th century; thirty at Sherborne in the 16th century and 17th century; thirty at Eton in the mid 18th century. But the picture of unremitting toil which this gives is misleading. These holidays were in the summer when the boys went home, and this divided the year in half (halves for terms is still used in some schools). But, in fact, the school year had for long (probably always) been divided in three by religious festivals: at Christmas, Easter (or sometimes at the end of May), and in summer, usually around St. Bartholomew’s day (end of August) or St. Michael’s day (end of September). They had holidays at each break; typically two weeks at Easter, and twenty or thirty days at Christmas. But because of the dangers and difficulties of travel—unless they lived close or were very influential—the boys did not go home at all three. As travel grew easier during the 19th century, the half-yearly return home gave way to the tri-partite divisions which had in fact always ruled the school year. (Travel was actually growing easier, in England at any rate, at the end of the 18th century. The slow spread of the three yearly holiday probably also had something to do with the attitude to children.)


Nor does this complete the picture. Not for nothing is the word holiday derived from holy days. Saints’ days sprinkle the calendar and school was continually mitigated. Even without this it was not too arduous. At Eton in 1766 one worked about four hours a day, but Tuesday was free, and Thursday and Saturday half days; it is clear, from the unpublished “Journal” of Minet, a boy at Winchester in 1818, that the same pattern obtained there—as much as five and a half hours a day were spent swimming, duck shooting and playing cricket.


Finally, the age at which boys (and later girls) went to school. On the whole it is true to say that the effect of the same experience in childhood and youth is directly dependent on, and relative to, the age at which that experience takes place. To be removed from home at seven as opposed to eleven, to be beaten at ten instead of seventeen, are more overwhelming experiences, have greater effects, by precisely that factor alone. One would not have thought it necessary to emphasise this today. Yet I think of several masters (I think of one in particular) who said to me: “I never beat for serious offences, and I beat them young—ten to fourteen, like puppies.” It was clear he thought they were puppies.


Of course, this can be qualified. There are experiences possible at sixteen—adolescent sexual attraction and love, appreciation of poetry—which can scarcely be undergone at all at seven. But the essential qualification is in the other direction. An important concept of behavioural psychology is that of re-inforcement. That is, the effect of a powerful experience in early life can be quite small, even negligible, if single; the effect seems to increase geometrically the number of times (and when and how forcibly) it is repeated.


It is clear that, from the earliest times, English children were sent away to board at a very young age. Eight is usual, though at Dulwich in 1707 some were infants of three and four. In fact boys arrived and left at all ages. At the end of the 16th century Archdeacon Johnson’s son left Uppingham for Oxford at thirteen. At Eton an 18th century list shows Thomas Thackery Junior aged six, a John Ashton arriving at seventeen; Bronfield goes to university at fifteen, while Lord Lumley is still lounging around at twenty. Insofar as re-inforcement goes during this period, it was total. That is to say, the small boys were at the same schools as the older ones. And it continued total as preparatory schools appeared. The origins of these are not precise. Writing of Westminster in 1835, Southey said: “Preparatory schools, which were not heard of fifty years ago, have annihilated the under school.” They developed only slowly from around 1770, because until well into the 19th century the lower schools of public schools were taking children of seven and eight. Their real growth is from 1860 onwards.




* It was to distinguish themselves from the private schools that the term “public” school evolved during the 18th century to describe the leading old grammar foundations. They were public in that they were not privately owned but incorporated under statute at law. The use of the term was never consistent during the 18th century and it was not really until the latter part of the 19th century that it became general. The new foundations and revived old grammar schools of this period called themselves “public schools” in imitation of the old leading grammar schools in order to gain something of their cachet.






















CHAPTER 3


Early History II, to 1820: The Brutal and Permissive Ages











From Powles I went, to Aeton sent


To learn straightways the Latin phraise;


Where fiftie-three stripes given to me


   At once had.


For fault but small, or none at all,


It came to parse thus beat I was:


See, Udall, see, the mercy of thee


   To mee, poore lad.


                                   Thomas Tusser











We now leave the skeleton of the early public schools; it is time to add some flesh—to look at the faces of those in them, to try to imagine what their lives were like.


As the years pass, the dim figures from earlier centuries—Albert, Alcuin—are replaced by sharper portraits, the colours harsh, even crude. In the 16th century, and for long after, standards in the schools were modest, and even then frequently not reached. The statutes of Felsted stated only that masters should not be “drunkards, whore-hunters, or lewd in living”. And almost without exception they were violent floggers.


Nicholas Udall, the headmaster of Eton from 1534–43 and the figure Thomas Tusser reproaches in his curious and sometimes moving autobiography from which I quote above, was notorious for the savagery of his beatings. It was he who beat poor Thomas Tusser—fifty-three blows for a little boy. Nor were these beatings gentle. Cook, High Master of St. Paul’s in the 16th century, beat John Sandeson so hard that he bore seven scars on his backside for the rest of his life. At Eton in 1560 the assistants at a beating were known as the “holders down”. There was often blood. The instruments of torture were savage too. A mid 17th century account recommends “a good sharp birchen rod and free from knots, for willow wands are insufferable”. At Charterhouse a hundred or so years later (but many other schools had this) a five-foot bunch of birch switches were fastened at the handle end and “armed with buds as big as thorns, renewed after six strokes for fresh excoriation”. For a number of years, Winchester tried long strong flexible apple branches secured in the grooves of a heavy two-foot handle. Finally they decided birch was more painful. No wonder there are frequent records of boys running away in terror of the lash.


Udall was notorious for more than beating. His sexual behaviour with his boys was flagrant, continuous and open, and in 1543 exposed him to blackmail. Two pupils, Cheney and Hoorde, were caught stealing silver images and plate from college. It seems likely that they threatened to expose Udall’s sexual indulgence unless let off, and he called their bluff. At any event, they accused him of the grossest sexual misdemeanours, and implicated him in the robbery. The whole case was examined by the Privy Council, mindful that a law had just been passed making the extreme homosexual offence—buggery—punishable by death. Udall was cleared of the theft and found guilty of everything else. However, as Hollis notes in his account, headmasters are rarely hanged; particularly perhaps headmasters of Eton. The sentence was commuted to imprisonment.


One might note two things about the case. The fuss and the use of the Privy Council, is to some extent an indication of the growing importance of Eton. But it is more expressive of Henry VIII’s money troubles. The monasteries were dissolved partly on the grounds of their lascivious and scandalous behaviour; how much more monstrous was Udall’s exploitation of his rôle as guardian of the young—and in an institution still regarded as very close to the Church. It is likely that had Henry VIII not died in 1547 Eton would have been dissolved. The second point is that Udall was subsequently released and went on to become Headmaster of Westminster. Then, and for the next 270 odd years, such monstrous behaviour was, in fact, little regarded.


During the 17th century Eton, at least, went through a temporary improvement. For a while beating was not the automatic and invariable punishment, as it was under Udall and would be under Keate. Statutes were drawn up saying when beatings should be given—for breaking bounds, going to ale houses etc. At this time, the 1660s, smoking was made compulsory because it was thought to be a prophylactic against the plague. Thomas Hearne in his diaries describes Tom Rogers telling him that “he was never so much whipped in his life as he was one morning for not smoking”.


But in general, the violence continues unabated, unmitigated, almost jovial. One trouble with beating as a method of punishment is that it frequently gives pleasure to the master, and that pleasure can be overtly sexual. Sometimes it seemed the only thing that kept them alive. Richard Roberts (St. Paul’s 1769–1814) was scarcely more alive than his bust, “except when plying the cane; and on such occasions he was wonderfully active, as if inspired by new life …”. But, although many of the effects of beating, its disadvantages (and advantages) as a disciplinary tool, will emerge as we progress, I want to reserve a fuller discussion of that particular side, the sexual side, until the 19th century. It is then that a peculiar relish enters the descriptions, the involvement becomes deeper and more emotional, and also spreads out through the community, so that the whole school becomes caught up, gripped by an excitement which is horrified, morbid and delighted all at once; at the same time the frenzies of the master, beating “in a white heat”, often seem more personal and somehow sinister.


You do not find this in the 17th and 18th centuries. The atmosphere is brutal, certainly; but it is more open, less loaded. There was Gill of St. Paul’s (1608–35), who seemed to believe in a sort of divine right of beating. He would beat Old Paulines when they came down and misbehaved and once, when a stone came through the classroom window, rushed in a fury out into the street, seized the nearest passer-by, a Sir John D (John Aubrey tells the story), and beat him so severely he never dared go near the school again without an armed guard.


The power of masters was in these respects absolute. One reads again and again of coarse brutes able to do all but kill their pupils (and sometimes that too); men like Boyer of Christ’s Hospital, who simply whipped and punched to relieve his feelings. “I have known him double his knotty fist,” wrote Charles Lamb in a famous description, “at a poor trembling child (the maternal milk hardly dry upon its lips) with a ‘Sirrah, do you presume to set your wits at me?’.”


How could it go on so long, why did the parents tolerate it, why was it allowed?


The reasons are well known. We have already seen the continuing contribution of huge classes, low calibre masters, the intolerable boredom of the classics. More important was the attitude to children. Children were the fruit of original sin, they were defective adults whose sin was to be beaten out of them. And it followed that, until this had happened, they were scarcely company for adults. Parents didn’t on the whole seem to care what treatment they received provided they kept out of the way. This is another explanation of the huge stretch of time they spent away from home, even when roads began to improve. (It also explains why in the 18th and early 19th centuries running away was the worst crime. Sexual offences are scarcely mentioned.) But the principal reason was the age: sailors were frequently lashed to death, men were hanged for trifling offences and died of trifling diseases, the rich were cruel to the poor, and equally cruel to their own children. Schoolmasters were expected to be brutal; just how brutal is shown, paradoxically, by the legal limits designed to prevent their excesses. Burn’s Justice of the Peace in the late 18th century has this:







Where a schoolmaster, in correcting his scholar, happens to occasion his death, if in such correction he is so barbarous as to exceed all bounds of moderation, he is at least guilty of manslaughter; and if he makes use of an instrument improper for correction, as an iron bar or sword, or if he kick him to the ground, and then stamp on his belly, and kill him, he is guilty of murder.





Nor were alternatives experimented with to any large extent. There were impositions of extra work and enforced roll calls; Christ’s Hospital tried solitary confinement. Here is Lamb again:




The sight of a boy in fetters, upon the day of my putting on the blue clothes, was not exactly fitted to assuage the natural terrors of initiation…. I was told he had run away. This was the punishment for the first offence. As a novice, I was taken soon after to see the dungeons. These were little square Bedlam cells where a boy could just lie at his length upon straw and a blanket—a mattress, I think, was afterwards substituted—with a peep of light let in askance from a prison orifice at top, barely enough to read by. Here the poor boy was locked in by himself all day, without sight of any but the porter who brought him his bread and water—who might not speak to him—or of the beadle, who came twice a week to call him out to receive his periodical chastisement and here he was shut by himself of nights, out of reach of any sound.





This was the punishment for the second offence. For the third, you were thrashed from the school.


But in this particular respect, as far as I can tell, Christ’s was unique (and only in this respect. Although it was a school for the poor, it remains typical of contemporary grammar schools in all other ways). On the whole, savage and uncontrolled beating remained the chief method of disciplining boys, and we must look at one final exemplar of its practice, partly because he is the most celebrated, and partly because he is revealing about two fundamental aspects of these early centuries.



1 Dr. Keate of Eton—the flogger



Dr. Keate became headmaster of Eton in 1809, at a difficult period. Discipline was slack; although the school was barnacled now with many absurd traditions and practices Goodall, the provost, thought it perfect. It was incapable of improvement and he therefore allowed no change. Many of the boys thought that Benjamin Drury, another lower master, should have been appointed and the mutterings of rebellion started in the huge classes the moment Keate took over. Nor was he helped by his other masters. Drury himself was a heavy-drinking ruffian, who frequently played truant. There was another who took opium and habitually appeared drugged and incoherent. There was Bethell, who was said to have made only two comments in his entire career. One was when a boy translated “Postes aeratos” as “brazen gates”. “Yes,” said Bethell, “that’s right. Probably so called because they were made of brass.”


Things were difficult, and there are further qualifications to be made about Keate; but despite these the general picture of his disciplinary methods is astounding.


He was a fantastic figure: five-foot tall, strong as a bull, and equipped, under a high cocked hat like Napoleon, with enormous shaggy red eyebrows, great angry tufts, so long that he used them like arms or hands when he wished to point at something. His temper was terrifying: he would get “so inflamed in the face, and foamed and spurted from the mouth” so ferociously that it was like someone in a fit. At these times his voice became a furious quack; and quacking, foaming, snarling, he tried to thrash Eton into submission.


There are many stories about him, a good many no doubt, as with any legendary master, exaggerations. There were the candidates for confirmation whose names were sent up to him on a long strip of paper resembling the “bill” on which wrong-doers’ names were usually written. When, seeing the familiar signs of preparation, the candidates nervously explained the purpose of their visit, Keate flew into a rage at an excuse “not only false but irreverent”. He flogged the lot.


Yet, even without exaggerations, the well-authenticated accounts are so extraordinary that it is difficult to see, as Hollis remarks, how any sane man could have supposed they would effect their purpose. This is particularly true of the mass executions. (It is significant how naturally the language of capital punishment attaches itself to beating.) Over May and June 1810 the boys of the lower fifth gradually built up the practice of rushing to their places in chapel at the last moment. Keate imposed an extra five o’clock absence (roll call) during holiday afternoons. No one turned up. Keate decided to birch all hundred of them. He did so in public, in front of anyone who cared to watch, and in front of those about to be beaten. Before long, angered or excited by the sight of their friends being flogged, the audience began to stamp and shout. Soon they began to throw eggs at Keate; his task of flogging, while also dodging and sloshing about in burst eggs, became not only ludicrous but impossible. He had to send out for the assistant masters to patrol with birches while he beat the final eighty-odd boys.


As well as dozens of individual floggings, there are many massed scenes like this. They are a measure, incidentally, of Keate’s strength. Suppose each boy had six strokes the lower fifth alone meant 600 blows (and often he beat the entire fifth and sixth). Take a walking stick now and try beating your bed 600 times as hard as you can. When Dr. Heath birched seventy boys at Eton in 1796 (ten cuts each) he had to go to bed for a week with strained ligaments and muscles.


Keate reigned until 1834. His features and form were indelibly imprinted upon the minds of the little boys he had so terrified. It was said that for the rest of his life, any Etonian could draw the famous and ferocious silhouette. Many years afterwards Alexander Kinglake, the traveller and historian, was in Cairo and was called over by a charcoal gazer in the street who said that, for money, his boy would describe any person he cared to name. At once Kinglake said “Keate”. There was a long pause while the boy stared into the quivering fire, then at last, to King-lake’s delight, he said: “I see a fair girl, with golden hair, blue eyes, pallid face, rosy lips.”


What was the effect, in general terms, of all this beating? The most common reaction to being beaten is rage, resentment and the desire for revenge. Sometimes this was exacted. Usher Rose, at Merchant Taylors’ in the 1780s, was a fiend, and one Old Boy returned and publicly flogged him in the cloisters to wipe out old scores. The next day, when another usher attempted to beat someone, the pupils rushed him and broke his canes.


But the aggression is usually transferred. It will become noticeable through this history that in a school where there is a lot of beating (and particularly in one where the boys beat a lot) there is also a lot of bullying. The reason was put succinctly by a ten-year-old to Bertrand Russell; “The bigs hit me, so I hit the smalls; that’s fair.” In the same way, although the rebellions of the late 18th and early 19th centuries were not directly inspired by beating, they were a fruit of that climate of aggression. Violence as a solution is one lesson beating teaches.


Next, beating obsessed the schools and those connected with them in a way that is now incredible. George III’s principal, almost only topic with the Eton boys he saw at Windsor was their most recent flogging. In 1792 Robert Southey produced a magazine called The Flagellant. Its fifth number proved “flogging was invented solely by the malice of the devil”. Hook—Headmaster of Westminster—expelled him. When we look at the schoolboy literature of the early 20th century we will find floggings provide the juiciest illustrations, the climax to chapters.


Yet, in contradistinction to this, the more usual overt reaction to beating is stoical, humorous or unconcerned. This does not necessarily mean that deeper reactions have not been transferred or dealt with in other ways, but one should recognise the response. When the brutal Boyar died, Coleridge, who had been much beaten by him, wrote to Lamb: “Poor J.B.! May all his faults be forgiven; and may he be wafted to bliss by little cherub boys, all heads and wings, with no bottoms to reproach his sublunary infirmities.” In fact the affection for an apparently brutal master often seems excessive—not sexual exactly, so much as fawning, the dog that licks the hand that beats it. Psychoanalytic theory postulates that a child who is beaten by a parent cannot tolerate the hatred he feels for one he loves so much and who is so necessary to him. He therefore represses the rage and covers it with a show of love. This is no doubt psychoanalytically sound, and may indeed cover a few instances. Yet it does not quite seem to fit some of the examples I have in mind.


Corporal punishment inflicted continually and arbitrarily ceases to be a punishment and becomes a way of life. It encourages the brave to braggadocio, the coward to cringe and flee; as a method of discipline during these centuries it was virtually useless. Roberts, the St. Paul’s master whose last days were made sprightly by beating, was notorious for lack of order. The noise from Keate’s classes was continuous and deafening, so that passers-by would stop and listen in wonder. Not four months after he had birched the entire lower fifth for loitering on the way into chapel, they had taken instead to yelling at the tops of their voices as they sat down.


But a way of life can say something about the attitudes of those who live it. Hollis says the significance of such behaviour is that it shows a fundamental difference in how boys and masters expected each other to behave. Today, even in the worst comprehensive, it is impossible to imagine rebellion and chaos on such a scale, with wholesale yelling and disobedience the normal and inevitable condition of teaching and living.


This is true, of course, but the nature of the difference is more subtle. Once again, and this is the first fundamental aspect of 18th century school life he demonstrates, Keate is an example. The details need not over concern us. A popular boy called Munro had, quite rightly, to be expelled. His case was taken up by the lower and middle fifth who, when absence was called, all bellowed “Munro, Munro, Munro” at the tops of their Voices. Keate imposed extra absence, which a hundred boys skipped, planning also to refuse the inevitable flogging. Keate would hardly dare sack a hundred boys, one-quarter of the school. He didn’t. Nothing happened. Then, in the middle of the night, the assistant masters poured out and silently seized, by ones and twos, the culprits from their houses and lodgings. Their cries were muffled and they were brought before the Doctor. The ferocious figure, with huge eyebrows and foaming mouth, was a great deal more terrifying at night and faced alone. Only two did not submit to a flogging, and they gave way next day.


But the significance of the story lies in its end. Next day, Monday, Keate crossed Long Walk. Upon his appearance, a vast crowd of boys, including most of his victims, turned out and cheered him. The point is, it was a sort of game: the boys playing not to get caught, the masters to catch. If the boys were outwitted in an ingenious way, they cheered. Paradoxically, savagery which brutalised generally and terrified or enraged individually was not as a system unpopular, just as Keate was not unpopular. Nor was the system, since in essence a game, even meant to deter. Almost all the anecdotes about Keate are of boys deliberately disobeying in situations where, if exacted, the punishment was certain. They hoped to trick or frighten Keate, or otherwise escape. Flogging meant they’d lost that match. And there were rules on their side too. One day, as often, Keate was being pelted with books, and someone threw a stone at him. “I hope boys,” he said, “I have not deserved that.” The boys agreed, and cheered him.


There is distance in this attitude. Levity. Detachment. Although the level of activity is different, the attitude itself is perhaps not after all so far removed from one you would find in a good many comprehensives today.



2 Surroundings, life. Random themes: sex, traditions, public school incest



All institutions, except to a very small number of people (those from unhappy homes, those holding exceptionally exalted and privileged positions within the institution) are by their nature in varying degrees unpleasant. The lack of privacy, the bad food (only the French can cook good food for more than ten), the discipline, the impersonality, the frequent absence or difficulty of love, the inevitable presence of unpleasant people, all mean institutions are just more or less endurable. We can compare them, at worst, to a concentration camp; at best to a don’s life in a college at Oxford.


Early accounts are fairly rare. A description of five o’clock rising at Eton in the 16th century; another at Westminster—huge draughty chambers, near glassless windows, wooden beds, water from the pump. An impression of intense cold. In smaller grammar schools (like Bramley in the 17th century) ten or so boys huddled under the rafters in the headmaster’s attic, rats running over their knees at night and waking with snow blown in on them in winter. Many schools were dominated by the towns that pressed in on them. Here is James Matthews at Merchant Taylors’ in London around 1816. It is night, the scene is Dickensian, with the boys free to roam the dark, gloomy, yet also thrilling streets, “Where I might have been seen wandering, without my hat like the little ragamuffin I was, or running up Suffolk Lane on a dark night in my bed gown, in my capacity of fag, after having been lowered from the bedroom window in a sheet …”.


Food was usually unpleasant and, no doubt to save money, sparse. At Christ’s Hospital in 1678 it was water gruel with currants at noon, cheese at night, varied with porridge and cheese. But they did have meat—mutton or beef—four times a week. This had stopped by Lamb’s time. In fact in nearly all schools, pupils were expected to provide a large part of their diet themselves. No midday meal was provided at Merchant Taylors’ till 1870. In 1817, “some went to the chophouses which still existed in the neighbourhood … I, myself [Matthews] went to the bar at Cannon Street Station, where I had a glass of stout and an Abernethy biscuit.” Tuck boxes, tuck shops, the scent of frying sausages floating down the corridors of Greyfriars, had their origins in a tradition where if they hadn’t fed themselves schoolboys would have starved.


It is during these centuries (the 16th, 17th and 18th) that, picking almost at random, we can discern a number of major themes appearing or, alternatively, note that they are significant by their absence. The attitude to sex remains extremely casual and natural. Homosexuality is hardly referred to at all—though no doubt it was common enough. Certainly some of the phraseology is rather suggestive: “tart” for favourite at 17th century Winchester for example; and at many schools boys shared beds until quite old. Eton founding statutes stopped this at fourteen; but Westminster in 1560 stated that they must sleep two to a bed, and at Harrow the scholars slept together in beds till 1805. We have seen Udall move straight from prison for buggery to a headmastership. To a considerable degree, however, the boys gained their experience in the rumbustious, immoral, whore-ridden world of the towns the schools were set in. At Tonbridge in 1562 the boarding keepers had to inform the master if their charges were “lewdly occupied”. These lewd occupations were almost certainly wenching, drinking and gaming. Gaming is mentioned specifically and a letter of May 27th, 1690 talks of Westminster boys openly “handing about young women in the streets”. On the whole these were sexually permissive centuries. In the early 19th century Eton ran a sixth form brothel, and Lord Hinchingbrooke’s being served with a bastardy order by a woman in Windsor was regarded as no more serious than missing an absence. He was given ten strokes of the cane.


Cowper sums the situation up. Notoriously unhappy at Westminster, it was the immorality of the boys he wrote about, not the brutality or bullying or fagging:








Would you your son should be a sot or dunce,


Lascivious, headstrong, or all these at once….


Train him in public with a mob of boys,


Childish in mischief only and in noise,


Else of mannish growth, and five in ten


In infidelity and lewdness, men.


There shall he learn, ere sixteen winters old,


That authors are most useful pawned or sold;


That pedantry is all that schools impart,


But taverns teach the knowledge of the heart;


There waiter Dick with Bacchanalian lays


Shall win his heart, and have his drunken praise,


His counsellor and bosom-friend shall prove,


And some street-pacing harlot his first love.











It is now that traditions arise—and congeal. Some songs date from the 18th century; like that mournful plaint which has been Winchester’s school song for many years and which, far from praising the school, doesn’t even mention it.








Domum, domum, dulce domum,


Domum, domum, dulce domum,


Dulce, dulce, dulce domum,


Dulce domum reconemus!











How poignant that third line—“Sweet, sweet, sweet home”. Yet this embryonic development is important. Music, songs, are extraordinarily powerful forces for arousing emotions; songs preserve experience, then enrich it with nostalgia and finally fire it with passion. Miners and football crowds sing songs to express (and bring about) their brotherhood; but miners march on strike singing, football crowds sing their teams to victory, tribes and armies go to war inflamed by music and song. And by the end of the 19th century we shall find the public schools bound together by a common body of song in which, though not obvious, all these factors were implicit. (Most individual school songs, like those at Harrow, date from the 17th century.)


Traditions, started for whatever reason, continued for centuries, long after the reason had vanished. In 1395 all Winchester boys had their heads shaved, no doubt for religious reasons. They were still having their heads shaved in 1695 for no reason at all. Schools took traditions from each other—the long dormitory at Westminster was set at right angles to the Abbey, and the whole school was taught there till 1884. At the Abbey end, the apse was in the form of a shell and the form taught there was called the Shell. This was copied by Harrow, Charterhouse and later Wellington, and other schools (today the modern “shell” shape can be moved by button and reveals a stage). The Greaze—where Westminster boys fight violently for bits of pancake tossed from a large frying pan over a bar by the school chef—is mentioned in the 18th century, but is probably the remnant of some ancient Shrove-tide custom. It continues today. The tradition of preserving traditions became a tradition.


There are a number of reasons for this, but one is certainly public school inbreeding. That boys from public schools who wish to teach should go to university and then return to teach at public schools is almost inevitable—what else, after all, are they to do? And that they should remain in the same school all their lives is also not surprising. Solicitors remain in the same offices all their lives, doctors in the same practice, engineers in the same firm. But the difference is that other professions are not nearly so involving or cutting off as teaching in a boarding school was for many hundreds of years, and to an extent still is. The experience is single in a peculiar way—from the age of eight till death in the same sort of environment, the same problems, often the same people.


In the 19th century, headmasters, at least, sometimes moved from school to school. This acted as a conforming, unifying force on the schools themselves, but provided some alteration of experience. In the 17th century and more particularly 18th century it was not so much inbreeding as public school incest. Take Stephan Sleech, appointed provost of Eton in 1746. Sleech’s father had been an Eton fellow. His widowed mother married the headmaster, Newborough. His sister married a lower master, Weston. A scholar of Eton himself, he married the daughter of Stephan Upman, another Eton fellow. One daughter married Charles Hawtrey, elected to King’s in 1707 and from whom the later headmaster and provost was descended. His son married a sister of Cooke, the provost of King’s and his own brother-in-law. These Eton masters and fellows (and the picture can be paralleled in other schools) were as isolated and restricted in surroundings and experience as the inhabitants of Tristan da Cunha and just as inbred. One wonders if their peculiarities—often to become extremely marked—need any other explanation than genetic. Men like Sleech were not going to put an end to a tradition of nutting on May 10th, say, just because it had been going for 200 years.


The sort of ways in which old boys helped each other—certainly inevitable and natural, but later to become a significant theme—occasionally appear now. The circumstances could be dramatic. In 17th century Westminster a curtain hung between lower and upper schools and a small boy once tore it down by mistake. To save him from a savage beating, William Wake offered to take the blame. Many years later, says Addison telling the story, Wake was implicated in a Royalist rising in Wiltshire. He was captured, imprisoned and put on trial for his life. The judge, on hearing his name, suddenly leant forward and asked if he had been at Westminster. When he heard that he had, he realised that here was the person who had saved him from a flogging as a boy. He managed to secure a reprieve for him. And as the period progresses there is evidence of a fairly mild continuing interest in their old schools by boys who had been there. In 1816 Charles Fox Townshend started a debating society at Eton in a house belonging to a Mrs. Hatton who had originally kept a “sock” or tuck shop, the Latin name for which is Popina. Some years later, when his society, Pop, looked like foundering, he wrote in protest. There are one or two rudimentary Old Boy groups. At Felsted, under Simon Lydiatt, Old Boys met in 1707 for their annual service and feast. But there is nothing to resemble the tight-knit far-flung societies of later years: the post-school obsession that haunted many boys until they died.


Nevertheless, it was clearly understood by the early 19th century that to send a boy to certain schools was a sensible way to introduce him to friends who would be influential in the future. Gladstone was sent to Eton with this in mind and with this effect. He got to know Canning’s son, also Gerald Wellesley, Lord Lincoln and other grand friends. However this is an effect of the rise to dominance during this period of some nine or so of the old grammar schools. To trace and explain each individual rise would be a complex and lengthy task. In the 16th, 17th and into the 18th century Westminster, for instance, rose to a position above all other schools including Eton. This was in general due to its central position (four of the major schools were in London), its patronage by royalty (especially Charles II) and in particular by the reign, during the difficult 17th century, of Dr. Busby. This resilient and adroit man, like most great headmasters then, a savage beater, ruled for fifty-seven years, and raised Westminster to a pitch it was not to reach again until today. Even more lengthy, though more amusing, would be to trace the fifty times as numerous collapses—of schools like St. Peter’s, Sedbergh, Warwick, the Perse and many others—though one might note that the fall, as the rise, often began with the headmaster. Sedbergh, for instance, at the start of the 18th century was a flourishing northern grammar school. Then in 1742 William Broxholme became headmaster. He hated schools and boys, became a recluse and shut himself up in his room refusing to see anyone. His successor, William Bateman, was a fine scholar but could not control his pupils. They used to pull his nose. Numbers plummeted. I think it is enough if you hold this picture in your mind: during the 15th and 16th centuries some 800 grammar schools had been set up in England. By the 1820s and 30s only about a hundred had effectively survived the temptations and corruptions of time. Of these, some ten per cent—Eton, Winchester, Westminster (but coasting now, actually in decline), Rugby, Charterhouse, Harrow, St. Paul’s, Merchant Taylors’—had become pre-eminent, the great schools. Of the rest, some had remained almost equally successful—see Dr. Samuel Butler’s furious letter in 1820 when Shrewsbury was not included in the Charity Commissioners’ special list (after which Shrewsbury becomes a great school, completing the nine). Some were in a state of almost total disintegration. To anticipate a little, Sedbergh, under George Henry Day, had reached a new low. He sacked all the boarders in his house “for the simple reason”, wrote the school historian, “that they made his life unbearable”. He had a habit of slinking about against walls or fences. It became a village school with four or five boys in boarding houses. The Charity Commissioner who visited it in the 1860s, though hardened to extremes of dilapidation, wrote: “As to Sedbergh, I despair of putting it into any class at all. In its present state it simply cumbers the ground.”


But this beginning of school snobbery, classes of schools, was in itself partly the product of another movement—the growth of class dominance and class consciousness in English society. The annexation of first some, then all the public schools by the upper and middle classes was for two hundred years or so one of the fundamental sources of their power; if the schools are destroyed, or fall in ruin, this past annexation will be the cause of that too. Class, with all its peculiar and peculiarly English ramifications, absurdities, injustices and indignities, must be another major theme of this book.



3 Class



We have seen how the schools have been gradually dominated by fee-payers. Their domination in class terms is a separate though allied process (in the long term the two developments made each other inevitable). It is best seen at Eton. Eton is not typical exactly, because class domination happened earlier at Eton and more completely. But at Eton the process is naked.


A nobleman first died at Eton in 1521. By this time it was still a slight oddity for the landed gentry to send their sons there. During the 17th century it took in gentry and aristocracy increasingly. The first school list is found in 1678, when there are a good number of peers, and the Oppidans are mostly Cavalier. But there are also local Windsor tradesmen. In the early 18th century the register shows parents to include a baker, bookseller, brick master, cheesemonger, feltmonger, grocer, innkeeper, tobacconist, mercer, stagecoach-builder, etc. Noblemen are charged double. But between 1753 and 1790 there were only thirty-eight entrants of tradesmen class out of a total of 3,000. These shifts in entrance were mirrored by shifts in attitude. In 1750 lists in upper school appear with noblemen in order of rank—dukes’ sons, earls’ sons, baronets etc., then commoners. In 1770 titles in the school list are printed in red. By the early 19th century noblemen had a number of (to us) extremely offensive privileges—special clothes, special seats, a licence to arrogance.


The change shows in the attitude towards masters. In general, at all schools, these were of lower social standing than their pupils until the mid 19th century. Provosts were usually of a higher class, and the appointment of Craddock, in 1681, caused surprise because he was a grocer’s son. But surprise was all it caused. In 1765 Dr. Foster became headmaster. He was the son of a Windsor tradesman and began his rule by mistaking (he was astigmatic) a large black sow lurking near Long Walk for a boy. “Come here, you Colleger,” he called imperiously several times; behaviour that was greeted with ridicule. “A natural mistake,” writes Hollis (to whose excellent book I am indebted), and argues that there must have been other defects to merit such treatment. There were, though the mistake seems only fairly natural to me. But it is clear from other incidents that Dr. Foster’s class was the major cause of the insolence to which he was subject.


A final, but significant twist to his process was the bias towards politics. Political power in the 18th century still lay in the hands of the aristocratic landowners and land-owning gentry. Any school which attracted this group, as Eton was now doing, would inevitably therefore soon start to have politicians amongst its Old Boys. St. John (Viscount Bolingbroke), Wyndham, Walpole and Townshend were all at Eton under Newborough, the usher in 1689. And once started, the process would continue. Politicians who had been there would send their sons who, since politics then and for many years were predominantly a matter of influence and connection, would themselves become politicians or draw benefits from the world of power. Those ambitious for their children would send them to schools where they could make these connections. Walpole et al. were followed by Pitt, Bute, North, the Foxes, Canning. And a second process flowed naturally from this. Newborough was finally appointed Bishop of Exeter by his old pupil Walpole. What better way of expressing gratitude to an old master than by promoting him; and if not gratitude but repressed rage was the real motive, what better way of demonstrating your final superiority? The great schools became a recognised avenue of advancement via successful pupils; and since the schools were still intimately entwined with the Church, it was there that the headmasters advanced.


Similar if not so spectacularly snobbish developments took place at other schools. Mid 18th century form lists at Westminster are fairly democratic still. In 1746, for instance, the fourth form includes three peers, generals’, parsons’ and doctors’ sons, and twelve sons of local Londoners. But by the end of the century mounting fees were driving these out.


Analysis of school lists for the 1830s shows that Eton and Harrow were fairly similar, serving the aristocracy, landed gentry, and with one in ten from the professions (doctors, lawyers etc.). Harrow has more clergy than Eton, Rugby has more clergy than Harrow.


And it is now that the venom of class consciousness begins to appear—tinged with fear and sharpened by spite. The phrase “working class” used pejoratively dates from the 1830s. The schools felt they could be openly contemptuous. When the Brougham Committee asked Winchester in 1818 why there were so many rich boys at a school meant for the poor, the school replied that the boys were really very poor. Indeed they had no money at all. It was their parents who were rich.


The reason for this is plain. By the early 19th century the industrial revolution, the expansion of trade, had begun to produce newly rich in significant numbers. There is a natural tendency for those who have just made money to join the company and ape the manners of those who have always had it—and to despise those they have left. In England this was enormously re-inforced by the fact that the newly rich appeared at a time when the wealth-owning classes—the landed gentry and the aristocracy—still held all political power. There were sound practical reasons for joining them.


There was also an idealistic reason for admiring the aristocracy. England had just won a great victory over France; and France had just destroyed her aristocracy. The continuance of England’s aristocracy therefore became the mark of the differences between the two countries, the symbol of that victory.


The avenues by which the newly rich families could join the upper classes were already—and became increasingly and soon almost solely—the public schools.


The privileged classes were not stupid. They warmly welcomed the better-educated and more amusing members of the rising rich—and these graces could be obtained from the schools. But to a coarse manufacturer they—and lesser arts—seemed impossibly difficult. An 18th century nobleman could sit quite safely on the same bench as a tradesman’s boy. They were different beings. But a manufacturer’s son was almost the same, with uncouth accent and odd table manners. How could his father hope he could ever change into a gentleman if he was jammed up against a lot of common tradesmen? It was middle-class fear of contamination, as much as anything, which solidified the class system.


And by 1820–30 there was already something to change to—the upper classes had already gone far to evolve distinctive ways of speaking, dressing, ways of holding their knives and forks, styles of writing letters and so on. Jane Austen is full of such niceties. This, too, is a natural tendency and can be partly explained by the ways we form our identity; but it so happens that public schools—boarding communities where everyone is in full view of everyone else—are peculiarly conducive to codifying, elaborating, intensifying and enforcing these aspects of behaviour. And the rising middle classes wanted them codified and elaborated: a code could be learnt; the more they were set off from their old associates, the more ways they had of showing kinship with their new ones. (And, in the end, the more likely they were to keep their new money. If anyone can marry anyone, then clearly in time accumulated wealth will spread. But if you can only marry—or only want to marry—and transmit money among a limited number then fewer share and all are richer. Class distinction which evolved for a number of quite different reasons [to join the group with political power for instance] ended by preserving the wealth of that class and became vital to keep for that reason alone.)


We may note two final, fundamental points. The obvious difference between the landed gentleman and the manufacturer was that the second earned his money, the first inherited it. Paradoxically, therefore, the ambitious merchant or industrialist, while he exalted work, had to value idleness as the supreme mark of status. A gentleman does not need to work.


This is absolutely crucial to a number of British class attitudes. It underpins the idea of the amateur. It explains the attitude to science, industry and many aspects of business. It is a strand in the very curious attitude to intellectual endeavour the public schools developed. And it lasted well into the 20th century. Popular literature demonstrates this. No Wodehouse hero works. In Wodehouse’s books, money grows on aunts. The same is true of heroes in Dornford Yates (or Agatha Christie, or Buchan, or any number of examples).


Lastly, the power and wealth of the aristocracy and land-owning gentry in the 18th century derived ultimately from the practice of giving land in return for military service. Its roots, however altered and buried, were feudal. The class deference of the 19th century and early 20th century had, at its heart, the hierarchical deference of a fighting machine.



4 Games



One last theme significant, not by its absence, but by the lack of emphasis placed on it, is games.


Schoolboys have always played games and minute traces echo down the centuries, like Christopher Robson being given “six yerkes with a byrchen rod on the buttocks” in 1466 for kicking a football into the Minster at York. Many games were invented to fit into the physical pecularities of school buildings or available patches of ground: examples are the game of fives from the buttresses of Abbey Walls, a Tonbridge version of football using the gutters on their gravel pitch, and the Eton wall game. Because of the youth of many pupils we read of marbles, hoops and hobby-horses. In the late 18th century there were two developments. The excitement of matches (still within the school) was from weighting—that is the 1st fifteen against the next thirty, or, as in Tom Brown’s Schooldays, the sixty boys of one house against the rest of the school. These “Bigside” matches were really battles; furious encounters without rules and without mercy, where bones were often broken and blood poured into the mud. (It was these ghastly scrimmages which Wellington—a lonely and withdrawn boy—wisely avoided. Like Ferdinand the Bull he preferred to play in the gardens of the Manor House where he boarded. He loathed his two and a half years at Eton and left in 1783. He did not go back for thirty-four years. When he saw the boarding house garden he said; “I really believe I owe my spirit of enterprise to the tricks I used to play here.”) These disorganised routs were eventually to evolve into rugby and Association football. Traces of them remain in Eton football, and the Winchester “Hot”, during one of which a boy had his neck broken some fifteen years ago.


At the end of the 18th century roads had sufficiently improved for schools to start playing each other. The first recorded cricket match was that between Westminster and Eton in 1796, but there had probably been earlier ones because there was a Westminsters versus Old Etonians in 1768. The first Eton and Harrow match was in 1805. Byron played for Harrow and scored seven in his first innings and two in his second. Eton won easily and Byron went out and got drunk.


Games during the 18th century and early 19th century were extremely popular and much time was spent on them. Minet’s “Journal” is full of cricket scores (one part of the school playing another part) and shows that Winchester boys could spend half the day on sport. But the point is that it was entirely left to them. It was not part of school life, and matches and rowing races were always being banned. Games were not played to keep fit or to instil “virtues” like team spirit or to occupy and therefore discipline boys or to sublimate sexual energy. They were played purely for pleasure.



5 Kind masters, good teachers



Extravagant, outrageous or violent behaviour is remembered where ordinary doings vanish. There are twenty stories about Keate to one about his gentle predecessor Dr. Goodall, whose “pleasant joyousness … beamed and overflowed in his face”.


Yet there were always men who realised that boys can learn without being beaten. John Holmes, who introduced French into Gresham’s in the 16th century wrote; “Schoolboys are expected to be led, soothed and entic’d to their studies [not by] force or harsh discipline drove, as in Days of Yore.”


There are instances of kindness even in the most brutal centuries and toughest schools. Bagshawe, Busby’s irritable under master at Westminster, was blamed for teaching boys in his own room. “The school,” he answered, “was so raw, and the weather so extremely cold, that I did provide a fire for my scholars in an out-room, and taught them there for an houre only in the Morning; which if it be a crime, then Compassion, Care and Charity are Criminal; and I am glad that I am proved Guilty of them.”


Furthermore, it was perfectly clear to a good many masters that boys will behave as well or better without savage floggings. John Nicholl was long remembered at Westminster for his mild, early 18th century reign and for how well-behaved and prosperous the school was under him. Barnard at Eton in 1754 was witty, sarcastic, elegant—and caneless. “The Pitt of masters,” said Horace Walpole. “Boys who would have been hardened by the infliction of punishment trembled at his rebuke.”


But it is Keate who furnishes another corrective. Where beating is the standard and accepted punishment, virtually the only punishment, a schoolmaster is not necessarily cruel because he beats. It is important to remember this now, and throughout the 19th century. Keate was in fact an extremely kind and merry man. He frequently gave supper parties for his boys, and used to ask them back to his house to play French cricket with his wife. There are dozens of stories of his individual kindnesses and help.


Keate was also—and this is the second fundamental aspect of 18th and early 19th century school life which he demonstrates—an extraordinary teacher. Gladstone long remembered the brilliance and stimulation of his “Play”, a special class he took alone for the most advanced of the sixth form. And though, as we noted earlier, good teaching was confined to relatively few, it could, within its limits, be very good indeed. It is important to emphasise this because, though it complicates the picture, it redresses an imbalance. It was always important to have a certain number of good scholars. Busby used to concentrate on small boys who looked young so that people would marvel at a master who could produce such prodigies so soon. Butler at Shrewsbury, Gabell at Winchester—and there are a number of others—were inspired classical teachers. But the learning was wider. Wharton, at Winchester, was a minor poet of distinction. Parr was an interesting and widely-read man, who used to make his pupils translate the Spectator. To be “up” to these men was a genuinely educative experience.


There were also other ways of learning. At Eton, and to a much lesser extent at other of the great schools (there were a good number at Westminster), it was the custom for wealthy boys to bring their own tutors. And a good deal of knowledge was simply picked up. Without any compulsory games, and not much work, intelligent boys learnt a great deal in talking to each other and to sympathetic masters. Byron is an example. He read, so he said, “Huge amounts of History, Biographies (Charles V, Caesar, Sallust, Marlborough, Eugene, Bonaparte …) all the British poets, French (Rousseau), dozens of English and French philosophers, 4,000 novels.” Not everyone believed him. “Certainly he did not read these books,” commented his friend Hobhouse. But later he wrote more cautiously, “As Lord Byron says he read these volumes I am inclined to believe the fact, but it is certain he never gave any sign of this knowledge afterwards.” Do any of us? Certainly the Letters, now appearing in Marchand’s marvellous edition, are those of a well-read man.


And Byron demonstrates a further qualification. The schoolmaster before Arnold is usually represented as remote from his pupils; indifferent to the screams from the dormitories, unconcerned with their lives, their characters, their morals; indeed with anything outside the classroom and frequently not with much other than discipline inside it. There is a good deal of truth in this. But once again, the precise picture is more complex.


When Byron arrived at Harrow in 1801 aged thirteen, Dr. Drury, who had been headmaster since 1785, was immediately sensitive to the fiery yet delicate temperament of the young lord. On the first day he took him into his study and tried to draw him out. “I soon found that a wild mountain colt had been submitted to my management. But there was mind in his eye.… His manner and his temper soon convinced me that he might be led by a silken string to a point, rather than by a cable—on that principle I acted.” He was extremely patient with Byron. He put him in his son’s house and several times intervened on Byron’s behalf when Henry Drury and Byron did not get on well. Finally he moved Byron to another house.


These examples of concern could be multiplied, but there is one more—an oddity—which should be included. In the 19th century the evangelical movement started by John Wesley in the century before was to have an overpowering effect on the public schools—as on Victorian England generally. Strangely enough in 1748 he had started to run a public school of his own. It sounds absolutely frightful.


Kingswood School was begun to educate young dissenting ministers and in a number of exaggerated respects it did, in fact, presage certain features of the later 19th century public schools. Wesley pointed out that most schools were in big towns. Children met other children and were, of course, instantly corrupted. He therefore set his school out in the wilds. He confidently expected that he could destroy every trace of original sin by his methods. The essence of these was total control. Boys were taken at eight, and then not allowed to go away from school, even for a single day, until they left. The ratio of staff to boys was one to five; this ensured that they were never out of sight of a master for a single instant, especially during the dangerous masturbating hours of night. There were no games or recreation of any sort “for”, as Wesley wrote in his account of the school, “as we have no play-days (the school being taught every day in the year but Sunday), so neither do we allow any time for play on any day.” They got up at four in the morning, winter and summer, and lived almost entirely on a diet of porridge and water gruel.


The Plain Account of Kingswood School is reticent as to the results of these methods. Some pupils died. In 1767—“To Doctor’s Bill, £1.3.9; to coffin, shroud etc., 19s.” Whenever Wesley went away there were mass outbreaks of weeping, howling and shrieking. Wesley was always delighted to hear of these and put them down to visitations from God.


Only one moment of anything like relief occurs in twenty years of gloom. In 1757 Wesley appointed one of his converts as housekeeper. She was a sluttish but attractive young woman who had first married a cork-cutter, then an Italian and then, the other two still being alive, an Irish sailor. Mrs. Wesley hated her. She thought her “flippant, giddy” and was intensely jealous. Her effect on the crushed boys, since the Plain Account does not go into it, can only be imagined.


This is an incident; indeed good teaching and kindly masters were incidents too, though very much more numerous. Public schools invariably mirror their age, they do not lead it. It was a brutal age and in many ways a corrupt one and so were its schools.






6 Corruption, rebellion



The cause of corruption is greed for money. We have seen how in the 18th century the Headmaster of Blundell’s amassed £60,000 from fees over twenty years. That is around a million pounds at today’s value. Clearly the temptation to cut back on staff was severe. There were other temptations. The fellows and staff could seize the income from endowments for themselves, and this was general among grammar schools. The pressure here would be to cut down on pupils. Most masters and headmasters were clerics; this meant they had parishes and benefices to attend to and so neglected their schools. The schools had sometimes been founded partly to provide jobs in perpetuity for the founder’s family. Giggleswick, started in 1512, employed the Carr family for 250 years. There was still a George Carr as usher in 1755. This, public school incest, and the low opinion in which the profession was held, meant the calibre of staff was generally appalling.


It was these forces which steadily reduced the 600 schools to an effective rump of a hundred, many of them in advanced decay. The process is well documented. Berkhamstead, founded in 1523, to teach some 144 boys, came under Forsan who, no doubt pocketing the endowments, turned boys away “in a passion”. Numbers sank to ten. In 1727 at Stamford School they complained that in six years as headmaster Mr. Hammes had frequently absented himself and when he did turn up only worked two hours a day. Numbers went from eighty to five. And so it continues. The Perse School was founded in 1618 for a hundred scholars. By 1816 the fellows have whittled the scholars down to fifteen and are paying them selves £840 a year. In the mid 18th century Bromsgrove was the largest school in the Midlands after Rugby. In 1818 the headmaster, the Hon. Rev. Joseph Fell, was accused of spending nine consecutive days in a public house. He couldn’t even cope with the twelve remaining pupils. (Drink is often a factor.)


The French Revolution occurred, not just because the Ancien Régime was harsh, unfair, tyrannical and bankrupt, but because it was also inefficient. This last was essential because it meant that revolution was possible. Exactly the same was true of the public schools and at the end of the 18th and beginning of the 19th century, due to the corruption and inefficiency of the vast majority of the masters running them, they were rocked by a series of rebellions and violent revolutionary disturbances which, viewed from the (in comparison) pale and insipid calm of today’s roughest comprehensive, appear quite astounding.


Sometimes the revolts were against the harsh conditions. This was the cause of violence at Eton in 1783. The boys joined the assistant masters, who were also in revolt at the time. When Dr. Davis, the headmaster, appeared to quell them, they rushed him. Pursued by hordes of yelling boys, he just managed to race into the Provost’s Lodge. The boys then proceeded to break every window in the school. They invaded the headmaster’s chambers, tore up all his papers, smashed all his furniture and burnt chunks off that hated symbol and weapon of authority, the flogging block. Order was finally restored and the boys sent home to cool down. There was a similar explosion at Winchester in 1793, partly because the old commoners were shut up all day, partly because all the scholars were to be beaten.


Another reason for rebellion was boys supporting a popular master. This was the cause of two uprisings at Harrow, one organised by Byron in 1805. His fondness for Dr. Drury led him to support a third Drury, Mark, for new headmaster when the Doctor retired. George Butler was appointed. Led by Byron, the boys dragged the headmaster’s desk into the middle of school and burnt it. They then planned to blow the whole place up, and actually got as far as laying a trail of gunpowder down a passage below the school. But the idea was abandoned when they realised they would have destroyed all the signatures carved on the walls of the hall.


It should also be remembered that riots and mob violence were common at the end of the 18th century. The diary of Smith, a master at Westminster at this time, is full of them, and he more or less accepted permanent violence in the school. Furthermore, as the gentry increasingly took over the schools, they were to that extent invaded by people whose future in no way depended on what they learnt or how they behaved.


But it is clear that the French Revolution or the thinkers associated with it were the major factor. There were practically no rebellions before Rousseau; after the Revolution they gradually died away.


Campbell, a master at Westminster, wrote in 1815 that the school was getting easier to control. “It may seem ridiculous but the French Revolution and the rights of man &etc., caused this imitation. We always act second-hand scenes among men.” (Just so, did masters today describe to me how much easier life had become since the end of the 1960s.) The Harrow boys in 1771 wrote an address to sustain their support of Dr. Parr which rings with the democratic spirit: “As most of us are independent of the foundation [i.e. they were fee-payers], we presume our inclinations ought to have some weight in the determination of your choice … a school cannot be supported when every individual is disaffected towards the master; neither will the disregarded wishes of the members want opportunities in showing their resentment.” Many other examples of this influence could be given (every single major school had one or more rebellions). Here is a last one. In 1794 Rugby was ruled by a savage man called Henry Ingles, known as “The Black Tiger”. One day he flogged a boy violently for firing a pistol in the yard of his boarding house. At once revolt broke out to “assert the Rights of Boys”. Windows were smashed, and Ingles ordered the fifth and sixth forms to pay. Now the whole school rose. A vast pile of desks and benches was made in the close, Ingles’s library was piled on top and the whole heap fired. Ingles called on a battalion of soldiers in the town for help. The boys retreated and reformed in defensive positions, but it was while a JP was reading the riot act that another force of soldiers crept up on their rear and they were taken. The Black Tiger exacted ferocious revenge; many were expelled and many more flogged.


They all ended like this; no headmaster lost his head. And in another, paradoxical, aspect the little school revolutions differed from their great instigator; where the French was a result of excessive tyranny, the school rebellions can be seen as an expression of excessive, indeed anarchic, liberty. It will have become obvious already that in many respects boys in these centuries had extraordinary freedom. Before we finally plunge into the turmoils of the 1820s and beyond, it is this freedom I want to examine in three crucial areas.



7 Boy freedom



“Boys … roamed the countryside, tippled ale and, when they were not roasting fags, roasted snared pheasants over open fires.” So Evelyn Waugh, and the gay picture is not much exaggerated. As it is again today (the price of drugs, like all commodities, having soared), drink was a problem. At Eton, late in the 17th century, “the scholars had frequently bottles of wine drawn up to their windows in baskets (tho’ they were locked in).” Long Chamber at Eton became legendary in the 18th century. Feasts of food were smuggled in, poached from Windsor. Once (the story is possibly apocryphal, though the first report, by H. J. C. Blake, reads like an eye-witness’s) a sow was kept on the roof until she had farrowed and produced suckling pigs. “Wild revelry and fun and the rollicking freedom of that land of misrule,” wrote Edward Thring describing it in 1835. “Drunkeness and dissipation,” noted another 19th century commentator, “sank deep into the social life of Harrow during the first forty years of the century.”


Minet’s “Journal” of 1818–1820 portrays a delightful life, with hours of free time spent swimming, duck shooting, playing cricket—and drinking. Here are the last two entries.




Thurs. May 25th, 1820: “Sat up all night with 3 other fellows swigging wine and playing cards. We had 3 bottles and a fine ham. Shirked chapel next morning. We had about 2 hours’ sleep and I was told I looked very unwell next morning, I felt very sleepy. Meredith was much worse than I; after breakfast I was very well.”


Sat. 27th: “All our room overslept themselves, so we shirked chapel, got off the roll being shirked down.”





This tradition of freedom began to be expressed architecturally. Dr. James built the first row of studies at Rugby in 1784. They could be locked from the inside (which they certainly can’t be now). A number of other schools did the same. At Eton at the start of the 19th century the Oppidans were given their own rooms in the masters’ houses. Shelley had a room in the house of Dr. Bethell. He used to wire the door handle and gave that slow-witted man violent electric shocks when he called.


As a result of this freedom these loose societies generated far less loyalty than did those that came later. This will become significant when we consider the public schools as total societies. Just how loose—the extent of that disloyalty—was not I think properly appreciated up till now, and I am indebted to Mr. Arrowsmith’s “History of Charterhouse Registers, 1769–1872” (not as I write published) for this insight. There is no reason to suppose that Charterhouse was anything but typical and it is clear, especially in the fifty years after 1769, that the mobility between schools was extraordinary. There were dozens of boys from St. Paul’s, Merchant Taylors’, Westminster, Harrow, and many other schools at Charterhouse during the period; and equal numbers of Carthusians left to join these other schools. There were seventy Carthusians at Eton in the period, and similar numbers of Etonians coming to Charterhouse. It was also by no means unknown for a boy to come to a school for a period, leave on some pretext or other (usually warlike) and then return to complete his schooling. An example out of several is Thomas Humberston. He was born on May 17th, 1780, entered Charterhouse as a scholar July 1792, left to be commissioned in the 78th and fought in Flanders till January 1795, when he returned to school where he stayed till 1796.


Loyalty, such as it was, was to a master more than a school, and it was very common for a new headmaster to bring pupils from his old school. Dr. Elder brought ten boys from Durham to Charterhouse when he came in 1853 and there are many other instances. Both these customs—the bringing of boys and inter-school mobility—declined sharply from about 1850 onwards and had virtually disappeared by the end of the 19th century.


A reflection of this freedom and looseness can be found in the relationship between the masters. I said in connection with discipline that the power of the headmaster was absolute. In this context it was true; in other ways it was severely curtailed. The old pattern had been a senior school taught by the senior master, and a junior school taught by an autonomous junior master or usher (that this had been the usher’s rôle for a long time is clear, though Bamford for some reason seems to doubt it, from Malin’s “Consuetudinarium” in the 16th century). The savage Boyer, with his great knotted fists, shared Christ’s Hospital with the Reverend Matt Field. Field spent most of his time away from school and his pupils were as free as birds. These empty scholars poured upon Boyer and naturally caused a lot of extra work; but he did not interfere since “the province was not his own”. This independence lasted well into the 19th century. The attitude is reflected in the position of assistant masters (Keate, for instance, had to “ask them in” to help with discipline). Often headmasters were not called this, but the Schoolmaster, the Master; Arnold in Tom Brown’s Schooldays is the Doctor.



8 Boy cruelty, boy rule; origins of fagging and prefects



But this freedom is more parallel to than caused by boy freedom (though that, in its turn, naturally considerably curtailed the field where the masters could exercise power). But boy freedom had a further profound result. If you leave a lot of boys to their own devices, in a brutal age, themselves brutalised by rude surroundings and rendered aggressive by violent discipline and often harsh childhoods, you will get bullying. You get it sufficiently without all these. The bullying in these centuries was inevitable, continuous and fiendish.


Here is Southey writing of a friend of his at late 18th century Charterhouse: “He was taken from Charterhouse … because he was almost literally killed there by the devilish cruelty of the boys; they used to lay him before the fire till he was scorched, and shut him in a trunk with sawdust till he had nearly expired with suffocation. The Charterhouse at that time was a sort of hell upon earth for the younger boys.”


There are horrific accounts from all centuries, but it is clear the 18th and early 19th centuries marked a climax. Boys killed each other. There is a 1730 inscription in the churchyard at Eton: “Edward Cockburn, only son of Archibald Cockburn Esq., of the island of Antigua in America, who unfortunately lost his life by an accidental stab with a penknife from one of his fellows.” The chapel register more realistically lists him as “murdered by Thomas Dalton, his Schoolfellow”.


In such a jungle, physical strength and courage were naturally admired. This is the age of great school champions, battling with bare fists for thirty rounds surrounded by cheering supporters in “The Close”. These too could end in tragedy. In 1825 little Ashley Cooper, a slight boy but of indomitable courage, was pitted against a much larger boy, Woods. Although it soon became clear that the contest was unequal, his supporters (particularly his two elder brothers) cheered him on. Little Ashley fought with desperate bravery, but began to fall, battered into unconsciousness. Whenever this happened, as it did more and more frequently, he was revived with brandy. He lasted two hours, fighting sixty rounds, before he collapsed and could not be roused. He was carried back to his tutor, Knapps. The tutor was out and no one told him. Six hours later a doctor came, but Ashley had sunk into a coma from which he never recovered.


From bullying grew fagging and the prefect system. The big boys forced the smaller ones to be their slaves, beating them up if they refused or did their jobs badly. Accounts begin in the mid 17th century, though it is virtually certain the practice started long before. At Winchester in 1668 there is a complaint “that Inferiors are many times forced to make beds of Prefects, and likewise to supply them with ink, paper, and such-like implements …”. At Westminster by 1690 the older boys




esteeme it a privilege [to send] Gentlemen’s sons on their errands, to fetch them strong drink, buttered ale, cakes, custards and tarts etc. to the Schoole doore; and not onely to fetch, but to pay for them too; and if they refuse to goe, they are abused and beaten with ropes ends, and sometimes with sticks and cudgells; not onely to bruises and bloodshed, but often to wounds, and scarrs, that remaine all the daies of their life.





Masters left boys to themselves. The effect of time on accidentally-growing powers of this sort is to sanctify them and to give them formal titles, rituals, forms. By the beginning of the 19th century fagging was universal and had become institutionalised in this way, and was often a system of full time slavery. Eton, 1824:




The condition of a junior colleger’s life at that period was very hard indeed. The practice of fagging had become an organised system of brutality, and cruelty. I was frequently kept up until one or two o’clock in the morning, waiting on my masters at upper and indulging every sort of bullying at their hands. I have been beaten on my palms with the back of a brush, or struck on both sides of my face, because I had not closed the shutter near my masters bed tight enough or because in making his bed I had left the seam of the lower sheet uppermost.





A similar development took place over prefects. Anyone who has been at a school knows that a cruel pupil is more to be feared than a cruel master. This is because pupils spend more time with each other than they do with masters, and therefore a cruel boy (or girl) has far more opportunity to do harm (and often fewer scruples) than a master. From this simple and obvious fact about bullying, much derives. Boy rule as a result is always more effective than rule by master, and from early on we find hard-pressed masters attempting to enlist the help of senior boys. By the 16th century they are on the statutes. Westminster, 1560: “At five o’clock, one of the chamber praepositors (to be four in number) shall intone Surgite [get up]…. Then each shall take any dust or dirt, to be swept up afterwards into a heap by four boys appointed by the monitor.” Some of these early monitors could—or did—beat (as at Westminster), some were officially supposed only to report offences, as at Eton, Winchester and Harrow, where they were to inform on instances of “uncaring, fighting, filthiness and wantoness of speech”.


By the end of the 18th century and beginning of the 19th the prefect system was virtually universal; it too had become formalised, the punishment meted out was usually a beating, and it, along with so much else, was often brutalised in the way with which we are now familiar. “The oppressions of these young brutes,” wrote Lamb about Christ’s Hospital, “are heart-sickening to call to recollection. I have been called out of my bed, and waked for the purpose, in the coldest winter nights—and this not once but night after night—in my shirt, to receive the discipline of the leather thong, with eleven other sufferers.”


Prefects and monitors had changed from accusers to magistrates and executioners—if they had not been those from the start. In fact, so much had beating become a monitorial privilege that when it was withdrawn, as at Harrow after Byron, they rebelled. Most of the rebellions of this time were led by the prefects, and this is the measure of how much they were in fact on the side of authority.


All these developments—boy freedom, boy cruelty, the power of the prefect, and all the wildness and terror these provoked—are seen at their most appalling, and can be best, and finally, exemplified by Eton during the late 18th and early 19th centuries.


For over a century, the horrors (and, to some, fierce joys) of Long Chamber echoed in English history. This barn-like room, where fifty-two scholars slept, was 172 feet long and fifteen feet high, it was unheated until 1784 when two fireplaces were put in; the windows were broken and in winter snow drifted in and covered their beds. It was filthy, stinking of corrupting rats’ corpses, ordure and urine. A parody on Gray’s ode written in 1798 begins:








We chambers three, ye foul abodes


Which filth and bedsteads line


Where every instant adds fresh loads


To Cloacina’s shrine.











There were not enough of the large oaken beds four feet six inches across, in which the boys slept together for sex or huddled close for warmth, and some had to sleep on the floor. There was nowhere to wash, except a sloppy shelf for the sixth. In 1834 a report stated “that the inmates of a workhouse or a gaol are better fed and lodged than the scholars of Eton”.


But it is at night that the accounts read like descriptions of hell out of Dostoievsky. Then great fires were lit, so great sometimes that they threatened to destroy the ancient building, sending monstrous shadows dancing up the walls. Rats poured out of the walls and floors to feed on the filth, at which the fags would give chase, stuff them into socks and smash them against the beds. Their numbers can be gauged by the fact that in 1858 two cartloads of rats’ bones were taken from beneath the floorboards. Scenes of the coarsest and most flagrant orgiastic indulgence took place, of a sort that participants (or victims) could later barely bring themselves to describe. Charles Simeon, an earnest evangelical preacher, said he would be tempted to murder his son, rather than let him see in college the sights that he had seen. The larger boys, inflamed by drink, could become demons. Bedsteads were crowded round the fires and lower boys (no more than nine or ten sometimes) would be beaten, scorching, from side to side by the upper boys. Or a cord would be tied to a toe and they would be rushed up and down the room. They would be tossed in blankets. One boy, hurled high into the air, fell head first onto a bedpost and was completely scalped. And no one came to see what went on. No one else ever lived in the building. They were locked in at eight and left alone till morning. Their shrieks of pain and terror, their moans of pleasure, went alike unheard.


It is hardly surprising that Long Chamber became a grisly legend. Many parents refused to let their sons become collegers till the last possible moment. If they survived (not all did) it became evidence of remarkable toughness. A Dr. Oakes was applying to an insurance company in 1826 and mentioned in passing that “he had slept in Long Chamber for eight years”. At that the chairman of the board interrupted: “We needn’t ask Dr. Oakes any more questions.”


But pain and terror were not confined to collegers. Bullying was rife in the boarding houses—and outside them. When Shelley went to Eton, aged twelve in 1804, he rapidly stood out as non-conformist. He stayed aloof and refused to be menial. He refused to fag for his fag-master Matthews. His appearance was notable: lanky and delicate, feminine. They soon discovered his rages, when he would lash out with open hands “like a girl in boy’s clothes”. It is not very surprising that he soon became a target for the whole school. The results were horrific:




He was known as Mad Shelley [wrote a boy a year below him], and many a cruel torture was practised upon him for his moody and singular exclusiveness. Shelley was my senior; and I, in common with others, deemed [him] as one ranging between madness and folly … conscious … of being the reverse of what the many deemed him—stung by the injustice of imputed madness, by the cruelty, if he were mad, of taunting the afflicted, his rage became boundless. Like Tarso’s jailor, his heartless tyrants all but raised up the demon which they said was in him. I have seen him surrounded, booted, baited like a maddened bull—and at this distance of time I seem to hear ringing in my ears that cry with which Shelley was wont to utter in his paroxysms of revengeful anger.





On winter evenings there was a game called “nailing” played in the dim cloisters waiting to go into the upper school for supper. A heavy, muddy football was kicked rapidly through the crowd and then directed with ferocious violence at one agreed target. This target was frequently Shelley.


The mob had endless diversions: 




The particular name of some particular boy would be sounded by one, taken up by another and another, until hundreds echoed and echoed the name…. The Shelley! Shelley! Shelley! which was thundered in the cloisters was but too often accompanied by practical jokes—such as knocking his books from under his arm, seizing them as he stooped to recover them, pulling and tearing his clothes, or pointing with the finger, as one Neapolitan maddens another. The result was, as stated, a paroxysm of anger which made his eyes flash like a tiger’s, his cheek grow pale as death, his limbs quiver, and his hair stand on end.





Once, tormented into a delirium, he struck out violently and involuntarily with a penknife so that it pierced right through the hand of one of his torturers, pinning him to a desk. And this went on for four years, until at long last he reached the relative civilisation of the Remove and the sixth form.


What effects did it have? Indeed what effects did the primitive public school system have as a whole? Can we make any generalised comments about their freedom, brutality and anarchy?


The experiences in early childhood that result from certain patterns of upbringing are, to a degree, predictable in their effects. Continual severance from love, for example, or its absence, the death or cruelty of a loved figure, will usually produce a person who is insecure, someone who will later have difficulty with love relationships. Or violence inflicted in childhood will produce violence later, or, repressed, fear, insecurity and guilt. But by the time people go to public schools their characters are largely formed; the effects therefore are enormously more varied, the reactions as different as the different people reacting. Statements that public schools “caused” this or that general effect become far more difficult to make and over large areas impossible.


If at a universal level one has to be extremely tentative and careful, it is often possible at a personal one to be more sure. Richard Holmes, whose excellent account of Shelley I have been closely following, discerns a number of both long and short term effects that Eton had on him. The disturbances began to manifest themselves at once. He took to wandering the gardens of his house, Field Place, in disguise, spending whole nights locked in Warnham Church, applying for work as a gamekeeper’s boy and speaking with a heavy Sussex accent. His mischievousness became more and more violent and uncontrollable. Now the nightmares, which had begun at his prep school, Syon House, grew worse. These torments of the night, visions and sleepwalking when he re-lived the school hell of his early youth, were to last the rest of his life.


The sense of betrayal was overwhelming. How could they have sent him away to such torture? Fear of rejection became central to his emotional life. And, as a result of his two schools, he gradually transformed his childhood into a time of extreme oppression, putting his father, though most of the evidence is to the contrary, in the rôle of tyrant.


Eton produced other and equally permanent effects. Fear became an element entwined in his character: fear of society en masse, fear of enforced solitude, fear of himself. The instinctive violence of the penknife incident was to recur in similar acts; his imagination was often furiously aggressive, a side which drove Claire Clairmont into hysterics and crowded his verse with ghosts and furies. He found it difficult to accept that streak of induced or, if latent, roused viciousness. These conflicts, planted at the centre of his personality, meant that it became fundamentally unstable and volatile. All this may be plausibly laid at the door of Eton and prep school acting on the temperament nurtured at Field Place.


Nonetheless, despite what I said earlier, public schools were already having more general effects then, and were to have many more later. These must be treated with caution, but there are a number of social patterns, peculiarities of attitude and character, the formation of some of our fundamental institutions, values and standards accepted right down through our society, which can hardly be understood without, at the very least, reference to the public schools.


Shelley remembered his time at Eton with an intensity of anger and expressions of horror he brought to nothing else. But from it he also derived his dislike of violence, his swift generosity to those in distress; these years produced his loathing of tyranny in any form, and his instinctive and marvellously sympathetic hatred of authority. And this recurs again and again, in various forms. Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries the public schools are to be accused of producing crushed, conventional, class-conscious philistines eagerly deferring to authority: and they are to be rightly accused. But dislike and defiance of authority, the refusal to be crushed, the deliberately unconventional, the elaborately bohemian, are equally strong, if numerically fewer elements in the British upper and middle classes. When class becomes an issue, often the most persuasive writers (Orwell of Eton) or the most effective politicians (Gaitskell of Winchester, Benn of Westminster) against class privilege come from the very class it is hoped to destroy. All countries share these phenomena, but in Britain their strength and persistence are largely due to the violence of the revulsion against things—class arrogance, tyrannical authority, attempts to impose conventions and so on—experienced for so long, so intensely, when so young.


A few more general points must be made about these aspects of the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries.


It is easy enough to skim lightly through accounts of bullying and beating, mildly titivated perhaps but essentially untouched. Yet remember yourself when small or think of your son now. Imagine that at this very moment, while you are reading, you are suddenly seized, dragged out and flung over a stairwell tied at the ankle to a sheet; or that someone ten foot tall and strong as a horse smashes you in the face so that you lose two teeth, or every night, in deepest winter, forces you to warm his icy sheets until, when he comes to sleep, he pulls you out and sends you to your own freezing bed. And that this is to go on for three or four years.


Similarly, imagine that you have just heard that your son’s or nephew’s headmaster has been absent nine days in a pub. The drunken and licentious behaviour of the pupils shocked even that permissive age, and articles, as in the Gentlemen’s Magazine of 1798, complained of the appalling state of sexual morality. We may later smile at the almost insane moral fervour of some 19th century reforming headmasters, but the savage brutality, anarchy, drunkeness and so on which they had to deal with were real and appallingly difficult problems.


Another point is that, though as we have seen this boy freedom and boy rule grew up accidentally, and though there was virtually nothing the masters could do about it, once there, it was accepted and justified. Freedom and independence, allowing boys to choose in areas unconnected with the classroom, meant that they would grow up free and independent, tough, able to choose and decide for themselves. It became a perfectly explicit educational theory. In an essay on education in 1804, W. Barrow wrote: “Were it not for the dormitory at Westminster and the quarterdeck of a man of war, we should soon be a nation of macaronies.” One of the complaints against Gabell at Winchester in 1818 was that he had abandoned “the English Method”—masters trusting boys, and the boys having self-government under prefects—for “the French Method”, where the boys were not trusted and government was by the masters.


This of course echoes one of the most prevalent views of education current today. The trouble was that the psychology was primitive and faulty. It was supposed that to bring a boy up in tough conditions made him strong, whereas in practice such brutal conditions imposed so young led far more often to insecurity and fear. Certainly, boys exceptionally strong in the first place survived quite well; far more were crushed. And this too was fairly well recognised. For this reason vast numbers of boys were educated at home. Gladstone said that to send a boy who was not strong to a public school was “madness”. And Lord Chatham stated “he scarce observed a boy who was not cowed for life at Eton”.


Finally, during the 19th century a curious development took place. The various freedoms and practices we have been discussing proved too strong for reform. They were therefore taken over in their entirety and became the public school underworld, the “informal system” which even today obsesses sociologists. So in fact that whole structure of fags, bullying, prefect justice, monitorial whoppings, studies, feasts and illicit escapades which is unique to boys’ public schools (girls’ schools don’t have it, nor do foreign schools or State schools) and which furnishes two-thirds of the material of their literature, was not a 19th century growth but was a relic from the 17th and 18th centuries, imported whole and then explicitly condoned provided it remained more or less out of sight. It became an integral and adored part of the system, just as important later as games and “team spirit” and the classical tradition.


9 Conclusion


What conclusions can we draw from this sketchy survey? Let me try to summarise. The first schools were founded in the 6th and 7th centuries as adjuncts of the new Church, to provide clerics, and also choristers for the cathedrals. We traced various interrelated processes which had culminated by the 1830s: the move to fee-paying and away from educating the poor (though only after some centuries had educating the poor become an obligation); the growth of boarding of one sort or another, the teaching of Latin first as a living, later as a dead language through the classics. We saw the emergence of various themes, some conspicuous by their lack of emphasis—sex, games; some by their growing emphasis—class, the peculiarities of tradition, public school incest, food, school songs, the loose loyalties of pupils towards and movement among the schools. The picture is not always simple: colossal classes, poor teachers, a combination of violent discipline and total disorder, must be balanced by inspired teachers, gentle masters, and a high standard of scholarship among the few. As the Church ceased to be a force in founding schools—ending in the dissolution of the monasteries when a good many schools disappeared—we saw the Crown, wealthy individuals and the livery companies take on the task of foundation, creating some 800 schools by the end of the 16th century. We followed circumstances of rising brutality, corruption and inefficiency from the late 17th century to the early 19th century, climaxing in a series of tempestuous rebellions. During this time while some nine or ten schools emerged as pre-eminent, and another ninety or so survived in all gradations of health and decay, approximately 700 slowly collapsed. Finally, sufficiently close to need no summary, we examined some of the strange and often horrifying phenomena of boy freedom, boy cruelty and boy rule, and their implications for the future.


The long flight over thirteen centuries is over. It is now time to look at that future. The public schools are about to enter the most extraordinary period of their history.
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