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			  Preface

			   

				When Sir Thomas More, Lord Chancellor of Tudor England, made up the word Utopia he knew that, in Greek, it could mean either ‘good place’ or ‘no place’, depending on the spelling and pronunciation. It was therefore the ideal pun to describe a state of affairs that was both perfect and unattainable: the structure of society on the Island of Utopia. But why should we be interested today in a country that lies beyond our reach; a mirage that diverts our attention and our energy away from the messy, compromised reality of the actual world?

				It is not only Utopian philosophers who study perfect states that do not exist in reality. ‘Ideal behaviour’ is an important concept for scientists, too, because the comparison of what is derived from an ideal model (in thermodynamics, for example) with what actually happens in the laboratory can shed light on how the system works, what prevents it from functioning perfectly. To take another example, real gases like oxygen, carbon dioxide and nitrogen do not obey Boyle’s Law and the degree to which they deviate gives us important information about the behaviour of the molecules that make up those gases. 

				In similar fashion, students of politics, economics and religion can use Thomas More’s Utopian island as a lens to bring the real world into sharper focus, by constantly shifting their thinking between what is and what might be. Strategic planners do much the same thing when they try to find ways of closing the so-called ‘strategic gap’ between an ideal future goal and the likely position of the organization if no action is taken.

				But Utopian books are written to provoke debate rather than to programme action, so it is not surprising that the most important – Plato’s Republic (c 375 BC)), Thomas More’s Utopia (1516), William Morris’s News from Nowhere (1890) and H G Wells’s A Modern Utopia (1905) – are structured in the form of discussions where critical comment is never very far away. 

				What is surprising is that, with one notable exception, none of these works has very much to say about education. Thomas More supports universal primary education, a strict limit on those in full-time education and an emphasis on life-long learning. Morris is briefly scathing about ‘the twaddle which it was well known was of no use’ before the Revolution and Wells remains unusually silent. The notable exception is of course Plato, whose Republic has always been compulsory reading for any serious would-be educator.

				 

				* * * * * *

				 

				As the ‘Modern’ in his title suggests, Wells is critical of those who explored Utopia before him. He complains that Plato, More and Morris describe models of a society which is static: ‘a balance of happiness won for ever against the forces of unrest and disorder’. Moreover they are describing tiny islands or states far from the global reality of modern commerce and politics. Wells on the other hand describes a kinetic World State and honestly faces up to the challenges of its multi-racial population: ‘white and black, brown, red and yellow, all tints of skin, all types of body and character will be there’. 

				Wells also fears for the individual in the suffocating atmosphere of Utopian goodness:

				…I doubt if anyone has ever warmed to desire himself a citizen in the Republic of Plato; I doubt if anyone could stand a month of the relentless publicity of virtue planned by More… No one wants to live in any community of intercourse really, save for the sake of the individualities he would meet there…

				and he mocks Morris’s naïve idealism:

				…every man doing as it pleases him, and none pleased to do evil, in a world as good as its essential nature, as ripe and sunny as the world before the Fall. 

				Indeed it is easy to criticize Morris for his arty-crafty brand of socialism but, of our four authors, he is the only one to imagine the actual process of reforming society to a state of Utopian perfection and it is a bloody and brutal business as his account of the massacre of Trafalgar Square describes:

				It is no use trying to describe the scene that followed. Deep lanes were mowed amidst the thick crowd; the dead and dying covered the ground, and the shrieks and wails and cries of horror filled all the air till it seemed as if there was nothing else in the world but murder and death.

				This is in stark contrast to the genteel world of Morris’s quaint post-revolutionary folk who now inhabit the upper reaches of the River Thames in News from Nowhere.

				I have come across only one educator who claimed to have found Utopia – Edmond Holmes in his extraordinary book What is and what might be, published in 1911. Holmes, a former chief inspector of elementary schools, describes a rural school of 200 pupils in a region he disguises as Utopia, led by a headmistress whom he calls Egeria. It is a powerful manifesto for progressive education, a criticism of ‘the tendency to pay undue regard to outward and visible “results” and to neglect what is inward and vital’. As an inspector, Holmes had been responsible for implementing the Victorian system known as ‘payment by results’ and it had left its scars. 

				Egeria’s pupils show what might be; they do not wait to be told; they take initiatives, plan and work things out for themselves. They need no external discipline, and competition plays no part in their education. There is no evidence of selfishness or self-assertion and a happy medium is struck between aggressive familiarity and uncouth shyness. Finally, there is a profound love of all that is beautiful in nature. 

				Frankly, it is just a little hard to swallow and we are reminded how easily, in the hands of an idealist, especially a recent convert, a Utopian vision can so easily become a Utopian solution. History offers countless examples of situations where ‘what is’ was infinitely preferable to ‘what might be’.

				 

				* * * * * *

				 

				According to William Morris, ‘The only safe way of reading Utopia is to consider it as the expression of the temperament of the author’ and this book, which contains a selection of my own experiences, is no exception. I have tried to follow a broad autobiographical pathway which takes me as a student from Watford Boys’ Grammar School to Oxford and then to Cape Town. Rejecting a career in music, I become a teacher which brings me back to Watford then on to the University of York, a deputy headship of a comprehensive school on the Isle of Wight and two comprehensive headships in Hertfordshire. Finally comes the move to Geneva, to lead first its famous International School and then the International Baccalaureate. 

				At points along this pathway I have engaged with some remarkable people, visited some remarkable places and taken part in some remarkable events. Some of them qualify for a Utopian signpost because they give us a glimpse of another way of doing things – I choose my words carefully at this point – which some might say approaches perfection. Some of my ‘vignettes’ focus on entire socio-political systems – apartheid in South Africa, comprehensive education in the UK, communism in Czechoslovakia and Rousseau’s search for the right relationship between the citizen and the state.

				Others acknowledge the role played by outstanding individual people in seeking, describing and defending Utopia (like Plato’s Guardians or Wells’s Samurai) and here I pay tribute to a Headmaster, an industrialist and a distinguished developmental psychologist. Two vignettes look hard for signs of Utopia in recently war-torn Bosnia and Iraq while a number, in lighter vein, simply celebrate the personal Utopian satisfaction that I have derived from scientific research, playing the piano and skiing.

				 

				* * * * * *

				 

				But let me end my introduction with another word of warning. A signpost pointing to Utopia does not mean that I myself would wish to proceed down that particular road. Many modern readers, while applauding H G Wells for his attitude towards race, will find his proposals on eugenics disturbing, although a century or so ago they caused little stir. So, for example, my views on apartheid, written when I was living with it in South Africa will, I hope, explain why many people in that country (including church ministers) regarded it as a Utopian solution to a complex political and social problem – but it was not one for me.

				My purpose is to provoke debate rather than to programme action and the reader is invited to engage with the vignettes rather as an art lover might move between the pictures in an exhibition. At the end of each vignette a brief autobiographical promenade will lead the reader on to the next painting.
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				Chapter 1: Plus est en vous

				 

				My real education – learning for some useful purpose and not just for its own sake – started around 1950 when I was eight. We could not afford expensive holidays so every summer my father drove us in our elderly Austin Ten into the Essex countryside where a college friend of my parents had a large farm. There we helped to bring in the harvest using tools and techniques that are now confined to museums, grainy black-and-white cine films and heritage television programmes. So perhaps a word of explanation is called for.

				In those days the ripened corn was cut by a machine called a ‘binder’; with its huge paddle wheel it was the precursor of the combine harvester. As its name suggests, the machine not only cut, but also bound the stalks into bundles called ‘sheaves’ which were left scattered across the field. These in turn – and it was a labour-intensive process – were gathered up and stacked vertically into small tents (it was possible to shelter in them during a shower) known as ‘stooks’ which, given kind weather, allowed the grain to dry. By now the field would look like the background to a typical English 19th century landscape painting. And this is where my contribution to the harvest started.

				Each morning, after the sun had dried the overnight moisture, we would set off on a cart pulled by an ageing and unreliable tractor. I remember a stumpy grey Ferguson, a thin orange Alice Chambers and a heavy blue Fordson (have I remembered those names correctly after all these years?). When we reached the field I took over the driving as we moved slowly between stooks allowing the men time to pitch the sheaves onto the cart, then on to the next one. Once full – and ‘full’ meant a towering load – I would ride on top as we drove back to the stack yard where the sheaves were unloaded and built into a huge rick which was thatched as protection against the weather, until the threshing machine came around in the autumn to release, at long last, the grain itself. 

				It was a memorable time when farming was on the cusp of a new technical revolution – the combine harvester – which would transform the harvesting process and make redundant most of the labourers, including me. By the mid-1950s there was nothing left for me to do; no farming process to which I could contribute; no way for me to join in. But, for the moment, I had the significant responsibility of driving the tractor and working with a team of men who needed me. 

				There was Old Bill with his flat cap and his trousers held up with binder twine and Young Bill with the squeaky voice; gruff old Frank, who was in his 90s (so his grandfather would have remembered the Napoleonic Wars) and John, the young farm manager, recently out of college. And there was my father, stripped to the waist, relishing the unfamiliar physical exercise and acquiring a sun tan that would see him through the winter.

				Of course none of it was very safe; indeed it was sometimes rather dangerous. I spent an afternoon in bed with mild concussion after falling from the top of a load when an unsecured rope suddenly came loose. On another occasion the cart’s axle broke and the entire load of beans, miraculously with no one on top, ended up in the roadside ditch. In the stack yard I would ride up the elevator to the top of the rick carrying my own, half-sized pitchfork. 

				Risky yes, but a powerful learning experience, doing something that actually mattered at the age of eight: belonging to a team that needed and valued my contribution; learning new motor skills with a pitchfork; trying to understand instructions issued in a bewildering dialect that might have been a foreign language. And then at the end of it all reporting to the farm office to get paid!

				 

				* * * * * *

				 

				Looking back I realise how much I owe to that distant Utopian harvest-time experience; confidence that comes from being able to cope – not always, but enough of the time – with situations that were way outside my comfort zone. I realise, too, how often during my subsequent career in education I have drawn on an accumulated store of confidence when I found myself in situations for which I had neither the ideal qualifications nor very much experience and therefore had to learn fast and learn well. 

				I am skeptical about so-called ‘transferable skills’. It seems to me that the ability to drive a tractor at the age of eight means little more than the ability to drive a tractor. Struggling to make sense of an Essex dialect probably contributes little to understanding a farm hand in Devon. But both these capacities, plus the ability to fit into a team and play an essential part in a physically tough work routine that actually mattered: they add up to a confident self-awareness that can indeed be transferred to other situations. 

				I am reminded of Kurt Hahn’s motto, adopted by the school he founded in Scotland, Gordonstoun: Plus est en vous. There is more in us than we know. If we can be made to see it, perhaps for the rest of our lives we will be unwilling to settle for less.
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				Chapter 2: Ah, but a man’s reach…

				 

				I grew up in the 1950s. I remember a drab, smoggy, slow-moving decade when nothing very much seemed to happen; an ideal time therefore to grow up, as there were few distractions and not many choices to be made. I was deemed too young to visit the Festival of Britain in 1951 (that still rankles) but I watched the Queen’s Coronation two years later on our neighbour’s tiny black and white (more a dirty green) television screen. Rationing finally ended in 1954 and the Suez debacle in 1956 gave us strong messages of political influence ebbing away; only the memories and the stubborn evidence of the recent world war (the ubiquitous bomb sites in London, for example) sustained a belief in the ‘Great’ part of Great Britain. 

				I also remember the huge sense of relief when my father was finally released from the RAF reserve in 1956. Although I was too young to remember his absence from home during the war (he served much of the time abroad) it had clearly made a big unconscious impact – in the same way the noise of a siren still disturbs me today. But now, even if the Cold War suddenly warmed up – and we seem to have largely forgotten the scary unpredictability of the super powers’ nuclear arms race – by now my father was too old to be recalled for active duty.

				Instead, he was the respected headmaster of a primary school. My mother, a languages graduate, was a 1950s housewife and I followed my older brother to grammar school where I met the headmaster who would change my life, Harry Rée. It was the start of a relationship that lasted until his death and, as I wrote in his obituary in 1991 in the Times Educational Supplement, he changed the way I thought. So let us eavesdrop on our first meeting, the interview in the headmaster’s study that followed my application for a place at Watford Boys’ Grammar School (WBGS). He asked me to read from Treasure Island and I can still remember the passage:

				“Just before him Tom lay motionless upon the sward,” I read nervously (after all, I was only ten).

				“What do you think ‘sward’ means,” interrupted Harry Rée.

				“The ground?” I suggested, hopefully.

				“So why do you think the writer chose the word ‘sward’?”

				Something very new, something very different, was happening and it went on happening for nearly 40 years as my life as a pupil at WBGS, as a lecturer at York University and as headmaster of two comprehensive schools was enriched: no, much more than enriched – was shaped – by this remarkable man.

				 

				* * * * * *

			   

				Harry Rée had the conventional education of the well-off British middle class: prep school, Shrewsbury and Cambridge. But this cultural orthodoxy concealed his cosmopolitan background; his father was an industrial chemist who had trained on the continent while his mother was an American DuPont de Nemours. Harry was born in 1914, the eighth of eight children. In our last exchange of letters just a few weeks before he died, he was still asking why I thought this and why I was doing that: “But tell me, George … I wonder if you’ve read … Do you know anyone who … So do fill me in on this … Could we sensibly have done, in the large, differently … What will the politics be like in Geneva?” 

				Harry was skeptical about my impending move to the International School of Geneva though I believe he would quickly have fallen in love with its chaotic mix of cultures and languages and with the International Baccalaureate. “You’ll get to know the French Jura countryside which is beautiful,” he conceded, “you know when you cross the frontier because of the smells – farmyards, middens, Gauloise and pastis – Swiss farms seem to be sprayed with deodorant!” 

				He knew what he was talking about. Harry served with distinction in the SOE in occupied France during World War II, and he had crossed the frontier as he escaped to Switzerland to recover from life-threatening wounds sustained when he was trapped in a German ambush. He was later decorated by the British and French governments for his heroism.

				Harry was skeptical about most things and Emerson’s 1850 description of the skeptic

				…not at all of unbelief, not at all of universal denying, not of universal doubting … least of all of scoffing and profligate jeering at all that is stable and good… The wise skeptic wishes to have a near view of the best game, and the chief players; what is best in the planet; art and nature, places and events, but mainly men. Everything that is excellent in mankind – a form of grace, an arm of iron, lips of persuasion, a brain of resources, every one skilful to play and win – he will see and judge.

				This fits Harry exactly. ‘I am interested in computers and IT,’ he wrote somewhat plaintively (remember this was only 1991) ‘but does it reach the fundamental bases of thought and reason – and encourage students to reach down to these ocean-floor problems?’ I replied that I thought it did not.

				When I was a pupil, I remember Harry standing in for an absent geography teacher and walking around the classroom as we worked away with our atlases. He paused behind me and asked quietly (we are now back in the 1950s): “Do you think making all that pink across the map is such a good idea?” A small but entirely reasonable seed of doubt was sown and I can still conjure up the layout of the classroom at that ocean-floor moment in my thinking. Harry had that rare gift of extending one’s awareness without stretching it beyond the point of linkage to existing knowledge and values; the capacity to ask ‘medium-sized questions’ to move the debate along.

				 

				* * * * * *

			   

				Despite being headmaster of one of the most prestigious grammar schools in the country and author of a book called The Essential Grammar School, Harry was beginning to have doubts of his own. As part of a sixth form general studies course he had given me Floud and Halsey’s classic paper that demolished the validity and reliability of 11+ selection and he invited me to defend the case for the selective grammar school. I made a poor job of it and it did not help to feel that Harry was now firmly on the other side. It was not the compelling statistical evidence but rather the heart-rending stories of premature rejection that persuaded Harry that there must be a better way of organising secondary schooling, treating each child’s education as of equal worth.

				Then, in the early 1960s, he had the break he needed and deserved. His appointment to the first chair of education at the new University of York (where I caught up with him in 1968) meant that he could draw a line under painful memories of the death of his wife and react positively to his increasing alienation from the whole concept of the selective grammar school. Throughout this difficult period his humanist optimism had never wavered and he once described to me the moment in his interview that he believed had secured him the Watford job in the first place. “They asked me to identify the most important quality of headship. My mind went blank but then, quite suddenly, I knew the right answer: ‘Generosity’ I replied.”

				“When you meet a new class for the first time,” Harry advised new student teachers, “make the assumption they are better than you are, will go further than you’ve gone, will do things you’ve only dreamed about. Then you’ll start off with the right relationship.” 
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My next vignette is the portrait of a man whose entire
philosophy was based on the conviction that young
people have much more in them than they realise. I

knew Harry Rée for nearly 40 years and even today, he

remains one of that small silent band who, in the words
of Gershwin’s song, ‘watch over me’ and to whom I refer
important decisions for posthumous comment.

If Kurt Hahn’s motto was ‘plus est en vous’ then Harry
Rée’s was Browning’s famous lines: ‘Ah, but a man’s
reach should exceed his grasp, or what’s a heaven for?’
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The Second World War is over, leaving Britain
victorious, exhausted and bankrupt. Nevertheless, a
Labour government is introducing radical reforms of
education, health and welfare, all of which will influence
my life in positive ways.

Service men and women, including my father,
have returned to their peace time jobs and
German and Italian prisoners of war, many
working on farms, have been repatriated. My
story starts on just such a farm in Essex.






